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Scuttling across the floors of silent seas.

—The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.
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Mrs. Anderson was dead.

Nothing flashy, just old age—she went to bed one night and never woke up. They say it was a peaceful, dignified way to die, which I suppose is technically true, but the three days it took for someone to realize they hadn’t seen her in a while removed most of the dignity from the situation. Her daughter eventually dropped by to check on her and found her corpse three days rotted and stinking like roadkill. And the worst part isn’t the rotting, it’s the three days—three whole days before anyone cared enough to say, “Wait, where’s that old lady that lives down by the canal?” There’s not a lot of dignity in that.

But peaceful? Certainly. She died quietly in her sleep on August thirtieth, according to the coroner, which means she died two days before something tore Jeb Jolley’s insides out and left him in a puddle behind the Laundromat. We didn’t know it at the time, but that made Mrs. Anderson the last person in Clayton County to die of natural causes for almost six months. The Clayton Killer got the rest.

Well, most of them. All but one.

We got Mrs. Anderson’s body on Saturday, September second, after the coroner was done with it—or, I guess I should say that my mom and Aunt Margaret got the body, not me. They’re the ones who run the mortuary; I’m only fifteen. I’d been in town most of the day, watching the police clean up the mess with Jeb, and came back just as the sun was beginning to go down. I slipped in the back just in case my mom was up front. I didn’t really want to see her.

No one was in the back yet, just me and Mrs. Anderson’s corpse. It was lying perfectly still on the table, under a blue sheet. It smelled like rotten meat and bug spray, and the lone ventilator fan buzzing loudly overhead wasn’t doing much to help. I washed my hands quietly in the sink, wondering how long I had, and gently touched the body. Old skin was my favorite—dry and wrinkled, with a texture like antique paper. The coroner hadn’t done much to clean up the body, probably because they were busy with Jeb, but the smell told me that at least they’d thought to kill the bugs. After three days in end-of-summer heat, there had probably been a lot of them.

A woman swung open the door from the front end of the mortuary and came in, looking like a surgeon in her green scrubs and mask. I froze, thinking it was my mother, but the woman just glanced at me and walked to a counter.

“Hi John,” she said, collecting some sterile rags. It wasn’t my mom at all, it was her sister Margaret—they were twins, and when their faces were masked I could barely tell the difference. Margaret’s voice was a little lighter, though, a little more . . . energetic. I figured it was because she’d never been married.

“Hi, Margaret.” I took a step back.

“Ron’s getting lazier,” she said, picking up a squirt bottle of Dis-Spray. “He didn’t even clean her, just declared natural causes and shipped her over. Mrs. Anderson deserves better than this.” She turned to look at me. “You just gonna stand there or are you gonna help me?”

“Sorry.”

“Wash up.”

I rolled up my sleeves eagerly and went back to the sink.

“Honestly,” she went on, “I don’t even know what they do over there at the coroner’s office. It’s not like they’re busy—we can barely stay in business here.”

“Jeb Jolley died,” I said, drying my hands. “They found him this morning behind the Wash-n-Dry.”

“The mechanic?” asked Margaret, her voice dropping lower. “That’s terrible. He’s younger than I am. What happened?”

“Murdered,” I said, and pulled a mask and apron from a hook on the wall. “They thought maybe it was a wild dog, but his guts were kind of in a pile.”

“That’s terrible,” Margaret said again.

“Well, you’re the one worried about going out of business,” I said. “Two bodies in one weekend is money in the bank.”

“Don’t even joke like that, John,” she said, looking at me sternly. “Death is a sad thing, even when it pays your mortgage. You ready?”

“Yes.”

“Hold her arm out.”

I grabbed the body’s right arm and pulled it straight. Rigor mortis makes a body so stiff you can barely move it, but it only lasts about a day and a half and this one had been dead so long the muscles had all relaxed again. Though the skin was papery, the flesh underneath was soft, like dough. Margaret sprayed the arm with disinfectant and began wiping it gently with a cloth.

Even when the coroner does his job and cleans the body, we always wash it ourselves before we start. Embalming’s a long process, with a lot of very precise work, and you need a clean slate to start with.

“It stinks pretty bad,” I said.

“She.”

“She stinks pretty bad,” I said. Mom and Margaret were adamant that we be respectful to the deceased, but it seemed a little late at this stage. It wasn’t a person anymore, it was just a body. A thing.

“She does smell,” said Margaret. “Poor woman. I wish someone had found her sooner.” She looked up at the ventilator fan buzzing behind its grate in the ceiling. “Let’s hope the motor doesn’t burn out on us tonight.” Margaret said the same thing before every embalming, like a sacred chant. The fan continued creaking overhead.

“Leg,” she said. I moved down to the body’s foot and pulled the leg straight while Margaret sprayed it. “Turn your head.” I kept my gloved hands on the foot and turned to stare at the wall while Margaret lifted up the sheet to wash the upper thighs. “One good thing that came of this, though,” she said, “is that you can bet every widow in the county got a visit today, or is going to get one tomorrow. Everyone who hears about Mrs. Anderson is going to go straight to their own mother, just to make sure. Other leg.”

I wanted to say something about how everyone who heard about Jeb would go straight to their auto mechanic, but Margaret never appreciated jokes like that.

We moved around the body, leg to arm, arm to torso, torso to head, until the whole thing was scrubbed and disinfected. The room smelled like death and soap. Margaret tossed the rags in the laundry bin and started gathering the real embalming supplies.

I’d been helping Mom and Margaret at the mortuary since I was a little boy, back before Dad left. My first job had been cleaning up the chapel: picking up programs, dumping out ashtrays, vacuuming the floor, and other odd jobs that a six-year-old could do unassisted. I got bigger jobs as I grew older, but I didn’t get to help with the really cool stuff—embalming—until I was twelve. Embalming was like . . . I don’t know how to describe it. It was like playing with a giant doll, dressing it and bathing it and opening it up to see what was inside. I watched Mom once when I was eight, peeking in through the door to see what the big secret was. When I cut open my teddy bear the next week, I don’t think she made the connection.

Margaret handed me a wad of cotton, and I held it at the ready while she packed small tufts carefully under the body’s eyelids. The eyes were beginning to recede, deflating as they lost moisture, and cotton helped keep the right shape for the viewing. It helped keep the eyelids closed as well, but Margaret always added a bit of sealing cream, just in case, to keep the moisture in and the lid closed.

“Get me the needle gun, will you John?” she asked, and I hurried to put down the cotton and grab the gun from a metal table by the wall. The gun is a long metal tube with two fingerholds on the side, like a hypodermic syringe.

“Can I do it this time?”

“Sure,” she said, pulling back the body’s cheek and upper lip. “Right here.”

I placed the gun gently up against the gums and squeezed, embedding a small needle into the bone. The teeth were long and yellow. We added one more needle to the lower jaw and threaded a wire through them both, then twisted it tight to keep the mouth closed. Margaret smeared sealing cream on a small plastic support, like the peel of an orange wedge, and placed it inside the mouth to hold everything closed.

Once the face was taken care of we arranged the body carefully, straightening the legs and folding the arms across the chest in the classic “I’m dead” pose. Once the formaldehyde gets into the muscles, they seize up and go rigid. You have to set the features first thing, so the family doesn’t have a misshapen corpse at the viewing.

“Hold her head,” said Margaret, and I obediently put a hand on each side of the corpse’s head to keep it steady. Margaret probed with her fingers a bit, just above the right collarbone, and then sliced a long, shallow line in the hollow of the old woman’s neck. It’s almost bloodless when you cut a corpse. Because the heart’s not pumping, there’s no blood pressure, and gravity pulls all the blood down into the body’s back. Because this one had been dead longer than usual, the chest was limp and empty while the back was nearly purple, like a giant bruise. Margaret reached into the hole with a small metal hook and pulled out two big veins—well, technically an artery and a vein—and looped a string around each one. They were purple and slick, two dark loops that pulled out of the body a few inches, and then slipped back in. Margaret turned to prepare the pump.

Most people don’t realize how many different chemicals embalmers use, but the first thing that catches your eye is not how many there are, but how many different colors they are. Each bottle—the formaldehyde, the anticoagulants, the cauterants, the germicides, the conditioners, and others—has its own bright color, like fruit juice. The row of embalming fluids looks like the syrup flavors at a sno-cone stand. Margaret chose her chemicals carefully, like she was choosing ingredients for a soup. Not every body needed every chemical, and figuring out the right recipe for a given corpse was as much an art as a science. While she worked on that, I let go of the head and picked up the scalpel. They didn’t always let me make incisions, but if I did it while they weren’t watching, I could usually get away with it. I was good at it, too, which helped.

The artery Margaret had pulled out would be used to pump the body full of the chemical cocktail she was making; as they filled the body, the old fluids, like blood and water, would be pushed out the exposed vein and into a drain tube, and from there into the floor. I had been surprised to find out that it all just goes into the sewer system, but really—where else would it go? It’s no worse than anything else down there. I held the artery steady and cut slowly across it, careful not to sever it completely. When the hole was ready, I grabbed the canula—a curved metal tube—and slipped the narrow end into the opening. The artery was rubbery, like a thin hose, and covered with tiny fibers of muscle and capillary. I laid the metal tube gently on the chest and made a similar cut in the vein, this time inserting a drain pipe, which connected to a long coil of clear plastic tubing that snaked down into a drain in the floor. I cinched tight the strings Margaret had looped around each vein, sealing them shut.

“That looks good,” said Margaret, pushing the pump over to the table. It was on wheels to keep it out of the way, but now it took its place of honor in the center of the room while Margaret connected the main hose to the canula I’d placed in the artery. She studied the seal briefly, nodded at me in approval, and poured the first chemical—a bright orange anticoagulant to break up clots—into the tank on top of the pump. She pushed a button and the pump jerked sleepily to life, syncopated like a real heartbeat, and she watched it carefully while she fiddled with the knobs that controlled pressure and speed. The pressure in the body normalized quickly, and soon dark, thick blood was disappearing into the sewer.

“How’s school?” Margaret asked, peeling off a rubber glove to scratch her head.

“It’s only been a couple of days,” I said. “Not a lot happens in the first week.”

“It’s the first week of high school, though,” said Margaret. “That’s pretty exciting, isn’t it?”

“Not especially,” I said.

The anticoagulant was almost gone, so Margaret poured a bright blue conditioner into the pump to help get the blood vessels ready for the formaldehyde. She sat down. “Meet any new friends?”

“Yeah,” I said. “A whole new school moved into town over the summer, so miraculously I’m not stuck with the same people I’ve known since kindergarten. And of course, they all wanted to make friends with the weird kid. It was pretty sweet.”

“You shouldn’t make fun of yourself like that,” she said.

“Actually, I was making fun of you.”

“You shouldn’t do that either,” said Margaret, and I could tell by her eyes that she was grinning slightly. She stood back up to add more chemicals to the pump. Now that the first two chemicals were on their way through the body, she began mixing the true embalming fluid—a moisturizer and a water softener to keep the tissues from swelling, preservatives and germicides to keep the body in good condition (well, as good as it could be at this point), and dye to give it a rosy, lifelike glow. The key to it all, of course, is formaldehyde, a strong poison that kills everything in the body, hardens the muscles, pickles the organs, and does all of the actual “embalming.” Margaret added a hefty dose of formaldehyde, followed by thick green perfume to cover the pungent aroma. The pump tank was a swirly pot of brightly colored goop, like the slush machine at a gas station. Margaret clamped down the lid and ushered me out the back door; the fan wasn’t good enough to risk being in the room with that much formaldehyde. It was fully dark outside now, and the town had gone almost silent. I sat on the back step while Margaret leaned against the wall, watching through the open door in case anything went wrong.

“Do you have any homework yet?” she asked.

“I have to read the introductions of most of my textbooks over the weekend, which of course everybody always does, and I have to write an essay for my history class.”

Margaret looked at me, trying to be nonchalant, but her lips were pressed tightly together and she started blinking. I knew from long association that this meant something was bothering her.

“Did they assign a topic?” she asked.

I kept my face impassive. “Major figures of American history.”

“So . . . George Washington? Or maybe Lincoln.”

“I already wrote it.”

“That’s great,” she said, not really meaning it. She paused a moment longer, then dropped her pretense. “Do I have to guess, or are you going to tell me which of your psychopaths you wrote it on?”

“They’re not ‘my’ psychopaths.”

“John . . .”

“Dennis Rader,” I said, looking out at the street. “They just caught him a few years ago, so I thought it had a nice ‘current events’ angle.”

“John, Dennis Rader is the BTK killer. He’s a murderer. They asked for a great figure, not a—”

“The teacher asked for a major figure, not a great one, so bad guys count,” I said. “He even suggested John Wilkes Booth as one of the options.”

“There’s a big difference between a political assassin and a serial killer.”

“I know,” I said, looking back at her. “That’s why I wrote it.”

“You’re a really smart kid,” said Margaret, “and I mean that. You’re probably the only student that’s already finished with the essay. But you can’t . . . it’s not normal, John. I was really hoping you’d grow out of this obsession with murderers.”

“Not murderers,” I said, “serial killers.”

“That’s the difference between you and the rest of the world, John. We don’t see a difference.” She went back inside to start work on the body cavity—sucking out all the bile and poison until the body was purified and clean. Staying outside in the dark, I stared up at the sky and waited.

I don’t know what I was waiting for.


2

We didn’t get Jeb Jolley’s body that night, or even soon after, and I spent the next week in breathless anticipation, running home from school every afternoon to see if it had arrived yet. It felt like Christmas. The coroner was keeping the body much longer than usual in order to perform a full autopsy. The Clayton Daily had articles on the death every day, finally confirming on Tuesday that the police suspected murder. Their first impression had been that Jeb was killed by a wild animal, but there were apparently several clues that pointed to something more deliberate. The nature of those clues was not, of course, revealed. It was the most sensational thing to happen in Clayton County in my whole life.

On Thursday we got our history essays back. I got full points, and “Interesting choice!” written in the margin. The kid I hung out with, Maxwell, missed two points for length and two more for spelling; he’d written half a page about Albert Einstein, and spelled Einstein a different way every time.

“It’s not like there’s a whole lot to say about Einstein,” said Max, as we sat at a corner table of the school cafeteria. “He discovered e=mc2, and nuclear bombs, and that’s it. I’m lucky I got a half page at all.”

I didn’t really like Max, which was one of the most socially normal things about me—nobody really liked Max. He was short, and kind of fat, with glasses and an inhaler and a closet full of secondhand clothes. More than that, he had a brash, grating attitude, and he would speak too loudly and too authoritatively on subjects that he really knew very little about. In other words, he acted like the bullies, but without any of the strength or charisma to back it up. This all suited me fine, because he had the one quality I most desired in a school acquaintance—he liked to talk, and didn’t much care if I paid attention to him or not. It was part of my plan to remain inconspicuous: Alone we were just one weird kid who talked to himself and one weird kid who never talked to anyone; together we were two weird kids having a semblance of a conversation. It wasn’t much, but it made us look a little more normal. Two wrongs made a right.

Clayton High School was old and falling apart, like everything else in town. Kids bused here from all over the county, and I guessed a good third of the students came from farms and townships outside the city limits. There were a couple of kids I didn’t know—some of the outlying families home-schooled their kids up until high school—but for the most part the kids here were the same old crowd I’d grown up with since kindergarten. Nobody new ever came to Clayton, they just drove through on the interstate and barely glanced as they passed by. The city lay on the side of the highway and decayed, like a dead animal.

“Who did you write about?” said Max.

“What?” I hadn’t been paying attention.

“I asked who you wrote about for your essay,” said Max. “I’m guessing John Wayne.”

“Why would I do John Wayne?”

“Because you’re named after him.”

He was right; my name is John Wayne Cleaver. My sister’s name is Lauren Bacall Cleaver. My dad was a big fan of old movies.

“Being named after someone doesn’t mean they’re interesting,” I said, still watching the crowd. “Why didn’t you write about Maxwell House?”

“Is that a guy?” asked Max. “I thought it was a coffee company.”

“I wrote about Dennis Rader,” I told him. “He was BTK.”

“What’s BTK?”

“Bind, Torture, Kill,” I said. “BTK was how Dennis Rader signed his name in all the letters he wrote to the media.”

“That’s sick, man,” said Max. “How many people did he kill?” He obviously wasn’t too disturbed by it.

“Maybe ten,” I said. “The police aren’t sure yet.”

“Only ten?” said Max. “That’s nothing. You could kill more than that robbing a bank. That guy in your project last year was way better at it than that.”

“It doesn’t matter how many they kill,” I told him. “And it’s not awesome—it’s wrong.”

“Then why do you talk about them all the time?” asked Max.

“Because wrong is interesting.” I was only partially engaged in the conversation; mostly I was thinking about how cool it would be to see a body that was all taken apart after an autopsy.

“You’re weird, man,” said Max, taking another bite of his sandwich. “That’s all there is to say. Someday you’re going to kill a whole bunch of people—probably more than ten, because you’re such an overachiever—and then they’re going to have me on TV and ask if I saw this coming, and I’m going to say, ‘Hell yes, that guy was seriously screwed up.’ ”

“Then I guess I have to kill you first,” I said.

“Nice try,” said Max, laughing and pulling out his inhaler. “I’m, like, you’re only friend in the world—you wouldn’t kill me.” He took a puff from his inhaler and tucked it back into his pocket. “Besides, my dad was in the army, and you’re a skinny emo. I’d like to see you try.”

“Jeffrey Dahmer,” I said, only half listening to Max.

“What?”

“The project I did last year was on Jeffrey Dahmer,” I said. “He was a cannibal who kept severed heads in his freezer.”

“I remember now,” said Max, his eyes darkening. “Your posters gave me nightmares. That was boss.”

“Nightmares are nothing,” I said. “Those posters gave me a therapist.”

I’d been fascinated—I tried not to use the word “obsessed”—with serial killers for a long time, but it wasn’t until my Jeffrey Dahmer report in the last week of middle school that Mom and my teachers got worried enough to put me into therapy. My therapist’s name was Dr. Ben Neblin, and over the summer I’d had an appointment with him every Wednesday morning. We talked about a lot of things—like my father being gone, and what a dead body looked like, and how pretty fire was—but mostly we talked about serial killers. He told me that he didn’t like the subject, and that it made him uncomfortable, but that didn’t stop me. My mom paid for the sessions, and I didn’t really have anyone else to talk to, so Neblin got to hear it all.

After school started for the fall, our appointments were moved to Thursday afternoons, so when my last class ended I loaded up my backpack with its way-too-many books and pedaled the six blocks over to Neblin’s office. Halfway there, I turned at the corner by the old theater and took a detour—the Wash-n-Dry was only two blocks down, and I wanted to ride by the place where Jeb got killed.

The police tape was down now, finally, and the Laundromat was open, but empty. The back wall only had one window, a small, barred, yellow one that I assumed belonged to the restroom. The back lot was almost completely isolated, which the newspaper said was making the police investigation pretty hard—no one had seen or heard the attack, even though they guessed it had happened around ten o’clock at night, when most of the bars were still open. Jeb had probably been coming home from one when he died.

I half expected to find some big chalk outlines on the asphalt—one for the body, with another for the infamous pile of innards nearby. Instead, the whole area had been scoured with a high-pressure hose, and all the blood and gravel were washed away.

I dropped my bike by the wall and walked around slowly to see what, if anything, I could see. The asphalt was shaded and cool. Part of the wall had been scrubbed as well, almost to the roof, and it wasn’t hard to figure out where the body had been. I knelt down and peered closely at the ground, spotting here and there a purple smudge in the texture of the asphalt where dried blood had clung and resisted the water.

After a minute, I found a darker stain on the ground nearby—a hand-sized splotch of something blacker and thicker than blood. I picked at it with my fingernail and bits of it came up like greasy ash, as if someone had cleaned out a charcoal barbecue. I wiped my finger off on my pants and stood up.

It was strange, standing in a place where somebody had died. Cars buzzed slowly by on the street, muted by walls and distance. I tried to imagine what had happened here—where Jeb had been coming from, where he was going, why he cut through a back lot, and where he had been standing when the killer attacked. Perhaps he had been late for something and rushed through to save time, or maybe he was drunk and weaving dangerously, uncertain where he was. In my mind I saw him red-faced and grinning, oblivious to the death that stalked him.

I pictured the attacker, too, thinking—only for a moment—where I would hide if I were going to kill someone here. There were shadows all over the lot—odd angles of fence and wall and ground. Perhaps the killer had lain in wait behind an old car, or crouched behind a telephone pole. I imagined him lurking in the dark, calculating eyes peering out as Jeb stumbled past, boozy and defenseless.

Was he angry? Was he hungry? The shifting theories of the police were ominous and tantalizing—what could attack so brutally, yet so carefully, that the evidence pointed to both man and beast? I imagined swift claws and bright teeth slashing through moonlight and flesh, sending arcs of blood high onto the wall behind.

I lingered a moment longer, guiltily taking it all in. Dr. Neblin would wonder why I was late, and would chastise me when I told him where I had gone, but that’s not what bothered me. In coming here, I was digging at the foundations of something larger and deeper, scratching tiny lines in a wall I dare not breach. There was a monster behind that wall, and I had built it strong to keep the monster at bay; now it stirred and stretched, restless in its dreaming. There was a new monster in town, it seemed—would its presence awaken the one I kept hidden?

It was time to go. I got back on my bike and rode the last few blocks to Neblin’s office.

“I broke one of my rules today,” I said, looking down through the blinds over Dr. Neblin’s office window to the street below. Bright cars rolled past in an uneven parade. I could feel Neblin’s eyes on the back of my head, studying.

“One of your rules?” he asked. His voice was even and steady. He was one of the calmest people I knew, but then again, I spent most of my time with Mom and Margaret and Lauren. His calmness was one of the reasons I came here so willingly.

“I have rules,” I said, “to keep myself from doing anything . . . wrong.”

“What kind of things?”

“What kind of wrong things?” I asked, “Or what kind of rules?”

“I’d like to hear about both, but you can start with whatever you want.”

“Then we’d better start with the things I’m trying to avoid,” I said. “The rules won’t make any sense to you if you don’t know those.”

“That’s fine,” he said, and I turned back to face him. He was a short man, mostly bald on top and wearing small round glasses with thin black frames. He always carried a pad of paper, and occasionally made notes while we talked. That used to make me nervous, but he offered to let me see his notes anytime I asked. He never wrote things like “what a freak,” or “this kid is insane,” just simple notes to help him remember what we talked about. I’m sure he had a “what a freak” book somewhere, but he kept it hidden.

And if he didn’t have one yet, he was going to make one after this.

“I think,” I said, watching his face for a reaction, “that fate wants me to become a serial killer.”

He raised an eyebrow, nothing more. I told you he was calm.

“Well,” he said, “you’re obviously fascinated by them—you’ve read more on the subject than probably anyone in town, including me. Do you want to become a serial killer?”

“Of course not,” I said. “I specifically want to avoid becoming a serial killer. I just don’t know how much chance I have.”

“So the things you want to avoid doing are, what—killing people?” He peered at me crookedly, a sign I had come to know meant he was joking. He always said something a little sarcastic when we started getting into the really heavy stuff. I think it was his way of coping with anxiety. When I told him about the time I dissected a live gopher, layer by layer, he cracked three jokes in a row and almost giggled. “If you’ve broken a rule that big,” he continued, “I am obligated to go to the police, confidentiality or no.”

I learned the laws about patient confidentiality in one of our very first sessions, when I first talked about starting fires. If he thought that I had committed a crime, or that I was intending to, or if he thought that I was a legitimate danger to anyone, the law required him to tell the right authorities. He was also free under the law to discuss anything I said with my mother, whether he had a good reason or not. The two of them had held plenty of discussions over the summer, and she’d made my life hell because of them.

“The things I want to avoid are much lower on the ladder than killing,” I said. “Serial killers are usually—virtually always, in fact—slaves to their own compulsions. They kill because they have to, and they can’t stop themselves. I don’t want to get to that point, so I set up rules about smaller things—like how I like to watch people, but I don’t let myself watch one person for too long. If I do, I force myself to ignore that person for a whole week, and not even think about it.”

“So you have rules to stop yourself from small serial killer behaviors,” said Neblin, “in order to stay as far away from the big stuff as you can.”

“Exactly.”

“I think it’s interesting,” he said, “that you used the word ‘compulsions.’ That kind of removes the issue of responsibility.”

“But I’m taking responsibility,” I said. “I’m trying to stop it.”

“You are,” he said, “and that’s very admirable, but you started this whole conversation by saying that ‘fate’ wants you to be a serial killer. If you tell yourself that it’s your destiny to become a serial killer, then aren’t you really just dodging responsibility by passing the blame to fate?”

“I say ‘fate,’ ” I explained, “because this goes way beyond some simple behavioral quirks. There are some aspects of my life that I can’t control, and they can only be explained by fate.”

“Such as?”

“I’m named after a serial killer,” I said. “John Wayne Gacy killed thirty-three people in Chicago and buried most of them in the crawl space under his house.”

“Your parents didn’t name you after John Wayne Gacy,” said Neblin. “Believe it or not, I specifically asked your mom about it.”

“You did?”

“I’m smarter than I look,” he said. “But you need to remember that one coincidental link to a serial killer is a not a destiny.”

“My dad’s name is Sam,” I said. “That makes me the Son of Sam—a serial killer in New York who said his dog told him to kill.”

“So you have coincidental links to two serial killers,” he said. “That’s a little odd, I admit, but I’m still not seeing a cosmic conspiracy against you.”

“My last name is ‘Cleaver,’ ” I said. “How many people do you know who are named after two serial killers and a murder weapon?”

Dr. Neblin shifted in his chair, tapping his pen against his paper. This, I knew, meant that he was trying to think. “John,” he said after a moment, “I’d like to know what kinds of things scare you, specifically, so let’s pull back and look at what you said earlier. What are some of your rules?”

“I told you about watching people,” I said. “That’s a big one. I love watching people, but I know that if I watch one person for too long, I’ll start to get too interested in them—I’ll want to follow them, watch where they go, see who they talk to, and find out what makes them tick. A few years ago, I realized that I was actually stalking a girl at school—literally following her around everywhere. That kind of thing can go too far in a hurry, so I made a rule: If I watch one person for too long, I then ignore them for a whole week.”

Neblin nodded, but didn’t interrupt. I was glad he didn’t ask me the girl’s name, because even talking about her like this felt like breaking my rule again.

“Then I have a rule about animals,” I said. “You remember what I did to the gopher.”

Neblin smiled nervously. “The gopher certainly doesn’t.” His nervous jokes were getting lamer.

“That wasn’t the only time,” I said. “My dad used to set traps in our garden for gophers and moles and stuff, and my job every morning was to go out and check them and bash anything that wasn’t dead yet with a shovel. When I was seven I started to cut them open, to see what they looked like on the inside, but after I started studying serial killers I stopped doing that. Have you heard about the MacDonald triad?”

“Three traits shared by ninety-five percent of serial killers,” said Dr. Neblin. “Bed-wetting, pyromania, and animal cruelty. You do, I admit, have all three.”

“I discovered that when I was eight,” I said. “What really got to me was not the fact that animal cruelty could predict violent behavior—it’s that up until I read about it, I never thought that it was wrong. I was killing animals and taking them apart, and I had all the emotional reaction of a kid playing with Legos. It’s like they weren’t real to me—they were just toys to play with. Things.”

“If you didn’t feel that it was wrong,” asked Dr. Neblin, “why did you stop?”

“Because that’s when I first realized that I was different from other people,” I said. “Here was something that I did all the time, and thought nothing of it, and it turns out the rest of the world thinks it’s completely reprehensible. That’s when I knew I needed to change, so I started making rules. The first one was; Don’t mess with animals.”

“Don’t kill them?”

“Don’t do anything to them,” I said. “I won’t have a pet, I won’t pet a dog on the street, and I don’t even like to go into a house where someone has an animal. I avoid any situation that might lead me back to doing something I know I shouldn’t do.”

Neblin looked at me for a moment. “Any others?” he asked.

“If I ever feel like hurting someone,” I said, “I give them a compliment. If someone’s really bugging me, until I hate them so much I start to imagine myself killing them, I say something nice and smile really big. It forces me to think nice thoughts instead of bad ones, and it usually makes them go away.”

Neblin thought for a moment before speaking. “That’s why you read so much about serial killers,” he said. “You don’t feel right and wrong the way other people do, so you read about it to find out what you’re supposed to avoid.”

I nodded. “And of course, it helps that they’re pretty cool to read about.”

He made some notes on his pad.

“So which rule did you break today?” he asked.

“I went to the place where they found Jeb Jolley’s body,” I said.

“I wondered why you hadn’t mentioned him yet,” he said. “Do you have a rule to stay away from violent crime scenes?”

“Not specifically,” I said. “That’s why I was able to justify it to myself. I wasn’t really breaking a specific rule, even if I was breaking the spirit of them.”

“And why did you go?”

“Because someone was killed there,” I said. “I . . . had to see it.”

“Were you a slave to your compulsion?” he asked.

“You’re not supposed to turn that around on me.”

“I kind of am,” said Neblin. “I’m a therapist.”

“I see dead bodies all the time in the mortuary,” I said, “and I think that that’s fine—Mom and Margaret have worked there for years, and they’re not serial killers. So I see lots of live people, and I see lots of dead people, but I’ve never actually seen a live person turn into a dead one. I’m . . . curious.”

“And the scene of a crime is the closest you can get without committing a crime yourself.”

“Yes,” I said.

“Listen, John,” said Neblin, leaning forward. “You have a lot of predictors for serial-killer behavior, I know—in fact, I think you have more predictors than I’ve ever seen in one person. But you have to remember that predictors are just that—they predict what might happen, they don’t prophesy what will happen. Ninety-five percent of serial killers wet their beds and light fires and hurt animals, but that doesn’t mean that ninety-five percent of kids who do those things will become serial killers. You are always in control of your own destiny, and you are always the one who makes your own choices—no one else. The fact that you have those rules, and that you follow them so carefully, says a lot about you and your character. You’re a good person, John.”

“I’m a good person,” I said, “because I know what good people are supposed to act like, and I copy them.”

“If you’re as thorough as you say you are,” said Neblin, “nobody will ever know the difference.”

“But if I’m not thorough enough,” I said, looking out the window, “who knows what could happen?”
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Mom and I lived in a single-story apartment above the mortuary; our living room windows looked out over the front entrance, and our only door led down a set of enclosed steps to the side driveway. People always think it’s creepy to live over a mortuary, but it’s really just like any other house. Sure, we have dead bodies in the basement, but we also have a chapel, so it all balances out. Right?

By Saturday night we still didn’t have Jeb’s body. Mom and I ate dinner quietly, letting the shared pizza and the noise of the TV substitute for the companionship and conversation of a real relationship. The Simpsons was on, but I wasn’t really watching—I wanted that body. If the police kept it much longer, we wouldn’t be able to embalm it at all, just seal it in a bag and hold a closed-casket funeral.

Mom and I always disagreed on what kind of pizza to get, so we had the pizza place split it in half for us: my side had sausage and mushrooms, and her side had pepperoni. Even The Simpsons was a compromise—it came on after the news, and since changing the channel meant risking a fight, we just left it on.

During the first commercial break Mom put her hand on the remote, which usually meant she was going to mute the TV and talk about something, which usually meant we would get into an argument. She rested her finger on the mute button and waited, not pressing down. If she hesitated this long, whatever she wanted to talk about was probably pretty bad. After a moment she pulled back her hand, grabbed another piece of pizza, and took a bite.

We sat tensely through the next segment of the show, knowing what was coming and planning our moves. I thought about getting up and leaving, escaping before the next commercial break, but that would just antagonize her. I chewed slowly, watching numbly as Homer jumped and screamed and raced around on the screen.

Another commercial came on, and Mom’s hand hovered over the remote again—just briefly this time—before punching the mute button. She chewed, swallowed, and spoke.

“I talked to Dr. Neblin today,” she said.

I thought that might have something to do with this.

“He said that . . . well, he said some very interesting things, John.” She kept her eyes on the TV, and the wall, and the ceiling. Anywhere but me. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

“Thank you for sending me to a therapist, and I’m sorry that I actually need a therapist?”

“Don’t start snippy, John. We have a long way to go and I’d like to get through as much of it as we can before we get snippy.”

I took a deep breath, watching the TV. The Simpsons was back on, no less manic with the sound turned off. “What did he say?”

“He told me that you . . .” She looked at me. She was about forty years old, which she claimed was actually quite young, but on a night like this, arguing in the sickly light of the TV, her black hair pulled back, green eyes lined with worry, she looked beaten and weathered. “He told me that you think you’re going to kill somebody.” She shouldn’t have looked at me. She couldn’t say something like that and look at me at the same time without a flood of emotion rushing to the surface. I watched it redden her face and sour her eyes.

“That’s interesting,” I said, “since that’s not what I told him. Are you sure those were the words he used?”

“The words aren’t the issue here,” she said. “This isn’t a joke, John, this is serious stuff. The . . . I don’t know. Is this how it’s all going to end for us? You’re all I have left, John.”

“The actual words I used,” I said, “were that I followed strict rules to make sure I didn’t do anything wrong. It seems like you’d be pretty happy about that, but instead you’re yelling at me. This is why I need therapy.”

“ ‘Happy’ is not a son who has to follow rules to keep himself from killing people,” she shot back. “ ‘Happy’ is not a psychologist telling me that my son is a sociopath. ‘Happy’ is—”

“He said I was a sociopath?” That was kind of cool. I’d always suspected, but it was nice to have an official diagnosis.

“Antisocial personality disorder,” she said, her voice rising. “I looked it up. It’s a psychosis.” She turned away. “My son’s a psychotic.”

“APD is primarily defined as a lack of empathy,” I said. I’d looked it up, too, a few months ago. Empathy is what allows people to interpret emotion, the same way ears interpret sound; without it you become emotionally deaf. “It means I don’t connect emotionally with other people. I wondered if he was going to pick that one.”

“How do you even know that?” she said. “You’re fifteen years old, for goodness’ sake, you should be . . . I don’t know, chasing girls or playing video games.”

“You’re telling a sociopath to chase girls?”

“I’m telling you not to be a sociopath,” she said. “Just because you mope around all the time doesn’t mean you’ve got a mental disorder—it means you’re a teenager, maybe, but not a psycho. The thing is, John, you can’t just have a doctor’s note to get you out of life. You live in the same world as the rest of us, and you’ve got to deal with it the same way the rest of us do.”

She was right, I could see a lot of benefit in being officially sociopathic. No more annoying group projects at school, for one thing.

“I think this is all my fault,” she said. “I dragged you into that mortuary when you were just a kid, and it messed you up for life. What was I thinking?”

“It’s not the mortuary,” I said. I bristled at the mention of it—she couldn’t take that away from me. “You and Margaret have worked there for how long? And you haven’t killed anybody yet.”

“We’re not psychotic, either.”

“Then you’re changing your story,” I said. “You just said the mortuary messed me up, and now you say it messed me up because I was already messed up? If you’re going to be like that, then I can’t win no matter what I do, can I?”

“There’s plenty you could do, John, and you know it. Stop writing homework assignments about serial killers, for one thing—Margaret told me you did it again.”

Margaret, you dirty snitch. “I got full points on that paper,” I said. “The teacher loved it.”

“Being really good at something you shouldn’t be doing doesn’t make it any better,” Mom said.

“It’s a history class,” I said, “and serial killers are a part of history. So are wars and racism and genocide. I guess I forgot to sign up for the ‘happy stuff only’ history class, sorry about that.”

“I just wish I knew why,” she said.

“Why what?”

“Why you’re so obsessed with serial killers.”

“Everybody’s got to have a hobby,” I said.

“John, don’t even joke about this.”

“Do you know who John Wayne Gacy is?” I asked.

“I do now,” she said, throwing up her hands, “thanks to Dr. Neblin. I wish to God I’d named you something different.”

“John Wayne Gacy was the first serial killer I ever learned about,” I said. “When I was eight years old, I saw my name in a magazine next to a picture of a clown.”

“I just asked you ten seconds ago to stop obsessing about serial killers,” she said. “Why are we talking about this?”

“Because you wanted to know why,” I said, “and I’m trying to tell you. I saw that picture and I thought maybe it was a clown movie with the actor John Wayne—Dad used to show me his cowboy movies all the time. It turns out John Wayne Gacy was a serial killer who dressed up as a clown for neighborhood parties.”

“I don’t understand where you’re going with this,” said Mom.

I didn’t know how to explain what I meant; sociopathy wasn’t just being emotionally deaf, it was being emotionally mute, too. I felt like the characters on our muted TV, waving their hands and screaming and never saying a word out loud. It was like Mom and I spoke completely different languages, and communication was impossible.

“Think about a cowboy movie,” I said, grasping at straws. “They’re all the same—a cowboy in a white hat rides around shooting cowboys with black hats. You know who’s good, you know who’s bad, and you know exactly what’s going to happen.”

“So?”

“So when a cowboy kills somebody you don’t even blink, because it happens every day. But when a clown kills somebody, that’s new—that’s something you’ve never seen before. Here’s someone you thought was good, and he’s doing something so terrible that normal human emotion can’t even deal with it—and then he turns around and does something good again. That’s fascinating, Mom. It’s not weird to be obsessed with that, it’s weird not to be.”

Mom stared at me for a moment.

“So serial killers are some kind of movie hero?” she said.

“That’s not what I’m saying at all,” I said. “They’re sick and twisted, and they do terrible things. I just don’t think it’s automatically sick and twisted to want to learn more about them.”

“There’s a big difference between wanting to learn about them and thinking you’re going to turn into one,” said Mom. “Now, I’m not blaming you—I’m not the best mother, and goodness knows your father was even worse. Dr. Neblin said you make rules for yourself, to keep you away from bad influences.”

“Yes,” I said. Finally she was starting to listen—to see the good things instead of the bad.

“I want to help,” she said, “so here’s a new rule: no more helping out in the mortuary.”

“What!”

“It’s not a good place for kids,” she said, “and I should never have let you help in the back room in the first place.”

“But I—” But what? What could I say that wouldn’t shock her even more? I need the mortuary because it connects me to death in a safe way? I need the mortuary because I need to see the bodies open up like flowers and talk to me and tell me what they know? She’d kick me out of the house altogether.

Before I could say anything else, Mom’s cell phone rang its tinny, electronic rendition of the William Tell overture that Mom had designated as the special ring tone for the coroner’s office—a call to duty. There was only one thing the coroner would be calling about at ten-thirty on a Saturday night, and we both knew it. She sighed and dug through her purse for the phone.

“Hi Ron,” she said. Pause. “No, that’s okay, we were just finishing up anyway.” Pause. “Yes, we know. We’ve been expecting it.” Pause. “I’ll be down in a minute, so whenever you can come by is fine. Seriously, don’t worry about it—we both knew the hours when we signed up.” Pause. “You, too, I’ll talk to you later.”

She hung up the phone with a sigh. “I suppose you know what that was about,” she said.

“The police are done with Jeb’s remains.”

“They’re delivering him in fifteen minutes,” she said. “I need to get downstairs. I . . . we need to finish this discussion later. I’m sorry, John, about everything. This could have been a nice family dinner.”

I glanced back at the TV. Homer was strangling Bart.

“I want to help you,” I said. “It’s after ten—you’ll be up all night if you try to do it alone.”

“Margaret will help,” she said.

“So it will take you five hours instead of eight—it’s still too long. If I help we can be done in three.” I kept my voice calm and even; I couldn’t let her take it all away, but I didn’t dare let her know how important it was.

“The body is in very poor condition, John. He was torn apart. It’s going to take a long time to put him back together, and it’s going to be very disturbing, and you’re a clinical psychopath.”

“Ouch, Mom.”

She gathered up her purse. “Either it bothers you, in which case you shouldn’t go, or it doesn’t bother you, in which case you should have stopped going a long time ago.”

“Do you really want to leave me here alone?”

“You’ll find something constructive to do,” she said.

“We’re going to go put a body together,” I said, “what’s more constructive than that?” I winced immediately—dark humor wouldn’t help my case at all. It had been a reflex, cutting the tension with a joke the way Dr. Neblin did.

“And I don’t like the way you joke about death,” she said. “Morticians are surrounded by death—we breath it every minute of every day. That much contact can make you lose your reverence for it. I’ve seen it in myself, and it bothers me. If death weren’t so familiar to you, you might be a little better off.”

“I’m fine, Mom,” I said. What could I do to convince her? “You know you need the help, and you know you don’t want to leave me alone.” Even if I didn’t have any empathy, Mom did, and that meant I could use it against her. Where logic failed, guilt might save the day.

She sighed and closed her eyes, squeezing them shut against some mental image I could only guess at. “Fine. But let’s finish the pizza first.”

My sister Lauren left home six years ago, two years after Dad did. She was only seventeen at the time, and goodness knows what she’d gotten into while she was gone. The house had a lot less screaming now, which was nice, but what screaming remained was usually focused on me. About six months ago, Lauren came back to Clayton, hitchhiking in from who knows where, and contritely asked my mom for a job. They still barely spoke to each other, and she never visited us or invited us to visit her apartment, but she worked as the mortuary receptionist and got along well enough with Margaret.

We all got along well enough with Margaret. She was the rubber insulation that kept our family from sparking and shorting out.

Mom called Margaret while we finished our pizza, and apparently Margaret called Lauren because they were both there when we finally went downstairs to the mortuary—Margaret in her sweats and Lauren tarted up for a Saturday night on the town. I wondered if we’d interrupted anything in particular.

“Hey, John,” said Lauren, looking wildly out of place behind the classy desk in the front office. She wore a shiny black-vinyl jacket over a bright red tank top, and her hair was up in an eighties-style fountain on top of her head. Maybe there was a theme night at the club.

“Hey Lauren,” I said.

“Is that the paperwork?” Mom asked, looking over my shoulder at her.

“I’m almost done,” said Lauren, and Mom went into the back.

“Is it here already?” I asked.

“They just dropped him off,” she said, scanning the sheaf of papers one last time. “Margaret has him in the back.”

I turned to go.

“You surviving?” she asked. I was anxious to see the body, but turned back to her.

“Well enough. You?”

“I’m not the one who lives with Mom,” she said. We stood in silence a moment longer. “You heard from Dad?”

“Not since May,” I said. “You?”

“Not since Christmas.” Silence. “The first two years he sent me valentines in February.”

“He knew where you were?”

“I asked him for money sometimes.” She put down her pen and stood up. Her skirt matched her jacket, shiny black vinyl. Mom would hate it, which was probably why Lauren bought it. She gathered the papers into a uniform stack and we walked into the back room.

Mom and Margaret were already there, chatting idly with Ron, the coroner. A pale-blue body bag filled the embalming table, and it was all I could do not to run over and zip it open. Lauren handed the papers to Mom, who glanced at them briefly before signing a few sheets and handing the whole stack to Ron.

“Thanks, Ron. Have a good night.”

“I’m sorry to drop this on you this time of night,” he said, talking to Mom but looking at Lauren. He was tall, with slicked-back black hair.

“It’s no problem,” said Mom. Ron took the papers and left out the back.

“That’s all you need me for,” said Lauren, smiling at Margaret and me and nodding politely to Mom. “Have fun.” She walked back to the front office, and a moment later I heard the front door swing shut and lock.

The suspense was killing me, but I didn’t dare say anything. Mom was barely tolerating my presence here as it was, and to appear overeager now would probably get me kicked out.

Mom looked at Margaret. Given time to prepare themselves, they looked fairly different from each other, but on the spur of the moment like this—in drab housework clothes with their makeup left undone—you could barely tell them apart. “Let’s do it.”

Margaret switched on the ventilator. “I hope this fan doesn’t give out on us tonight.”

We put on our aprons and scrubbed up, and Mom unzipped the bag. Whereas Mrs. Anderson had barely been handled, Jeb Jolley had been scrubbed and washed and picked over so many times by Ron and by the state forensic agents that he smelled almost entirely of disinfectant. The stench of rot seeped out more slowly as we rolled the body out of the bag and arranged it on the table. He had an enormous “Y” incision cutting from shoulder to shoulder and down the center of his chest; in most autopsies this line would continue down to the groin, but here it degenerated just below the ribs into a jagged web of rips and tears over most of his midsection. The edges were puckered and partially stitched, though many sections of skin were missing. The corners of a plastic bag peeked out through the holes in his abdomen.

I immediately thought about Jack the Ripper, one of the earliest recorded serial killers. He tore his victims apart so viciously that most of them were barely recognizable.

Had Jeb Jolley been attacked by a serial killer? It was certainly possible, but which kind? The FBI split serial killers into two categories: organized and disorganized. An organized killer was like Ted Bundy—suave, charming, and intelligent, who planned his crimes and covered them up as well as he could afterward. A disorganized killer was like the Son of Sam, who struggled to control his inner demons and then killed suddenly and brutally each time those demons broke free. He called himself Mr. Monster. Which kind had killed Jeb, the sophisticate or the monster?

I sighed and forced myself to discard the thought. This wasn’t the first time I’d been eager to find a serial killer in my home town. I needed to get my mind back onto the body itself, and appreciate it for what it was rather than what I wanted it to be.

Margaret opened the body’s abdomen, revealing a large plastic bag containing most of its internal organs. These were normally removed during the course of an autopsy anyway, though of course in Jeb’s case they were removed at or slightly before the time of death. Even if they’d been removed, though, we still had to embalm them—we couldn’t just throw part of your loved one away because we didn’t want to deal with it, and we weren’t equipped with a crematorium. Margaret set the bag on a cart and wheeled it over to the wall to work on the organs; they would be full of bile and other junk, stuff that the embalming fluid couldn’t deal with, so it all had to be sucked out. In a normal embalming this is done after the formaldehyde gets pumped in, but the nice thing about an autopsy body was that you could do the embalming and the organ work at the same time. Mom and Margaret had been doing this together for so many years that they moved smoothly, without need to talk.

“You help me, John,” said Mom, reaching for the disinfectant—she was too much of a perfectionist not to wash a body before she embalmed it, even one as clean as this. The body cavity was wide and empty, though the heart and lungs were mostly intact, and Jeb’s midsection looked like a deflated, bloody balloon. Mom washed it first and covered it with a sheet.

A thought came unbidden to my mind—the organs had been piled up at the scene of the crime. Very few killers remained with the bodies after the fact, but serial killers did. Sometimes they posed it, or defaced it, or simply played with it like a doll. It was called ritualizing the kill, and it was a lot like what had happened to Jeb’s organs.

Maybe it had been a serial killer. I shook my head to clear the thought away, and held the body while mom sprayed it with Dis-Spray.

Jeb had not been a small man, and his limbs were even plumper now that they were filled with stagnant fluid. I pressed my finger against his foot and the impression held for a few seconds before rebounding slowly. It was like poking a marshmallow.

“Stop playing,” said Mom. We washed the body, and then took the sheet back off of the main cavity. His insides were marbled with fat. There was still enough of his circulatory system in place to use the pump, but a lot of open wounds and leaks would make the pump lose fluid and pressure. We had to close those up.

“Get me string,” said Mom. “About seven inches long.” I took off my plastic gloves and threw them in the trash, then began to cut lengths of string. She reached into the cavity and probed for severed major arteries, and each time she found one I handed her a piece of string to tie it off. While we worked, Margaret turned on the vacuum and started sucking all the gunk out of the organs, one by one; she used a tool called a trocar, which was basically just a vacuum nozzle with a blade on the end. She punched it into an organ, sucked out the gunk, then moved on to another.

Mom left one vein and one artery open in the chest cavity and began connecting them to the pump and the drain tube; there was no need to open the shoulder when the killer had already opened the chest for us. The first chemical in the pump this time was a coagulant, which seeped slowly through the body and helped close the holes too small to seal by hand. Some of it began to leak out into the empty torso, but this flow soon stopped as the coagulant contacted the air, hardened, and sealed up the body. I used to worry that it would seal the exit tube as well, but the opening was large enough that it never got the chance.

While we waited, I studied the slashes in the body’s abdomen. They were certainly animalistic, and one area on its left side had what looked like a claw mark—four ragged slits, about an inch apart, that extended nearly a foot toward the belly. This was the work of the demon, of course, though we still didn’t know that at the time. How could we? Back then, none of us even suspected that demons were real. I placed my own hand over the marks and guessed that whoever made them had a hand much bigger than mine. Mom frowned at me, and was about to say something when Margaret grumbled angrily.

“Dangit, Ron!” she shouted. She didn’t have much respect for the coroner. I ignored her and looked back at the claw mark.

“What’s wrong?” Mom asked, walking over to her.

“We’re missing a kidney,” said Margaret, pulling my attention immediately. Serial killers often kept souvenirs of their kills, and body parts were a pretty typical choice. “I’ve gone through the bag twice,” said Margaret, “you’d think Ron would manage to send us all the organs, for crying out loud.”

“Maybe there wasn’t one to send,” I said. They looked at me, and I tried to look nonchalant. “Maybe whoever killed him took it.”

Mom frowned. “That’s . . .”

“Entirely possible,” I said, interrupting her. How could I explain this without mentioning serial killers? “You saw the size of that claw mark, Mom—if this was an animal going through his innards, it’s no stretch to think that it ate something while it was in there.” It made sense, but I knew this was no animal. Some of the slashes were too precise, and of course there was the orderly pile of innards. Maybe a serial killer who hunted with a dog?

“I’ll check the papers,” said Mom, peeling off her gloves and tossing them in the trash as she went up front. Margaret searched through the bag one more time, but shook her head; the kidney wasn’t there. I could barely contain my excitement.

Mom returned with a copy of the papers Lauren had handed the coroner. “It’s mentioned right here in the comments section: ‘Left kidney missing.’ It doesn’t say they’re holding it for evidence and testing, it’s just missing. Maybe he had it removed or something.”

Margaret held up the remaining kidney, pointing to the severed tube that led to the missing one. “This is a recent cut,” she said. “There’s no scarring or anything.”

“You’d think Lauren would have mentioned something,” said Mom irately, setting the papers down and pulling another pair of plastic gloves from the box. “I’m going to have to talk to her.”

Mom and Margaret went back to work, but I stood still, a buzz of energy filling me up and emptying me out at the same time. This was not an ordinary murder, and it was not a wild animal.

Jeb Jolley had been the victim of a serial killer.

Maybe he’d come from another town, or maybe this was his first victim, but he was a serial killer just the same. The signs were obvious to me now. The victim had been defenseless, with no known enemies or close friends or relatives. His friends from the bar said he’d been peaceful and happy all night before he left, with no fights or arguments, so it wasn’t a crime of passion or liquor. Someone with a need to kill had been waiting in the lot behind the Wash-n-Dry, and Jeb had been a target of opportunity, in the wrong place at the wrong time.

The newspaper and the crime scene itself had told a confusing story of fury blended with simplicity—of mindless animal violence giving way to calm, rational behavior. The killer stacked the organs in a pile and, apparently, took the time after tearing the body apart to slow down, and remove a single organ.

Jeb Jolley’s death was practically a textbook example of a disorganized killer, lashing out ferociously and then remaining at the scene, devoid of emotion or empathy, to ritualize the body—to arrange it, take a souvenir, and leave the rest for everyone to see.

It was no wonder the police hadn’t mentioned the stolen kidney. If word got out that a serial killer was stealing body parts, it would cause a huge panic. People barely felt safe as it was, and this was only the first death.

But it would not be the last. That was, after all, the defining trait of serial killers: they kept on killing.
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It was early October—leaf-burning season. Fall was my favorite time of year, not because of school or harvest vegetables or anything mundane, but because the citizens of Clayton County would rake up their leaves and burn them, flames soaring high into the crisp autumn air. Our yard was small and treeless, but the old couple across the street had a large yard full of oaks and maples, and they had no children or grandchildren to take care of it for them. In the summer I mowed their lawn for five dollars a week; in the winter I shoveled their walks for cups of hot chocolate; and in the fall I raked their leaves for the pure thrill of watching them burn.

Fire is a brief, temporary thing—the very definition of impermanence. It comes suddenly, roaring into life when heat and fuel come together and ignite, and dances hungrily while everything around it blackens and curls. When there is nothing left to consume, it disappears, leaving nothing behind but the ash of its unused fuel—those bits of wood and leaf and paper that were too impure to burn, too unworthy to join the fire in its dance.

It seems to me that fire leaves nothing behind at all—the ash really isn’t part of the flame, it’s part of the fuel. Fire changes it from one thing to another, drawing off its energy and turning it into . . . well, into more fire. Fire doesn’t create anything new, it simply is. If other things must be destroyed in order for fire to exist, that’s all right with fire. As far as fire is concerned, that’s what those things are there for in the first place. When they’re gone, the fire goes, too, and though you may find evidence of its passing you’ll find nothing of the fire itself—no light, no heat, no tiny red fragments of cast-off flame. It disappears back to wherever it came from, and if it feels or remembers, we have no way of knowing if it feels or remembers us.

Sometimes, peering into the bright blue heart of a dancing flame, I ask if it remembers me. “We’ve seen each other before. We know each other. Remember me when I’m gone.”

Mr. Crowley, the old man whose leaves I burned, liked to sit on the porch and “watch the world go by,” as he called it. If I happened to be raking his yard while he was out, he would sit and tell me about his life. He had been a water-system engineer for the county for most of his life, until last year, when his health got too bad and he retired. He was old anyway. Today he ambled out slowly and painfully propped his leg up on a stool after sitting down.

“Afternoon to you, John,” he said. “Afternoon to you.” He was an old man but a large one, big-framed and powerful. His health was going, but he was far from feeble.

“Hi Mr. Crowley.”

“You can leave these be, you know,” he said, gesturing at the leaf-covered lawn. “There’s plenty more to fall before we’re done, and you’ll just have to do it again.”

“It lasts longer this way,” I said, and he nodded contentedly.

“That it does, John, that it does.”

I raked for a while longer, pulling the leaves together with smooth, even strokes. The other reason I wanted to do his yard that afternoon was that it had been almost a month and the serial killer hadn’t struck again. The tension was making me nervous, and I needed to burn something. I hadn’t told anyone my suspicion that it was a serial killer, because who would believe me? I was obsessed with serial killers as it was, they’d say. Of course I’d think this would be one. I didn’t mind. It doesn’t matter what other people think when you’re right.

“Hey John, come here for a second,” said Mr. Crowley. He gestured me over to his chair. I grimaced at the interruption, but calmed myself and went over anyway. Talking was normal—it’s what normal people do together. I needed the practice. “What do you know about cell phones?” he asked, showing me his.

“I know a little,” I said.

“I want to send my wife a kiss.”

“You want to send a kiss?”

“Kay and I got these yesterday,” he said, fiddling awkwardly with the phone, “and we’re supposed to be able to take photos and send them to each other. So I want to send Kay a kiss.”

“You want to take a picture of yourself puckering up for a kiss and then send it to her?” Sometimes I didn’t understand people at all. Watching Mr. Crowley talk about love was like hearing him speak another language—I had no idea what was going on.

“Sounds like you’ve done this before,” he said, handing me the phone with a shaking hand. “Show me how it’s done.”

The camera button was pretty clearly labeled, so I showed him how to do it and he took a shaky picture of his lips. I showed him how to send the photo, and went back to my raking.

The idea that I might be sociopathic was nothing new to me—I’d known for a long time that I didn’t connect with other people. I didn’t understand them, and they didn’t understand me, and whatever emotional language they spoke seemed beyond my capacity to learn. Antisocial personality disorder could not be officially diagnosed until you were eighteen years old—prior to that it was just “conduct disorder.” But let’s be honest: conduct disorder is just a nice way of telling parents their kids have antisocial personality disorder. I saw no reason to dance around the issue. I was a sociopath, and it was better to deal with it now.

I raked the leaf pile into a large fire pit around the side of the house. The Crowleys used the pit for bonfires and hot dog roasts in the summer, and invited the whole neighborhood. I came every time, ignoring the people and tending solely to the fire—if fire was a drug, Mr. Crowley was my best enabler.

“Johnny!” Mr. Crowley shouted from the porch, “she sent a kiss back! Come look!” I smiled at him, forcing myself to feign the absent emotional connection. I wanted to be a real boy.

The lack of emotional connection with other people has the odd effect of making you feel separate and alien—as if you were observing the human race from somewhere else, unattached and unwelcome. I’ve felt like that for years, long before I met Dr. Neblin and long before Mr. Crowley sent ridiculous love notes on his cell phone. People scurry around, doing their little jobs and raising their little families and shouting their meaningless emotions to the world, and all the while you just watch from the sidelines, bewildered. This drives some sociopaths to feel superior, as if the whole of humanity were simply animals to be hunted or put down; others feel a hot, jealous rage, desperate to have what they cannot. I simply felt alone, one leaf sitting miles away from a giant, communal pile.

I stacked some kindling carefully at the base of the leaf pile and lit a match in its heart. Flames caught and grew, sucking in air, and a moment later the pile was roaring with heat, the bright fire dancing wickedly above it.

When the fire burned out, what would be left?

That night the killer struck again.

I saw it on TV during breakfast; the first death had attracted a little out-of-town attention purely for its gory nature, but the second—just as gory as the first, and far more public—had caught the eye of a city reporter and his camera crew. They were there, much to the consternation of the Clayton County sheriff, broadcasting distant, blurred images of a disemboweled body all across the state. Someone must have managed to take the picture before the cops covered it up and pushed the bystanders back.

There was no question now. It was a serial killer. My mom came in from the other room, her makeup half done; I looked at her, and she looked back. Neither of us said a word.

“This is Ted Rask coming to you live from Clayton, a normally peaceful town that is today the scene of a truly gruesome murder—the second of this nature in less than a month. This is a Five Live News exclusive report. I’m here with Sheriff Meier. Tell me, Sheriff, what do we know about the victim?”

Sheriff Meier was frowning under his wide, gray mustache, and glanced up testily as the reporter stepped toward him. Rask was famous for sensationalist melodrama, and from the sheriff’s scowl, even I could tell he wasn’t pleased about the reporter’s presence.

“At this time we do not wish to cause undue distress to the victim’s family,” said the sheriff, “or needless fear in the people of this county. We appreciate the cooperation of everybody in remaining calm and not spreading rumors or misinformation about this incident.”

He had completely dodged the reporter’s question. At least he wasn’t rolling over for Rask without a fight.

“Do you know yet who the victim is?” asked the reporter.

“He was carrying ID, but we do not wish to release that information at this time, pending notification of the family.”

“And the killer,” said the reporter, “do you have any leads about who that might be?”

“We have no comment at this time.”

“With this incident coming so soon on the heels of the last one, and being so similar in nature, do you think the two might be connected?”

The sheriff closed his eyes briefly, a visual sigh, and paused a moment before speaking. “We do not wish to discuss the nature of this case at this time, to help preserve the integrity of our investigation. As I said before, we appreciate everybody’s discretion and calm attitude in not spreading rumors about this incident.”

“Thank you, Sheriff,” said the reporter, and the camera swung back to the reporter’s face. “Again, if you’re just joining us, we’re in Clayton County, where a killer has just struck, possibly for the second time, leaving a dead body and a terrified town in his wake.”

“Stupid Ted Rask,” said Mom, stalking to the fridge. “The last thing this town needs is a panic about a mass murderer.”

Mass murder and serial killing are completely different things, but I didn’t especially want to start an argument about the distinction right then.

“I think the last thing we want are the killings,” I said carefully. “Panic about the killings would be next to last.”

“In a small town like this, a panic could be just as bad, or worse,” she said, pouring a glass of milk. “People get scared and leave, or they stay at home nights with their doors locked, and suddenly businesses start to fail and tensions go even higher.” She took a swig of milk. “All it takes then is one small-minded person to start looking for a scapegoat, and panic turns into chaos pretty quick.”

“We can’t show you the body in detail,” said Rask on TV, “because it truly is a gruesome, terrible sight, and the police won’t let us get close enough, but we do have some details. Nobody seems to have witnessed the actual murder, but those who have seen the body up close report that the scene of death is much more bloody than the previous killing. If it is the same killer, it may be that he is becoming more violent, which could be an ominous sign of things to come.”

“I can’t believe he’s saying this,” said Mom, folding her arms angrily. “I’m writing a letter to the station today.”

“There is a patch of oil or something similar on the ground near the body,” Rask continued, “possibly from a leaky engine in a getaway car. We’ll bring you more details as they come in. This is Ted Rask with a Five Live News exclusive report: Death Stalks America’s Heartland.”

I thought back to the stain I had seen behind the Wash-n-Dry—black and oily, like rancid mud. Was the patch of oil next to the new victim’s body the same thing? There were deep currents in this story, and I was determined to figure them all out.

“The central question of psychological profiling,” I said, staring intently at Max as he ate his lunch, “is not ‘what is the killer doing,’ but ‘what is the killer doing that he doesn’t have to do?’ ”

“Dude,” said Max, “I think it’s a werewolf.”

“It’s not a werewolf,” I said.

“You saw the news today, the killer has ‘the intelligence of a man and the ferocity of a beast.’ What else is it going to be?”

“Werewolves aren’t even real.”

“Tell that to Jeb Jolley and the dead guy on Route 12,” said Max, taking another bite and then continuing on with a mouth full of food. “Something tore them up pretty good, and it wasn’t some pansy serial killer.”

“The legends of werewolves were probably started because of serial killers,” I said. “Vampires, too—they’re men who hunt and kill other men, and that sounds like a serial killer to me. They didn’t have psychology back then, so they just made up some crazy monster to explain it away.”

“Where do you get this stuff?”

“Crimelibrary.com,” I said, “but I’m trying to make a point here. If you want to get into the mind of a serial killer, you have to ask ‘What is he doing that he doesn’t have to do?’ ”

“Why do I want to get into the mind of a serial killer?”

“What?” I asked. “Why would you not—okay, listen, we need to figure out why he does what he does.”

“No we don’t,” said Max, “that’s what police are for. We’re in high school, and what we need to figure out is what color Marci’s bra is.”

Why do I spend time with this kid?

“Think of it this way,” I said. “Let’s say that you are a big fan of . . . what are you a fan of?”

“Marci Jensen,” he said, “and Halo, and Green Lantern, and—”

“Green Lantern,” I said. “Comic books. You’re a big fan of comic books, so let’s say that a new comic-book author moves into town.”

“Cool,” said Max.

“Yeah,” I said, “and he’s working on a brand new comic book, and you want to find out what it is. Would that be cool?”

“I just said it was cool,” said Max.

“You’d think about it all the time, and try to guess what he’s doing, and compare your theories with other people’s theories, and you’d love it.”

“Sure.”

“That’s what this is like for me,” I said. “A new serial killer is like a new author, working on a new project, and he’s right here in town under our noses and I’m trying to figure him out.”

“You’re crazy, man,” said Max. “You’re really, head-on collision, insane-asylum crazy.”

“My therapist actually thinks I’m doing pretty well,” I said.

“So whatever,” said Max. “What’s our big question?”

“What is the killer doing that he doesn’t have to do?”

“How do we know what he has to do?”

“All he technically has to do,” I said, “assuming a basic goal of killing people, is shoot them. That’s the easiest way.”

“But he’s tearing them up,” said Max.

“Then that’s our first thing: he approaches them in person and attacks them hand-to-hand.” I pulled out a notebook and wrote it down. “That probably means that he wants to see his victims up close.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. What else?”

“He attacks them at night, in the dark,” said Max. He was getting into it now. “And he grabs them when there’s nobody else around.”

“That probably falls into the category of something he has to do,” I said, “especially if he wants to attack them personally—he doesn’t want anybody else to see him.”

“Doesn’t that count for our list?”

“I guess, but nobody who kills really wants to be seen, so it’s not a very unique trait.”

“Just put it on the list,” said Max, “it doesn’t always have to be just your ideas on the list.”

“Okay,” I said, writing it down, “it’s on the list: he doesn’t want to be seen; he doesn’t want anyone to know who he is.”

“Or what he is.”

“Or what he is,” I said, “whatever. Now let’s move on.”

“He pulls out his victim’s guts,” said Max, “and he stacks them in a pile. That’s pretty cool. We could call him the Gut Stacker.”

“Why would he stack their guts in a pile?” I asked. A girl walked by our table and gave us a weird look, so I lowered my voice. “Maybe he wants to take time with his victims, and enjoy the kill.”

“You think he takes out their guts while they’re still alive?” asked Max.

“I don’t think that’s possible,” I said. “What I mean is, maybe he wants to enjoy the kill after the fact. There’s a famous Ted Bundy quote—”

“Who?”

“Ted Bundy,” I said. “He killed thirty or so people around the country in the seventies—he’s the one they invented the term ‘serial killer’ for.”

“You know some weird crap, John.”

“Anyway,” I said, “in an interview before he was executed he said that after you killed someone, if you had enough time, they could be whoever you wanted them to be.”

Max was silent for a moment.

“I don’t know if I like talking about this anymore,” he said.

“What do you mean? It didn’t bother you a minute ago.”

“A minute ago we were talking about guts falling out,” said Max, “and that’s just gross, not scary. This stuff is kind of messed up, though.”

“But we just started,” I said. “We’re just getting into it. It’s a serial-killer profile, of course it’s going to be messed up.”

“It’s just kind of freaking me out, okay?” said Max. “I don’t know. I gotta go to the bathroom.” He got up and left, but left his food behind. At least he wasn’t leaving for good. Not that I cared if he did.

Why couldn’t I just have a normal conversation with someone? About something I wanted to talk about? Was I really that screwed up?

Yeah, I was.


5

There is a lake outside of town, just a few miles past our house. Its real name is Clayton Lake, predictably, since everything in the whole county is named Clayton, but I liked to call it Freak Lake. It was about a mile or so across, and a few miles long, but there wasn’t a marina or anything; the beaches were marshy and full of reeds, and the water filled up with algae every summer, so nobody really went swimming there, either. In another month or two, it would freeze over, and people would go skating and ice fishing, but that was pretty much it—every other season of the year, there was no reason to go there at all, and nobody ever used it for anything.

At least that’s what I thought before I found the freaks.

I honestly don’t know if they’re freaks or not, but I have to assume there’s something wrong with them. I found them the year before, when I couldn’t stand being home alone with Mom for another minute, and I hopped on my bike and pedaled down the road to nowhere. I wasn’t going to the lake, I was just going, and the lake happened to be in the same direction. I passed a car with a guy in it, just sitting there, parked on the side of the road, watching the lake. Then I passed another. A half mile later I passed an empty truck—I don’t know where the driver was. A hundred yards down there was a woman outside of her car leaning on the hood—not looking at anything, not talking to anyone, just leaning there.

Why were they all here? The lake wasn’t much to look at. There wasn’t anything to do. My thoughts turned immediately to illicit activities—drug handoffs, secret love affairs, people dumping bodies—but I don’t think that was it. I think they were out there for the same reason I was out there: they needed to get away from everything else. They were freaks.

After that I went to Freak Lake whenever I wanted to be alone, which was more and more often. The freaks were there, sometimes different ones, sometimes the same, arrayed along the lakeside road like a string of rejected pearls. We never talked—we didn’t fit anywhere else, so it was foolish to assume that we’d fit any better with each other. We just came, and stayed, and thought, and left.

After Max’s outburst at lunchtime, he steered clear of me the rest of the day, and after school, I rode out to Freak Lake to think. The leaves had long passed the bright orange phase and faded into brown, and the grass on the side of the road was stiff and dead.

“What did the killer do that he didn’t have to do?” I said out loud, dropping my bike in the dirt and standing in a warm patch of sun. I could see cars, but none were near enough for people in them to hear me. Freaks respected each other’s privacy. “He stole a kidney from the first one, but what did he take from the second?” The police weren’t talking, but we’d get the body at the mortuary soon. I picked up a rock and threw it in the lake.

I looked down the road a few hundred yards to the nearest car; it was white and old, and the driver was staring out at the water.

“Are you the killer?” I asked softly. There were five or six people here today, at various points on the road. How long before Mom’s prediction came true, and people in town started blaming each other? People feared what was different, and whoever was the most different would win the witch-hunt lottery. Would it be one of the freaks who escaped to the lake? What would they do to him?

Everyone knew I was a freak. Would they blame me?

The second body arrived at the mortuary eight days later. Mom and I had spoken little about my sociopathy, but I’d made sure to try harder in school as a way of throwing her off the scent—making her think about my good traits instead of my disturbing ones. Apparently it worked, because when I came home to the mortuary after school and found them working on the second victim’s body, Mom didn’t stop me from pulling on an apron and mask and starting to help.

“What’s missing?” I asked, holding bottles for Mom as she poured formaldehyde into the pump. Margaret had only a few organs on the side counter, and she was busily sticking them with the trocar and vacuuming them clean. I assumed the rest of the organs were already inside. Mom had covered the body with a sheet, and I didn’t want to risk looking under it while she was standing right there.

“What?” asked Mom, watching the marks on the side of the pump tank as she poured.

“Last time there was a kidney missing,” I said. “Which organ is it this time?”

“The organs are all there,” she said, laughing. “Give Ron a break—he’s not going to lose something every time. I talked to your sister about the paperwork, though, and how she needs to read it a little more closely and tell me about any abnormalities she finds. Sometimes I don’t know what to do with that girl.”

“But . . . are you sure?” I asked. The killer had to take something. “Maybe it was the gall bladder, and Ron just thought this guy’d had it removed already, so he didn’t notice.”

“John, Ron and the police—and the FBI, I should point out—have had this body for more than a week. Forensic experts have gone over it with a fine-toothed comb looking for everything they can find that will let them catch this sicko. If there was an organ missing, they would have noticed.”

“He’s leaking,” I said, pointing at the body’s left shoulder. A bright blue chemical was oozing out from under the sheet, mixed with swirls of clotted blood.

“I thought I patched it better than that,” Mom said, capping the formaldehyde and handing it to me. She pulled back the sheet to reveal the shoulder stump, tightly bandaged, the bottom half soaked through with blue-and-purple slime. The arm was gone. “Bother,” she said, and started hunting for some more bandages.

“His arm is gone?” I looked up at my Mom. “I asked what was missing, and you didn’t think to mention his arm?”

“What?” asked Margaret.

“The killer took the arm,” I said, stepping up to the corpse and pulling back the sheet. The abdomen was torn open, like before, but not nearly so grotesquely; the gashes were smaller, and there were fewer of them. The dead farmer—Dave Bird, according to his tag—hadn’t been gutted. “The eviscerating and the piling up the organs—he didn’t do that this time.”

“What are you doing?” said Mom harshly, snatching the sheet from my hand and covering the body back up. “Show some respect!”

I was talking too much, and I knew I was talking too much, but I couldn’t stop. It was like my brain had been cut open, and every thought inside was spilling out on the floor.

“I thought he was doing something with the organs,” I said, “but he was just sifting through them to find what he wanted. He wasn’t organizing them or playing with them or—”

“John Wayne Cleaver!” Mom said harshly. “What on Earth are you raving about?”

“This changes the whole profile,” I said, willing myself to shut up, but my mouth just kept going. My new discovery was too exciting. “It’s not what he’s doing to the bodies, it’s what he’s taking from them. Pulling all the guts out was just an easy way to find a kidney, not a death ritual—”

“A death ritual?” asked Mom. Margaret put down the trocar and looked at me; I could feel their eyes boring into me, and I knew I was in trouble. I’d said far too much. “Would you like to explain yourself?” asked Mom.

I needed to play this off somehow, but I was too deep into it. “I was just saying that the killer wasn’t playing with the bodies,” I said. “That’s good, right?”

“You were excited,” Mom accused. “You were tickled pink about this man’s dead body and the way it was torn open.”

“But—”

“I saw joy in your face, John, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before, and it was because of a dead body—a real person, with a real family and a real life, and you can’t get enough of it.”

“No, that’s not—”

“Out,” Mom said, her voice thick with finality.

“What?”

“Out,” she said. “You’re not allowed in here anymore.”

“You can’t do that!” I shouted.

“I’m the owner and your mother,” she said, “and you’re getting far too worked up about this, and I don’t like the way you’re acting or the things you’re talking about.”

“But—”

“I should have done this a long time ago,” she said, putting a hand on her hip. “You’re restricted from the back room—Margaret won’t let you in either, and I’ll let Lauren know, too. It’s time for you to get some normal hobbies and some real friends, and I don’t want to hear any back talk about it.”

“Mom!”

“Not any,” she said. “Go.”

I wanted to hit her. I wanted to hit the walls and the counters and the dead farmer on the table and pick up the trocar and jam it into Mom’s stupid face and suck her brain right out—

No.

Calm down.

I closed my eyes. I was breaking too many rules. I couldn’t think like that; I couldn’t let that rage take over. I kept my eyes closed and slowly peeled off my gloves and mask.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I—” I couldn’t just walk out of here and never come back, I had to fight, and . . .

No. Calm down.

“I’m sorry,” I said again. I took off my apron and walked out the back door. I could deal with this later. Right now my rules were more important.

I had to keep that monster behind its wall.

I hated Halloween. It was all so dumb—no one was really scared, and everyone walked around covered with fake blood or rubber knives or, worst of all, costumes that weren’t even scary. Halloween was supposed to be the night when evil spirits walked the Earth—the night when druids burned children in wicker cages. What did that have to do with dressing up like Spider-Man?

I stopped caring about Halloween when I was eight, about the same time I started learning about serial killers. That doesn’t mean I stopped dressing up, just that I stopped picking my own costumes—each year my mom would choose something, and I’d wear it and ignore it and then forget about it until the next year. Someday I’d have to tell her about Ed Gein, whose mother dressed him as a girl for most of his childhood. He spent most of his adulthood killing women and making clothes out of their skin.

This year, you’d have thought that Halloween would be pretty cool—after all, we had a real demon in town, with fangs and claws and everything. That ought to count for something. But none of us knew about it yet, and it had only killed two people so far, so instead of cowering in our basements praying for salvation, we ended up in the high school gym pretending to enjoy a Halloween dance. I’m actually not sure which is worse.

School dances in junior high had been pretty terrible, and Mom made me go to all of them. Since she had no intention of changing that policy when I got to high school, I hoped that at least the dances would get better. They didn’t. The Halloween dance turned out to be especially stupid—a time for all the awkward, ungainly, half-developed mutants in high school to get together, in costume, and stand by the walls of the gym while colored lights flashed anemically and the vice-principal played year-old songs over the school PA. As part of Mom’s “make some real friends” initiative she was, as always, forcing me to go, though in a gesture of goodwill she allowed me to pick my own costume. Because I knew it would piss her off, I went as a clown.

Max was an army commando of some kind, wearing his dad’s camouflage jacket and some blobby brown makeup on his face. He’d also brought a plastic gun, despite the school’s repeated warning not to bring weapons, so of course the principal had taken it at the door.

“This sucks,” said Max, punching his fist and glaring across the gym at the principal. “I’m going to go steal it back, dog, I really am. You think he’s going to give it back?”

“Did you just call me ‘dog’?” I asked.

“Dude, I swear I’m going to get my gun back, and he won’t even know it. My dad showed me some sweet moves—he’ll never know I was even there.”

“You’re wearing the wrong camouflage,” I said. We were in our regular position, lurking in the corner, and I was watching the flow of people to and from the refreshments and the walls.

“My dad got this jacket in Iraq,” said Max, “it’s as real as it gets.”

“Then it’ll be awesome when Mr. Layton hides your gun in Iraq,” I said, “but we’re at a school dance in midwestern America. If you don’t want him to see you, you need to dress up as a car-crash victim. There’s a lot of those tonight. Or you need a fake bullet hole in your forehead.” Cheap prosthetic gore was the order of the day for at least half of the guys at the dance. You’d think that two gruesome murders in the community would make people a little more sensitive about that, but there you go. At least no one dressed up as an eviscerated auto mechanic.

“That would have been sweet,” said Max, looking at a passing plastic bullet hole. “That’s what I’m going to do tomorrow night for trick-or-treating—it’ll scare the crap out of ‘em.”

“You’re going trick-or-treating?” laughed a voice. It was Rob Anders, walking past with a couple of his friends. They’d all hated me since third grade. “Couple of little babies going trick-or-treating—that’s for kids!” They walked past laughing.

“I’m only going because of my little sister,” Max grumbled, glaring at their backs. “I’m going to get my gun; this costume looks way cooler with a gun.” He stalked off toward the far door, leaving me alone in the dark. I decided to get a drink.

The refreshment table was pretty sparse—a tray of limp vegetables, a couple of half-donuts, and a bowl full of apple juice and Sprite. I poured myself a glass and immediately dropped it when somebody bumped me from behind. The juice fell back into the bowl, along with my cup, splashing up and soaking my wrist and arm. Rob Anders and his buddies snickered as they walked away.

I used to have a list of people I was going to kill one day. It was against my rules now, but sometimes I really missed that list.

“Are you it?” asked a girl’s voice. I turned and saw Brooke Watson, a girl from my street. She was dressed a little like my sister had been the other night, in clothes from the eighties.

“Am I what?” I asked, fishing my cup out of the bowl.

“The clown from It, that Stephen King book,” said Brooke.

“Nope,” I said, wringing out my sleeve into the salvaged cup and sopping it with napkins. “And I think that clown was named Pennywise.”

“I don’t know, I’ve never read it,” she said, looking down. “It’s on my parents’ bookshelf, though, and I’ve seen the cover, so I thought that was maybe what you were dressed up as—I don’t know.”

She was acting funny, like she was . . . I couldn’t tell. I had trained myself to read visual cues from people I knew well, so that I could tell what they were feeling, but someone like Brooke was illegible to me.

I said the only thing I could think of. “You’re a punk?”

“What?”

“What do they call people from the eighties?” I asked.

“Oh,” she laughed. It was a beautiful laugh. “I’m my mother, actually—I mean, these are her clothes from high school. I guess I should tell people I’m Cyndi Lauper, though, or something, because dressing up as your mother is pretty lame.”

“I almost dressed up as my mother,” I said, “but I was worried about what my therapist would say.”

She laughed again, and I realized that she thought I was joking. It was probably for the best, since telling her the second half of my Mom costume—a giant fake butcher knife through the head—would probably freak her out. She was really quite pretty—long blond hair, bright eyes, and a wide, dimpled smile. I smiled back.

“Hey Brooke,” said Rob Anders, walking up with a malicious grin. “Why are you talking to that little kid? He still goes trick-or-treating.”

“Really?” asked Brooke, looking at me. “I was gonna go, too, but I wasn’t sure—it still sounds fun, even if we are in high school now.”

I may not understand whatever emotion Brooke was broadcasting, but embarrassment was one I was all too familiar with, and Rob Anders was shedding it now in waves.

“I . . . yeah,” said Rob. “I think it does sound kind of fun. Maybe I’ll see you out there.”

I felt a sudden urge to stab him.

“But what about this clown getup, John?” he said, turning his attention to me. “You gonna juggle for us, or cram a whole bunch of yourself into a car?” He laughed, and glanced behind him to see if his friends were laughing as well, but they’d wandered off to talk to Marci Jensen—she was dressed as a kitty, in a costume that made it very obvious why Max was obsessed with her bra. Rob stared for a moment, then turned back quickly. “So what’s it gonna be, clown? Why ya smiling so big?”

“You’re a great guy, Rob,” I said. He looked at me oddly.

“What?” he asked.

“You’re a great guy,” I said. “That’s a very good costume, and I especially like the bullet hole in the forehead.” I hoped he would leave now. Saying nice things about people I got really mad at was one of my rules, to help keep things from escalating, but I didn’t know how long I could keep it up.

“Are you making fun of me?” he asked, glaring.

I didn’t have a rule for what happened if the person I complimented didn’t leave.

“No,” I said. I tried to improvise, but I was already off balance. I didn’t know what to say.

“I think you’re smiling because you’re such a retard,” he said, stepping closer. “ ‘Derr, I’m a happy clown.’ ”

He was really making me mad. “You’re . . .” I needed a compliment. “I heard you did well on that math test yesterday. Good job.” It was all I could think of. I should have walked away, but . . . I wanted to talk to Brooke.

“Listen, you weirdo,” said Rob, “this is the party for normal people. The freak party is down the hall, in the restroom with the goths. Why don’t you get out of here?”

He was acting tough, but it was still just acting—typical fifteen-year-old macho posturing. I was so mad I could have killed him, right there, but I forced myself to calm down. I was better than this—and I was better than him. He wanted to act scary? I’d give him scary.

“I’m smiling because I’m thinking about what your insides look like.”

“What?” asked Rob, and then he laughed. “Oh, big man, trying to threaten me. You think you scare me, you little baby?”

“I’ve been clinically diagnosed with sociopathy,” I said. “Do you know what that means?”

“It means you’re a freak,” he said.

“It means that you’re about as important to me as a cardboard box,” I said. “You’re just a thing—a piece of garbage that no one’s thrown away yet. Is that what you want me to say?”

“Shut up,” said Rob. He was still acting tough, but I could see his bluster was starting to fail—he didn’t know what to say.

“The thing about boxes,” I said, “is that you can open them up. Even though they’re completely boring on the outside, there might be something interesting inside. So while you’re saying all of these stupid, boring things, I’m imagining what it would be like to cut you open and see what you’ve got in there.”

I paused, staring at him, and he stared back. He was scared. I let him hang on that fear for a moment longer, then spoke again.

“The thing is, Rob, I don’t want to cut you open. That’s not who I want to be. So I made a rule for myself: anytime I want to cut someone open, I say something nice to them instead. That is why I say, Rob Anders of 232 Carnation Street, that you are a great guy.”

Rob’s mouth hung open like he was about to talk, then he closed it and backed away. He sat down on a chair, still looking at me, then got up again and left the room. I watched him all the way out.

“I . . .” said Brooke. I’d forgotten she was there. “That was an interesting way to get him off your back.”

I didn’t know what to say—she shouldn’t have heard that. Why was I such an idiot?

“Just stuff,” I said quickly, “I . . . heard that in a movie, I think. Who’d have thought it would scare him so much?”

“Yeah,” said Brooke. “I have to . . . it was nice talking to you, John.” She smiled uncertainly, and walked away.

“Dude, that was awesome,” said Max.

I turned around in surprise. “When did you get here?”

“I was here for most of it,” he said, coming around the side of the refreshment table, “and it was awesome. Anders practically crapped his pants.”

“So did Brooke,” I said, looking in the direction she had gone. All I saw was a mass of people in the darkness.

“That was hilarious!” said Max, scooping up some punch. “And after she was so into you, too.”

“Into me?”

“You—you missed that? You’re blind, man. She was so going to ask you to dance.”

“Why would she ask me to dance?”

“Because we’re at a dance,” said Max, “and because you’re a raging furnace of hot clown lovin’. I’d be surprised if she ever talks to you again, though; that was awesome.”

The next night Max and I went trick-or-treating with his little sister Audrey. We did his neighborhood first, his mom following us nervously with a flashlight and a thing of pepper spray. When we finished there, she drove us to my neighborhood, and Mr. Crowley shook his head when we visited their house.

“You shouldn’t be out this late,” he said, frowning. “It’s not safe with that killer out there.”

“All the street lights are on,” I said, “and the porch lights, and we’ve got an adult with us. They even said on the news that they put out some extra police. We’re probably safer tonight than most others.”

Mr. Crowley ducked behind his door to cough loudly, then turned back to us. “Don’t be out too long, you hear me?”

“We’ll be careful,” I said, and Mr. Crowley handed out the candy.

“I don’t want this town to live in fear,” he said sadly, “it used to be so happy here.” He coughed again and closed the door.

Things that had seemed silly in the light of day—fake blood and prosthetic limbs—seemed more ominous now in the darkness of night. More terrifying. The killer was back on everyone’s mind, and they were nervous—all the store-bought, goofy Halloween scares were replaced with true, life-and-death terror. It was the best Halloween ever.
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“This is Ted Rask with a Five Live News exclusive report from Clayton, a peaceful town in the grip of an escalating crisis some call the Clayton Killer. Many people here are afraid to leave their homes at night, and some are even afraid during the light of day. In spite of this pervading sense of fear, however, there is hope. The police and FBI have made an astonishing breakthrough in their investigation.”

It was six o’clock at night, and I was watching the news. Mom said it was weird for a fifteen-year-old to be so interested in the news, but since we didn’t get Court TV, the local news was usually the only thing that interested me. Besides, the serial killer was still a hot topic, and Ted Rask’s ongoing coverage had become the most popular show in town—despite, or perhaps because of, its breathless sense of melodrama. Outside, a November snowstorm raged, but inside we warmed ourselves by the fire of a media frenzy.

“As you remember from my first report on the death of local farmer David Bird,” said Rask, “there was an oily substance found near the site; we initially suspected it was left by some kind of getaway vehicle, but forensic tests have now shown it to be biological in nature. According to an unnamed source inside the investigation, the FBI was able to find in that substance a very small sample of DNA in an advanced state of degeneration. Early this morning, they identified that DNA as being human in origin, but that, unfortunately, is where the trail ends. The DNA does not match either of the victims, nor does it match any of the current suspects, local missing-persons cases, or anyone in the state DNA records. I should stress here that the DNA database we’re dealing with is very limited—the technology is new, and there are very few records in any city that date back more than five years. Without widespread DNA testing comparable to the national fingerprint database, this DNA signature may never be identified.”

He was so steely and serious, as if he could win a journalism award through sheer charisma. Mom still hated him, and refused to watch—it’s only a matter of time, she said, before he starts pointing fingers and somebody gets lynched. Tensions were high in town, and the prospect of a third killing hung over us all like a cloud.

“While police have been testing the crime-scene evidence,” said Rask, “the Five Live News team has been doing an investigation of our own, and we’ve turned up something very interesting: an unsolved case more than forty years old involving a black substance very similar to that found in this case. Could it help catch the killer? We’ll have more on that story tonight at ten. This is Ted Rask, Five Live News. Back to you, Sarah.”

But Ted Rask did not come back at ten. The Clayton Killer got him. His cameraman found him just after eight-thirty in the alley behind their motel, gutted and missing a leg. Smeared on his face and head was a huge blob of acrid black sludge. It must have been hot, because it blistered him red as a lobster.

“I hear you’ve been terrorizing the kids at school,” said Dr. Neblin.

I ignored the doctor and stared out the window, thinking about Rask’s body. Something about it was . . . wrong.

“I don’t want you using my diagnosis as a weapon to scare people with,” said Neblin. “We’re doing this so you can improve yourself, not so you can throw your pathology in other people’s faces.”

Faces. Rask’s face had been smeared with the sludge—why? It seemed humiliating—something the killer had never been before. What was happening?

“You’re ignoring me, John,” said Neblin. “Are you thinking about the new murder last night?”

“It wasn’t a murder,” I said, “it was a serial killing.”

“Is there a difference?”

“Of course there’s a difference,” I said, spinning around to stare at him. I felt almost . . . betrayed by his ignorance. “You’re a psychologist, you have to know this. Murder is . . . well, different. Murderers are people like drunks and jealous husbands—they have reasons for what they do.”

“Serial killers don’t have reasons?”

“Killing is its own reason,” I said. “There’s something inside of a serial killer that’s hungry, or empty, and killing is how they fill it. Calling it murder makes it . . . cheap. It makes it sound stupid.”

“And you don’t want serial killing to sound stupid.”

“It’s not that, it’s . . . I don’t know how to say it.” I turned back toward the window. “It feels wrong.”

“Maybe you’re trying to make serial killers into something they’re not,” said Neblin. “You want them to have some kind of special significance.”

I ignored him, sullen. The cars outside drove slowly on the sheet of black ice that covered the street. I hoped one of them slid into a pedestrian.

“You saw the news last night?” asked Neblin. He was baiting me to talk by bringing up my favorite subject. I kept silent and stared out the window.

“It seems a little suspicious,” he said. “That reporter announced that he had a clue related to the killer, and then died just an hour and a half before he had the chance to reveal that clue to the world. It seems to me that he was on to something.”

Great thinking, Sherlock. The news at ten had made the same conclusion.

“I don’t really want to talk about this,” I said.

“Then maybe we can talk about Rob Anders,” said Neblin.

I turned back to look at him. “I wanted to ask who told you about that.”

“I got a call from the school counselor yesterday,” said Neblin. “As far as I know, she and I are the only ones he’s talked to. You gave him nightmares, though.”

I smiled.

“It’s not funny, John, it’s a sign of aggression.”

“Rob is a bully,” I said. “He has been since third grade. If you want some signs of aggression, just follow him around for a few hours.”

“Aggression is normal in a fifteen-year-old boy,” said Neblin, “bully or otherwise. Where I get concerned is when that aggression comes from a sociopathic fifteen-year-old who’s obsessed with death—especially when, up until now, you’ve been a model of nonconfrontational behavior. What’s changed for you recently, John?”

“Well, there’s a serial killer in town stealing people’s body parts. You may have heard; it’s been in the news.”

“Has the presence of a killer in town affected you?”

The monster behind the wall stirred.

“It’s very close,” I said, “closer than I’ve ever been to the killers I study. I’ll check out books and go online and read about serial killers for—well, not for fun, but you know what I mean—but they’re all so far away. They’re real, and their realness is part of what’s fascinating, but . . . this is Nowhere, USA. They’re supposed to be real somewhere else, not here.”

“Are you afraid of the killer?”

“I’m not afraid of being killed,” I said. “All three victims so far have been grown men, so I assume he’s going to stick to that pattern—that means I’m safe, and Mom and Margaret and Lauren are safe.”

“What about your father?”

“My father’s not here,” I said. “I don’t even know where he is.”

“But are you afraid for him?”

“No,” I said slowly. It was true, but there was something I wasn’t telling him, and I could tell that he knew it.

“Is there anything else?”

“Should there be?” I asked.

“If you don’t want to talk about it, we won’t,” said Neblin.

“But what if we need to?” I asked.

“Then we will.”

Sometimes therapists could be so open-minded, it was a miracle they kept anything in there at all. I stared at him for a while, weighing the pros and cons of the conversation I knew would come, and eventually decided it couldn’t hurt.

“I had a dream last week that my dad was the killer,” I said.

Neblin didn’t react. “What did he do?”

“I don’t know, he didn’t even come see me.”

“Did you want him to take you with him when he killed?” asked Neblin.

“No,” I said, uncomfortable in my chair. “I . . . wanted to take him with me, where he couldn’t kill anymore.”

“What happened next?”

Suddenly I didn’t want to talk about what happened next, even though I was the one who brought it up. It was self-contradictory, I know, but dreams about killing your dad can do that to you. “Can we talk about something else?”

“Sure we can,” he said, and made a note on his paper.

“Can I see that note?” I asked.

“Sure.” Neblin passed me his pad.

 

First reason: Killer in town.
Doesn’t want to talk about father.

 

“Why’d you write ‘first reason’?” I asked.

“The first reason you scared Rob Anders. Are there more?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“If you don’t want to talk about your father, how about your mother?”

The monster behind the wall stirred. I’d come to think of it as a monster, but it was just me. Or the darker part of me, at least. You probably think it would be creepy to have a real monster hiding inside of you, but trust me—it’s far, far worse when the monster is really just your own mind. Calling it a monster seemed to distance it a little, which made me feel better about it. Not much better, but I take what I can get.

“My mother is an idiot,” I said, “and she won’t let me into the back of the mortuary anymore. It’s been almost a month.”

“Until last night, nobody’s died for almost a month,” he said. “Why did you want to go in the back room if there was no work to do there?”

“I used to go there a lot, to think,” I said. “I liked it.”

“Do you have anywhere else you can go and think?”

“I go to Freak Lake,” I said, “but it’s too cold now.”

“Freak Lake?”

“Clayton Lake,” I said. “There’s a lot of weird people there. But I practically grew up in that mortuary—she can’t take that away.”

“You told me before that you’d only been helping in the back for a few years,” said Dr. Neblin. “Are there other parts of the mortuary you have an attachment to?”

“That reporter died last night,” I said, ignoring his question, “and we might get him—they’ll send him home for a funeral, of course, but they might send him to us first for embalming. I need to see that body and she’s not going to let me.”

Neblin paused.

“Why do you need to see the body?” he asked.

“To know what he’s thinking,” I said, looking out the window. “I’m trying to understand him.”

“The killer?”

“There’s something wrong about him and I can’t figure it out.”

“Well,” said Neblin, “We can talk about the killer, if that’s what you want.”

“Really?”

“Really. But when we’re done, you need to answer any question I ask.”

“What question?”

“You’ll find out when I ask it,” said Neblin, smiling. “So, what do you know about the killer?”

“Did you know he stole a kidney from the first body?”

Neblin cocked his head. “I hadn’t heard that.”

“Nobody has,” I said, “so keep it quiet. When the body came to the mortuary the kidney was missing—everything else looked like it had been shredded, but the kidney had been cut off pretty cleanly.”

“And what about the second body?”

“He took the arm,” I said, “and the abdomen was slashed but not gutted—most of the innards were still inside.”

“And in the third he took a leg,” said Neblin. “Interesting. So the piled-up organs in the first attack were incidental—he’s not ritualizing the killings, he’s just taking body parts.”

“That’s exactly what I told Mom,” I said, throwing up my hands.

“Right before she threw you out of the back room?”

I shrugged. “I guess it is a pretty creepy thing to say.”

“What’s interesting to me,” said Neblin, “is the way he leaves the bodies—he doesn’t take them or hide them, he just leaves them out for people to find. That usually means the serial killer is trying to make a statement, so that we’ll see the body and get whatever message he’s trying to make. But if what you say is true, then he’s not displaying the bodies—he’s just striking quickly and fading out, spending as little time with his kills as he can.”

“But what does that mean?” I asked.

“For one thing,” said Neblin, “he probably hates what he’s doing.”

“That makes a lot of sense,’ I said, nodding. “I hadn’t thought of that.” I felt stupid for not having thought of it. Why hadn’t it occurred to me that a killer might not enjoy killing? “But he defaced the reporter’s body,” I said, “so he had some kind of motive there beyond just ending his life.”

“With a serial killer,” said Neblin, “the motive is very likely an emotional one: he was angry, or frustrated, or confused. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that sociopaths can’t feel—they feel very keenly, they just don’t know what to do with their emotions.”

“You said he didn’t like killing,” I said, “but so far he’s taken a souvenir from all three. That doesn’t make sense—why does he take things from an event he doesn’t want to remember?”

“That’s a good one to ponder,” said Neblin, jotting it down on his pad, “but now it’s time for my question.”

“All right,” I said, sighing and looking back out the window. “Let’s get it over with.”

“Tell me what Rob Anders was doing right before you threatened to kill him.”

“I didn’t threaten to kill him.”

“You talked about his death in a threatening manner,” said Neblin. “Let’s not split hairs.”

“We were in the gym at school for the Halloween dance,” I said, “and he was kind of bugging me—teasing me and knocking over my drink and things like that. So then when I was talking to someone, he came up and just really started making fun of me, and I knew the only two ways to get rid of him were to punch him or to scare him. I have a rule about not hurting people, so I scared him.”

“You don’t have a rule about threatening to kill people?”

“It hadn’t come up yet,” I said. “I have one now.”

“Who were you talking to?”

“Why does that matter?”

“I’m just curious about whom you were you talking to.”

“Some girl.”

The monster behind the wall growled, low and rumbling.

Dr. Neblin cocked his head. “Does she have a name?”

“Brooke,” I said, suddenly uncomfortable. “She’s nobody. She’s lived on my street for years.”

“Is she cute?”

“She’s a little young for you, Doctor.”

“Let me rephrase that,” he said, smiling. “Are you attracted to her?”

“I thought we were talking about Rob Anders,” I said.

“Just curious,” he said, making a note on his pad. “We’re about done for the day anyway. Is there anything else you want to talk about?”

“I don’t think so.” I stared out the window; cars passed carefully between the buildings, like beetles in a maze. The Five Live News van crept slowly past headed east—out of town.

“Looks like he scared them off,” said Neblin, following my gaze.

He was probably right . . . wait. That was it. That was the piece I’d been missing.

The killer scared them off.

“It’s not a serial killer,” I said suddenly.

“It’s not?” asked Neblin.

“It’s all wrong,” I said, “it can’t be. He didn’t run away afterward—he displayed the corpse, just like you said, by smearing that sludge all over him. He wasn’t just trying to cover up the news, he was trying to scare them away. Don’t you see? He had a reason!”

“And you think serial killers don’t have reasons.”

“They don’t,” I said. “Search through every criminal record you’ve got and you’ll never find a serial killer who kills someone just because they’re getting too close—most of them go out of their way to get more media coverage, not less. They love it. Half of them write letters to the press.”

“Doesn’t fame count as a reason?”

“It’s not the same thing,” I said. “They don’t kill because they want attention, they want attention because they kill. They want people to see what they’re doing. Killing is still the root reason—the basic need the killers are trying to satisfy. And this guy has something else. I don’t know what it is, but it’s there.”

“What about John Wayne Gacy?” asked Neblin. “He killed gay men because he wanted to punish them. That’s a reason.”

“Very few of the men he killed were actually gay,” I said. “How much about him have you actually read? The gay thing wasn’t a reason, it was an excuse—he needed to kill something, and claiming that he was punishing sinners let him feel less guilty about it.”

“You’re getting a little overexcited, John,” said Neblin. “Maybe we should stop now.”

“Serial killers don’t have time to kill nosy reporters because they’re too busy killing people that fit their victim profile: old men, little kids, blond college students, whatever,” I said. “Why is this one different?”

“John,” said Neblin.

I could feel myself getting light-headed, like I was hyperventilating. Dr. Neblin was right; it was time to stop. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. There would be time for this later. Still, I felt a buzz of energy, like the sound of rushing water in my ears. This killer was something different, something new.

The monster behind the wall sniffed gruffly at the air. It smelled blood.
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I first noticed the drifter by the movie theater downtown. Clayton gets its fair share of drifters—people passing through looking for work, or food, or a bus fare to the next town over—but this one was different. He wasn’t panhandling, and he wasn’t talking to people. He was just looking. Watching. Nobody watched people that much, and for that long, except me, and I had serious emotional problems. I decided that anyone who reminded me of myself was worth keeping an eye on—he might be dangerous.

My rules wouldn’t let me follow him, or even look for him, but I saw him a few more times over the next few days—sitting in the park watching kids slide down the plowed-up snowbanks in the parking lot, or standing by the gas station, smoking, watching people fill up their tanks. It was like he was evaluating us, checking us all against some list in his head. I half expected the police to come pick him up, but he wasn’t doing anything illegal. He was just there. Most people—especially if they didn’t read criminal profiling books for fun, like I did—would just pass right over him. He had some kind of strange ability to blend in, even in a pretty small place like Clayton County, and most people just didn’t notice him.

When the news reported a burglary a few days later, he was the first person I thought of. He was alert, he was analytical, and he’d watched our town for long enough to know who was worth following home and robbing. The question was, was he only a burglar, or was he something more? I didn’t know how long he’d been in town—if he’d been around for a while, he might well be the Clayton Killer. Rules or no rules, I needed to see what he did next.

It was like standing on the edge of a cliff, trying to convince myself to jump off. I followed my rules for a reason—they helped keep me from doing things I didn’t want to do—but this was a special case, right? If he was dangerous, and if breaking this rule helped stop him—and it was really a pretty minor rule, after all—then it was good. It was a good thing to do. I wrestled with myself for a week, and finally rationalized the idea that it was better, in the long run, to break this one rule and follow the drifter. I might even save somebody’s life.

The day before Thanksgiving I had no school, and though Ted Rask’s body came into the mortuary that morning, Mom refused to let me help, so my day was free. I went downtown and rode around for an hour until I found him, sitting on the bus bench by Allman’s hardware store. I went across the street to Friendly Burger and sat in a window booth to watch him.

He was the right size to be the Clayton Killer—not huge, but big, and he looked strong enough to take down a guy like Jeb Jolley. His hair was brown and long, about chin length, and he wore it shaggy. It wasn’t such a strange look in Clayton County, especially in the winter—it was freezing cold, and long hair helped keep your ears warm. He’d have done better if he had a hat, but then I suppose drifters can’t be choosers.

His breath came out in short, hazy puffs—not the long, lazy clouds of the other people on the street. That meant he was breathing rapidly, which meant he was nervous. Was he looking for a victim?

The bus came and went, and he didn’t get on. He was watching something across the street—across from him, which meant it was on the same side as me. I looked around—the Twain Station bookstore was on the left of the burger joint, and Earl’s Hunting Supply Store was on the right. The drifter was looking at the hunting store, which was a little ominous in itself. The street out front had a couple of cars, one of which looked familiar. Who did I know with a white Buick?

When Mr. Crowley came out of the hunting store laden with fishing supplies, I knew why the car looked so familiar—it spent most of its time fifty feet from my house. Forcing yourself not to think about people made even simple details like that hard to remember.

When the drifter stood up and jogged across the street toward Mr. Crowley, I knew the situation had become very important, very suddenly. I wanted to hear this. I went outside, knelt down by my bike, and made a show of pretending to unlock the chain. I hadn’t even chained it to anything, but it was next to some pipes and I figured neither Crowley nor the drifter was paying close attention. I was a good thirty feet away from them—if I was lucky, they wouldn’t pay any attention to me at all.

“Fishing?” said the drifter. He looked like he was about thirty-five or forty, weathered by wind and age. He said something else, but I was too far away to hear it. I turned my head to get a better angle.

“Ice fishing,” said Mr. Crowley, holding up a chisel. “Lake froze over a week or two ago, and I figure it’s safe to walk on by now.”

“You don’t say,” said the drifter. “I used to go ice fishing all the time back in the day. I thought it was a lost art.”

“A fellow fisherman?” asked Mr. Crowley, perking up. “Not too many people around here are into ice fishing—Earl here had to special order the new auger for me. As cold as it is today, and with the wind picking up, I bet there won’t even be skaters—I’ll have the whole lake to myself.”

“Is that so?” asked the drifter. I frowned—there was something in his voice that bothered me. Was he going to rob Crowley’s house while he was out fishing?

Was he going to follow Crowley to the lake and kill him?

“You busy?” asked Mr. Crowley. “It gets awful lonely on that lake by yourself, and I could do with the company. I’ve got an extra pole.”

Crowley, you idiot. Taking this guy anywhere is a stupid idea. Maybe Crowley has Alzheimers.

“That’s awfully kind of you,” said the drifter, “though I’d hate to impose.”

What was Mr. Crowley thinking? I thought about jumping up to warn him, but I stopped myself. I was probably just imagining things; this guy’s probably fine.

Though Mr. Crowley was a perfect match for the victim profile—an older white male with a large build.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Mr. Crowley. “Climb in. You have a hat?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Then we’ll swing by and get you one on our way out,” said Crowley, “and a bit of extra lunch. A friend to fish with is worth five dollars, easy.”

They climbed into his car and drove away. I almost got up to warn him again, but I knew where they were going—and I knew that they’d delay for a while buying food and a hat. It would be a gamble, but I might be able to make it out there before them and hide. I wanted to see what happened.

I made it to the most well-used stretch of lake in just half an hour, where the slope down from the road to the shore was more gradual, and you could walk right out to the edge. There was no sign of Mr. Crowley or his dangerous passenger, or of anybody else for that matter. We’d have the lake to ourselves. I hid my bike in a snow bank on the south side of the clearing, and crouched in a small stand of trees to the north. If Mr. Crowley actually went through with it, this is where he would come. I sat down to wait.

The lake was frozen, as Crowley had expected, and dusted with grainy white snow. On the far side, a low hill rose up, tall only by contrast to the flat expanse of the lake. Wind whipped across them both, spirals of air made visible by the snow within it, eddies and swirls and drill-bit tornadoes. I crouched in the shadows and froze as the wind made faces in the sky.

Exposure to nature—cold, heat, water—is the most dehumanizing way to die. Violence is passionate and real—the final moments as you struggle for your life, firing a gun or wrestling a mugger or screaming for help, your heart pumps loudly and your body tingles with energy; you are alert and awake and, for that brief moment, more alive and human than you’ve ever been before. Not so with nature.

At the mercy of the elements the opposite happens: your body slows, your thoughts grow sluggish, and you realize just how mechanical you really are. Your body is a machine, full of tubes and valves and motors, of electrical signals and hydraulic pumps, and they function properly only within a certain range of conditions. As temperatures drop, your machine breaks down. Cells begin to freeze and shatter; muscles use more energy to do less; blood flows too slowly, and to the wrong places. Your senses fade, your core temperature plummets, and your brain fires random signals that your body is too weak to interpret or follow. In that state you are no longer a human being, you are a malfunction—an engine without oil, grinding itself to pieces in its last futile effort to complete its last meaningless task.

I heard a car approach and turn off into the clearing. I turned my head imperceptibly to watch from the corner of my eye, keeping myself hidden in the trees, and recognized Crowley’s white Buick. The drifter got out first and stared darkly at the lake, until the other door opened and Crowley coughed.

“I haven’t been ice fishing in an age,” said the stranger, glancing back at Mr. Crowley. “Thanks again for letting me tag along.”

“Not a problem at all,” said Mr. Crowley, walking back to the trunk. He handed the stranger a fishing pole and a bucket full of tools, nets, an ice auger, and a pair of folding stools, then closed the trunk. He was carrying a pole of his own, and a small cooler. “I keep two of everything, just in case,” he said, smiling. “There’s enough hot chocolate in here to keep us both warm and happy.”

“That lunch filled me right up,” said the drifter, “don’t worry about it.”

“Out here we’re partners,” said Crowley, “what’s mine is yours, and yours is mine.” He grinned.

“What’s yours is mine,” said the stranger, and I felt the sense of danger rise. What was Mr. Crowley doing? Picking up a drifter like this could be deadly, even if you didn’t bring them out alone into the middle of nowhere—even if there wasn’t a psycho killer on the loose.

I looked at the drifter’s hands for any evidence of claw-like weapons, but they were normal. Maybe he wasn’t the killer after all. Either way, I was dying of curiosity—if he was the killer, I wanted to see how he did it.

I frowned then, wondering at myself. Was I really more interested in watching the killer than in saving Crowley’s life? I knew I shouldn’t be—if I were a normal, empathetic person, I’d jump up and save Crowley’s life. But I wasn’t.

So I watched.

Mr. Crowley began walking carefully down the slope to the shore, and the stranger followed closely. I shrank back into my shelter of trees, quietly, trying to stay as small and as hidden as possible.

“Wait up a minute,” said the stranger, “that coffee is finally catching up to me. I need to take a leak.” He set down his bucket and balanced the pole carefully across it. “Won’t be a minute.” He fled back up the slope and I cringed, terrified that he would come to my trees to pee, but he went to the other stand on the far side of the car.

My bike was right there. Surely he would see it.

The man delayed just long enough in choosing a good spot that I started to get suspicious. I glanced at Crowley, and guessed that he was suspicious, too. Nervous lines creased his face, and he glanced back out at the ice as if it were a giant clock, and he was late for something. He coughed painfully.

I expected any minute for the drifter to see my bike and call out, or to pull a chain saw out of the trees and leap down the bank with a howl, but nothing happened. He found a spot he liked, stood still, and after a long pause, zipped up and turned around.

He must have been practically tripping over my bike. Why didn’t he say anything? Maybe he’d seen it, and knew I was here, and was biding his time carefully until he could kill Crowley and me together.

“I gotta say again that this is awfully nice of you,” said the drifter. “I’m mighty indebted to you, sir, and I don’t know how I can ever repay you.” He laughed. “Nicest thing I have is this hat, and you’re the one who bought it.”

“We’ll think of something,” said Crowley, and took off his glove to scratch the stubble of his beard. “If nothing else, I’ll just claim credit for all the good fish.” He smiled broadly, then coughed again.

“That cough sounds like it’s getting worse,” said the stranger.

“Just a little problem with my lungs,” said Crowley, turning back to the frozen lake. “It’ll clear up soon.” He took a step onto the ice, probing it with one foot.

The drifter reached the bottom of the slope, and stood for a moment by his bucket of tools. He reached down to pick it up, then stopped, glanced quickly back at the road, and reached his hand into his coat. When he pulled it back out he had a knife—not a switchblade or a hunting knife, just a long kitchen knife covered with dirt and rust. It looked like he’d stolen it from a junkyard.

“I’m thinking we ought to head out that way,” said Crowley, pointing northeast. “Wind’s just as bad everywhere, but that’s the deepest part of the lake, and not too far from the head of the river. We’ll get a little more current underneath us, and that makes for better fishing.”

The drifter stepped forward, his right hand tight around the knife and his left hand out to the side for balance. He was just an arm’s length from Crowley’s back; another step and he could strike a killing blow.

Crowley scratched his chin again. “I’d like to thank you for coming out here with me.” Cough. “We’ll make a good team, you and I.”

The drifter took a step closer.

“You have no family,” said Crowley, “and I can barely breathe.” Cough. “Between the two of us, I figure we make just about one whole person.”

Wait—what?

The drifter paused, as perplexed as I was, and in that split second Crowley turned around and lashed out with his ungloved hand—longer now, somehow, and darker, his fingernails lengthening impossibly into sharp ivory claws. The first swipe knocked the knife from the startled man’s hand, spinning it straight past my stand of trees, and the second backhanded the stranger across the face, knocking him down into the cushion of snow. The drifter struggled to his feet, but Crowley dropped his cooler and pole and leapt on the man, roaring like a beast. Another claw tore its way out of Crowley’s other glove, shredding it as it grew, and both claws raked across the stranger’s upraised arm, slicing flesh from bone. The man was hidden from my view now, deep in the snow, but I heard him cry out—a formless cry of pain and shock. Crowley roared back with a mouth full of gleaming, needlelike teeth. Two vicious strikes later, and all was silent.

Mr. Crowley crouched over the body in a cloud of steam, his arms too long, and his unearthly talons bright with blood. His head had grown bulbous and dark, his ears were pointed like blades. His jaw was unnaturally low, and bristled with teeth. He panted heavily, and as I watched he slowly coalesced back into the form I knew—his arms and hands shortened, his claws shrank back to become regular fingernails, and his head deflated and reformed. A moment later, it was plain old Mr. Crowley again, as normal as could be. If not for the blood stains on his clothes, no one would have ever guessed what he had become, or what he had done. He coughed and pulled the tattered glove from his left hand, dropping it wearily on the ground.

I sat in shock, my face bitten by the wind and my legs warm with my own urine. I didn’t even remember peeing.

Mr. Crowley was a monster.

Mr. Crowley was the monster.

I was too scared to think about hiding—I simply sat and watched, freezing and nauseated. Crowley extended his right hand once more into a claw and began cutting away the stranger’s layers of clothing.

“Try to kill me,” he muttered. “I bought you a hat.” He reached down with both hands and grimaced, and I heard a hideous cracking—one, two, three, four-five-six—a string of shattered ribs. He stooped lower, out of my sight, and stood up a moment later clutching a pair of shapeless, bloody bags.

Lungs.

Slowly, Mr. Crowley began unbuttoning his coat . . . then his first flannel shirt . . . then his second . . . then his third. Soon his chest was bared to the cold and he gritted his teeth, breathing heavily and closing his eyes. He switched the ragged lungs into his human left hand, brought his demonic claw up to his belly, and sliced himself open just below the ribs. I gasped, just as a faint grunt escaped between Crowley’s clenched teeth; it didn’t look like he’d heard me. Blood poured from his open belly and he staggered one step, but quickly righted himself.

I felt past shock now—too numbed by what I had seen to do anything but stare.

Mr. Crowley coughed again, wracked with pain, and shoved the lungs desperately into the gash in his abdomen. He fell to his knees, his face wrenched with pain, and I watched as the last bit of lung disappeared into him, as if drawn up by something inside. His eyes opened suddenly wide, wider than I thought possible, and his mouth moved fearfully in a futile, noiseless gasp for air. Something dark oozed out of his wound and he reached for it quickly, pulling out another pair of lungs—similar to the first but black and sickly, like the lungs in a cancer commercial. The black lungs hissed as they slid from his open wound, and he dropped them on the stranger’s dead body below. He paused there a moment, suspended in the utter silence of asphyxiation, motionless and airless, then gasped loudly and abruptly, like a diver emerging from a pool, desperate for air. He took three more breaths like that, huge and hungry, then began to breathe at a calmer, more measured pace. His right hand shrank back to normal, shifting somehow from monster to human, and he clutched his open wound with both hands. The hole sealed up, closing itself like a zipper. Half a minute later, his chest was whole again, scarless and white.

The branches above me gave way suddenly, dropping a clump of snow on the ground around my hiding place. I bit my tongue to keep from screaming in alarm, and threw myself on my back in the hollow between the trunks. I could no longer see Crowley, but I heard him jump to his feet; I imagined him tensed and ready to fight—ready to kill anyone who’d witnessed even a part of his actions. I held my breath as he walked toward my trees, but he didn’t stop or look in. He stepped past and stooped to look for something in the snow—the discarded knife, I assumed—and after a minute he straightened up and walked to his car. I heard the trunk click open, and a rustle of plastic, then the door slammed shut and he walked back to the corpse, his footsteps even and deliberate.

I’d just watched a man die. I’d just watched my next-door neighbor kill him. It was too much to process; I felt myself start to shiver uncontrollably, though whether it was from cold or from fear I couldn’t tell. I tried to clamp down on my legs to keep them from shaking the undergrowth and giving me away.

I’m not sure how long I lay there in the snow, listening to him work, and praying that he wouldn’t find me. Snow was in my shoes, pants, and shirt; it had crept down through my collar and up from my belt, all of it ice cold—so cold it burned. Outside, plastic rustled, bones thumped, and something squelched wetly, over and over. Eons later I heard Crowley dragging something heavy, followed by a grunt of effort and the click of his boots on the ice of the lake.

Two steps. Three steps. Four steps. When he reached ten steps I allowed myself to lean up—ever so slowly—and peer out of the trees. Crowley was out on the frozen water, a black plastic sack flung over his shoulders and the ice saw dangling from his belt. He walked slowly and carefully, testing his steps and trudging through the bitter wind. His silhouette grew smaller and smaller, and strong gusts heavy with shards of ice raced around him in fury, as if nature were angry at what he had done—or some darker power was pleased. Half a mile out, his lonely outline disappeared completely into the wind and snow, and he was gone.

I clambered awkwardly out of the trees, my legs like jelly and my mind racing. I knew I needed to cover my tracks somehow, and snapped off a low-hanging pine branch. I walked backward toward my bike, brushing away my footprints as I went—I’d seen an Indian do it in one of those old John Wayne movies. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do. When I reached my bike, I pulled it up and raced around the far side of the trees, hoping Crowley wouldn’t see my footprints that far away from the scene of the killing. I reached the road and jumped on, pedaling madly in order to reach town before he returned and passed me in his car.

Around me the pine trees were dark as demons’ horns, and the setting sun on the oaks turned the bare branches red as bloody bones.
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I slept very little that night, haunted by what I had seen at the lake. Mr. Crowley had killed a man—killed him, just like that. One moment he was alive, screaming and fighting for his life, and the next moment he was nothing but a sack of meat. Life, whatever it was, had evaporated into nothing.

I longed to see it again, and I hated myself for that.

Mr. Crowley was a monster of some kind—a beast in human form who seemed to absorb the lungs of the man he had killed. I thought about Ted Rask’s missing leg, Jeb Jolley’s kidney, and Dave Bird’s arm—had Crowley absorbed those parts as well? I imagined him built entirely out of pieces of the dead; Dr. Frankenstein and his monster rolled into one unholy killer. But where had it started? What had he been before the first piece was stolen? I saw again a vision of dark, leathery skin, a bulbous head, and long, scythe-like claws. I was not religious, and knew next to nothing about the occult or the supernatural, but the word that leapt to mind was “demon.” The Son of Sam had called the monsters in his life demons. I figured if it was good enough for the Son of Sam, it was good enough for me.

My mom was smart enough to leave me alone. I threw my pee-soaked clothes in the laundry when I got home and took a shower. I suppose she saw the clothes, or smelled them, and assumed I’d had one of my accidents. It’s rare for bed wetters to lose control while awake, but all of the reasons it might happen—intense anxiety, sadness, or fear—were sensitive enough that she avoided the subject that night and took out her frustration on the laundry instead of on me.

When I got out of the shower, I locked myself in my room and stayed there until almost noon the next day, though I was tempted to stay longer. It was Thanksgiving, and Lauren had refused to come; the tension in the house would be overwhelming. After what I’d just been through, however, a tense dinner was nothing. I got dressed and went into the living room.

“Hi, John,” said Margaret. She was sitting on the couch and watching the end of the Macy’s parade.

Mom looked up from the counter in the kitchen. “Good morning, honey.” She never called me honey unless she was trying to make up for something. I grunted a vague response and poured a bowl of cereal.

“You must be starving,” said Mom. “We’re going to eat in just a couple of hours, but go ahead—you haven’t eaten since lunch yesterday.”

I hated it when she was nice to me, because it seemed like she only did it in emergencies. It was like an open acknowledgement that something was wrong; I preferred to let things fester in silence.

I chewed my food slowly, wondering what Mom and Margaret would do if they knew the truth—that I had not been hiding because of fear or emotional turmoil, but because I was fascinated by the possibilities of a supernatural killer. I’d spent the night piecing together bits of the puzzle and the criminal profile, and I was delighted by how well it all worked. The killer was stealing body parts to replace ones that no longer worked—Crowley had bad lungs, so he got new ones, and it made sense that he’d killed the other victims for the same reason. His leg used to be so painful, but yesterday he had walked without limping or straining—he had replaced his bad leg with the one he stole from Rask. The black sludge found by each victim came from the old, degenerated parts he discarded. The victims were old, large men because Crowley was an old, large man, and needed body parts that fit him. The dual nature of the violent killings and the methodical aftermath came from Crowley’s own dual nature—a demon in a man’s body.

Or, more correctly, a demon in a body made up of other men. The forty-year-old story Ted Rask had found in Arizona was probably the same thing—probably the same demon. Were there more demons like him? Had Crowley been in Arizona forty years ago? Rask, despite being a showboating jerk, was on to something, and he died because of it.

But throughout my thinking, I kept going back to the killing itself, and the blood, and the sounds, and the screams of a dying man. I knew, academically, that it should bother me more—that I should be throwing up, or crying, or blocking the memories out. Instead I simply ate a bowl of cereal, and thought about what to do next. I could send the police to his house, but what evidence would they find? The last death had been a drifter that no one would even remember, let alone miss, and Crowley had sunk the body and all the evidence into the lake; he was getting smarter. Would they dredge a lake on an anonymous tip? Would they search a respected man’s house on the word of a fifteen-year-old? I couldn’t imagine that they would. If I wanted the police to believe me, I had to get them there at the scene of a murder—they had to catch him demon-handed. But how?

“John, can you help me with this stuffing?” Mom was standing by the table chopping celery, watching the parade in the other room.

“Sure,” I said, and got up. She handed me the knife and a couple of onions from the fridge. The knife was almost identical to the one the drifter had tried to kill Crowley with. I hefted it a bit, then chopped down through layers of onion.

“Time for the juice,” she said, and pulled the turkey out of the oven. She picked up a large syringe, poked it into the turkey, and squeezed the plunger. “I saw this on TV yesterday,” she said. “It’s chicken broth, salt, basil, and rosemary. It’s supposed to be really good.” By force of habit she’d poked in the syringe just above the turkey’s collarbone, right where she would have inserted a pump tube into a corpse. I watched her inject the broth and imagined it swirling through the turkey, embalming it with salt and seasonings, filling it with an artifical perfection while a thick stream of blood and horror dripped out the bottom and fled underground. I peeled off the skin of the second onion, dry and papery, and chopped the bulb in half.

Mom covered the turkey and put it back into the oven.

“Don’t we need to put the stuffing in?” I asked.

“You don’t actually cook stuffing inside the turkey,” she said, rooting through the cupboard. “That’s a case of food poisoning waiting to happen.” She pulled out a small glass bottle with a tiny pool of brown at the bottom. “Oh no, we’re practically out. John, honey?”

There was that word again. “Yeah.”

“Can you run over to the Watsons and borrow some vanilla? Peg’s sure to have some; at least someone on this street has her head on straight.”

That was Brooke’s house. I hadn’t allowed myself to think about her since Dr. Neblin had asked me about her—I could feel myself fixating on her, thinking about her too much, so my rules stepped in to stop me. I wanted to say no, but I didn’t want to have to explain why. “Sure.”

“Take a coat, it snowed again.”

I pulled on my jacket and went down the stairs to the mortuary. It was dark and silent; I loved it like this. I’d have to come back later, if I could do it without making Mom suspicious. I went out through the side door and looked across the street at Mr. Crowley’s house. Snow had covered everything with a two-inch blanket of white. Nothing was dirty after it snowed, at least not that you could see; the surface of every car and house and sewer grate was white and calm. I plodded through the snow to the Watsons’, two houses over, and rang the doorbell.

A muffled shout drifted through the door. “I got it.” I heard footsteps, and soon Brooke Watson opened the door. She was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, with her blond hair curled into a knot and held in place by a pencil. I’d avoided her since the dance, when she’d backed away so warily. Now she smiled—she actually smiled—when she saw me. “Hey, John.”

“Hey. My mom needs some vanilla or something. Do you guys have any?”

“Like, ice cream?”

“No, it’s brown, it’s for cooking.”

“Mom,” she called, “do we have any vanilla?” Brooke’s mom stepped into the hall, wiping her hands on a towel, and waved me inside.

“Come in, come in—don’t leave him standing out there, Brooke, you’ll freeze him to death.” She smiled as she said it, and Brooke laughed.

“You better come in,” she said with a smile. I kicked the snow off my shoes and stepped inside, and Brooke closed the door.

“It’s your turn, Brooke, come on!” shouted a high voice, and I saw Brooke’s little brother and father lying on the floor with a sprawling Monopoly game laid out in front of them. Brooke flopped down on the floor and rolled the dice, then counted out her move and groaned. Her little brother, Ethan, cackled with glee as she counted out a stack of play money.

“Pretty cold out there?” asked Brooke’s father. He was still in his pajamas, with thick wool socks on his feet to keep warm.

“It’s your turn, Dad, go,” said Ethan.

“It’s not bad,” I said, remembering last night. “The wind’s gone, at least.” And I’m not hiding in the trees while my neighbor rips a man’s lungs out, so that’s good, too.

Brooke’s mom bustled back into the room with a tiny Tupperware of vanilla. “This should be enough to get you through,” she said. “Would you like a cup of hot chocolate?”

“I would!” shouted Ethan, and jumped up and raced into the kitchen.

“No thanks,” I said, “Mom needs this for something, and I’d better get back with it soon.”

“If you need anything else just let me know,” she said with a smile. “Happy Thanksgiving!”

“Happy Thanksgiving, John,” said Brooke. I opened the door and she stood up to follow me. She looked as if she were about to say something, then shook her head and laughed. “See you at school,” she said, and I nodded.

“See you at school.”

She waved as I walked down the steps, flashing her braces in a wide smile. It was achingly beautiful, and I forced myself to look away. My rules were too ingrained. She was safer this way.

I trudged back home, the vanilla shoved deep into my pocket and my hands curled into fists for warmth. Every house looked the same in the snow—a white lawn, a white driveway, a white roof, the corners rounded and the features dulled. No one would ever guess, driving by, that one home contained a joyful family, another contained a wretched half family, and yet another hid the lair of a demon.

Thanksgiving dinner passed as well as could be expected at my house. Every channel was running either a family movie or a football game, and Mom and Margaret watched blandly as they ate. I arranged my chair to get a good view of the Crowleys’ house, and stared out the window all through the meal.

Mom flipped through the channels restlessly. Before Dad left, Thanksgiving was a football day, from start to finish, and Mom complained about it every year. Now she flipped through the games aggressively, pausing longer on the non-game channels, as if to give them a higher status. They didn’t remind her of Dad, so they were better than the rest.

My parents never got along super well, but it had grown worse in the last year before he left. Eventually he moved to an apartment on the other side of town, where he stayed for almost five months while the divorce wound its way through the intestinal tract of the county courts. I stayed with him every other week, but even the brief contact they made while making the switch was too much for my parents, and eventually they just stayed on opposite sides of the supermarket parking lot, late at night when it was empty, and I carried my pillow and backpack from one car to the other in the dark. I was seven years old. One night, halfway to my mom’s car, I heard my dad’s engine roar; he turned on his headlights and pulled out onto the road, turning at the corner and disappearing in an angry rush of sound. It was the last time I ever saw him. He sent presents on Christmas, and sometimes on my birthday, but there was never a return address. He was as good as dead.

Our meal ended with a store-bought pumpkin pie and a can of spray-on whipped cream. The turkey carcass crouched in the center of the table like a bony spider; I thought about the dead man at the lake, and reached out and snapped a turkey rib with my fingers. The TV droned in the background. There was a marked absence of conflict; this was as close as my house got to happy.

“Good evening, and welcome to Five Live News. I’m Walt Daines.”

“And I’m Sarah Bello. Many people are choosing to celebrate their Thanksgiving holiday with deep-fried turkey, but the deep fryers can be dangerous. More on that in a minute, but first an update on the Clayton County killer who has thus far claimed three lives, including Five Live News reporter Ted Rask. Here’s Carrie Walsh with a report.”

All three of us sat up straight, eyes glued to the TV.

“The town of Clayton is afraid,” said a young reporter standing by the Wash-n-Dry; she’d probably been stuck with this job because she was too junior to pass it on to anybody else. It was much brighter on TV than it was outside at the moment and I guessed that she’d probably filmed this segment around two in the afternoon. “Police patrol the streets at all hours of the day, and even now, in full daylight, I am accompanied by an armed escort of police officers.” The camera pulled back to show that she was flanked by an officer on each side. “What is everyone so afraid of?” she said. “Three unsolved murders, in the space of just three months. The police have very few leads, but investigative reporter Ted Rask uncovered evidence so sensitive, the murderer killed him for it.” Her voice was even, but her eyes were bloodshot and her knuckles gripping the microphone were white as bone. She was terrified. “Today, assisted by Agent Forman of the FBI, we bring that evidence to you, to help catch a killer.”

The scene cut away to some kind of records facility, and the FBI agent explained in voice-over the story of Emmett T. Openshaw, an Arizona man who disappeared from his home forty-two years ago. They showed a picture: he was an adult, but not a very old one—forty, maybe? I’m no good at guessing ages. He looked vaguely familiar, in the way that old photos tend to—that niggling impression in the back of your head that if the person had a modern haircut and modern clothes, it would be someone you saw every day. The police found blood and signs of violence, but no body. Most importantly, and the reason the story was related to Clayton County, they also found a puddle of black sludge in the middle of the man’s kitchen floor. The police had a few theories of their own, which the reporter nervously explained, but none of them matched what I had seen—how could they?

I stared at the TV screen and imagined Mr. Crowley in Arizona. He knocked on a door, this man opened it, and Crowley gave him some story about a broken car or a lost map. He asked to come in, the man let him, and when his back was turned, Crowley ripped the man’s throat out and stole his . . . what? The police never found the body, so they never knew that the killer had stolen a piece of it.

But why would he hide his bodies back then, and not hide his first three now? It didn’t make sense. Thinking back to the FBI classifications, it was as if he used to be an organized killer, and had become a disorganized one. And now his attack on the drifter had moved back to the organized side of the spectrum again. Why?

The news footage switched to show the FBI agent, sitting in a bland office for an interview that must have been filmed earlier. “DNA testing has continued in the Clayton case,” said Agent Forman, “and the sludge found next to the three Clayton victims is consistent—the FBI can’t identify whose DNA it is, but we do know that it is definitely all from the same person.”

The same person? That didn’t make any sense either. If the sludge comes from the discarded organs, and each organ comes from a different body, wouldn’t the DNA be different each time? That kind of science was a little beyond the tenth-grade level, unfortunately, so I couldn’t figure it out myself, and since I was basing my theories on information the FBI agent didn’t have, he didn’t offer any further explanation either.

“Emmett T. Openshaw died so long ago, unfortunately, that no DNA testing was possible,” said Agent Forman, “and none of the sludge found in his home was saved as evidence. Quite frankly, we don’t know why or even if this information is significant—only that the killer wanted to keep it quiet. If this information means anything to you, or if you have any leads at all, please talk to the police. Your identity will be kept confidential. Thank you.”

The screen switched back to the live reporter, who nodded curtly and looked at the camera. “This is Carrie Walsh with Five Live News. Back to you, Sarah.”

Any leads at all? Even preposterous ones?

It was obvious that the demon was more than the sum of his parts. He could turn his hands—one of which belonged to a farmer just two months ago—into demon claws. He needed body parts from humans, that much seemed certain, but when he absorbed them they became a part of him. They took on his properties and strengths and, apparently, his DNA signature.

But if that were true, why was the DNA recognizably human? Did demons even have DNA?

Preposterous or not, I needed to go to the police. The only other choice was to try to stop him myself, and I didn’t even know where to begin. Shoot him? Stab him? He could heal back from some pretty serious wounds, so I doubted either of those would do any good. Besides that, I knew it would be wrong. I’d spent too much time protecting myself from thoughts of violence to stumble into it now. The monster behind the wall strained and growled, awake and anxious to be set free. I didn’t dare let it out—who knows what it would do?

My only dilemma, again, was how to get the police to believe me. I had to give them more than just my word—I had to offer some kind of evidence. If they came by and looked at Mr. Crowley’s house, they probably wouldn’t find anything. He was being too careful now, and hiding his tracks too well. If I wanted them to know for sure, they had to see what I’d seen—they had to catch him in the act, save his victim, and see his demon claws for themselves.

The only way I could do that was to study him, and follow him, and call them when he made his move. I had to become Mr. Crowley’s shadow.
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The hardest part was the first step: out my door, across the street, and up Mr. Crowley’s walk to his front porch. I hesitated before I knocked. If he had seen me at the lake—if he had any suspicion that I knew his secret—he might just kill me on sight. I knocked. It was several degrees below zero, but I kept my hands out of my pockets, ready to balance if I had to run.

Mrs. Crowley opened the door. Was she a demon, too?

“Hello, John, how are you today?”

“I’m fine, Mrs. Crowley, how are you?” I heard a creak in the house behind her—Mr. Crowley moving slowly from one room to another. Did she know what he was?

“I’m fine, dear, what brings you out here on such a cold evening?” Mrs. Crowley was old and small, the most stereotypical “little old lady” I’d ever seen. She wore glasses, and it occurred to me that Mr. Crowley didn’t—did he steal new eyes every time his old ones wore out?

“It snowed last night,” I said. “I want to shovel your walks.”

“On Thanksgiving?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m not really doing anything else.”

Mrs. Crowley smiled slyly. “I know why you’re really here,” she said. “You want some hot chocolate.”

I smiled—a careful, practiced smile designed to look exactly like a twelve-year-old boy caught in an innocent trap. I’d worked on it all night. Mrs. Crowley gave me hot chocolate every time I shoveled their snow; it was the only time I was ever invited inside. I was here today because I needed to be invited inside—I needed to see if Mr. Crowley was healthy or sick, and how bad he was. Eventually he’d have to kill again, and if I wanted to send the police to catch him in the act, I needed to know exactly when it happened.

“I’ll put some on the stove right now,” she said. “The shovel’s in the shed.” She closed the door and I walked around the house, my feet crunching softly in the snow. It had begun.

Mr. Crowley came on to the porch a few minutes later, the picture of health; he walked straight and tall, and never coughed once. His new limbs were working well for him. Mr. Crowley walked to the edge of the railing and watched me. I tried to ignore him, but I was far too nervous to turn my back on him. I stood up and faced him.

“Good evening,” I said.

“Good evening, John,” he answered, as cheerful as I’d ever seen him. I couldn’t tell if he suspected me or not.

“Did you have a nice Thanksgiving?” I asked.

“Just fine,” he said, “just fine. Kay cooks a mighty fine turkey, I’ll tell you—best in the state.”

He wasn’t just watching me, he was looking all around—at the snow, the trees, the houses, everything. I’d almost say he was happy, and I guess that made sense. He had a brand-new set of healthy lungs—he literally had a new lease on life. I wondered how long it would last.

He wasn’t going to kill me. He didn’t seem to suspect that I knew his secret at all. Satisfied that I was safe for now, I went back to my shoveling.

For the next two weeks, I spent my days shoveling snow, and my nights praying for more. Every two or three days, I found a new excuse to see the Crowleys—shoveling another snowfall, or chopping firewood, or helping carry in the groceries. Mr. Crowley was as nice as ever, talking and joking and kissing his wife. He seemed a paragon of good health, until one day I noticed a laxative while unloading a grocery bag.

“It’s his tummy,” said Mrs. Crowley with a mischievous grin. “Us old folks can’t eat like we used to—things start to fall apart.”

“I thought he looked pretty healthy.”

“Just a little problem with his digestion,” she said. “It’s nothing to worry about.”

Well, not unless Mr. Crowley has his eye on your digestive system.

But I wasn’t afraid for her—her seventy-year-old organs were probably not worth stealing, for one thing, but it was more than that. He treated her nicely; he kissed her hello every time he came into the room. Even if she was just his cover story, he wouldn’t hurt her.

On the ninth of December, late one Saturday night, Mr. Crowley slipped out of his house and removed his license plates. I was watching from my window, fully dressed, and as soon as he stowed the plates and drove away, I sneaked quietly downstairs, and out the side door. The wind was blowing just enough to cut coldly through my scarf to my face, and I had to ride slowly to keep my balance on the icy roads. I’d taken the reflectors off of my bike, making me nearly invisible in the blackness, but I wasn’t afraid of being hit. The roads were virtually empty.

Mr. Crowley was also driving slowly, and I followed his taillights at a distance. The only things open this time of night were the hospital and the Flying J, one on each edge of town. I assumed he’d go to the latter to try to pick up another drifter, but instead he cruised slowly toward the tiny downtown area. This made sense—it would probably be empty this time of night, but if he did find anyone he could kill them with impunity. There were no open businesses, no homes, and no witnesses to hear the screaming.

Suddenly another car came around the corner, far ahead of me, and pulled up next to Mr. Crowley at a stoplight. It was a police car. I imagined them asking him if everything was all right, if he needed anything, if he’d seen anything suspicious. Were they asking about his missing plates? Had they even noticed? The light turned green and they idled there a moment longer, then drove away—the cops went straight, and Crowley turned right. I pedaled hard to catch up, anticipating his route and turning down a side road to stay out of the street lights. I didn’t want either Crowley or the cops to see me.

When I found him again, Crowley was pulled over, talking to a man on the sidewalk. I watched them for several moments, seeing the man straighten up twice to look down the street; not searching for anything, simply looking. Would he be the one? He wore a dark parka and a baseball cap—not nearly warm enough for this weather, or this time of night. Crowley was almost certainly offering him a ride: “Come in out of the cold, we’ll turn up the heat and take you where you need to go. Halfway there, I’ll gut you like a fish.”

The man looked up again. I watched him without breathing. I honestly don’t know if I wanted him to get in the car or not. I was going to call the cops, of course, but they might not make it in time. What would I do if this guy died? Should I abandon my plan and just run out now to warn him? If I saved him, Crowley would only look for somebody else. I couldn’t follow him for the rest of my life, warning people. I had to take the risk and wait for the right moment.

The man opened the passenger door, and got in Crowley’s car. There was no turning back now.

There was a pay phone outside of the gas station on Main, and if I could reach it in time, I could call the police and tell them to find the car. They might arrest Crowley, they might shoot him; either way it would be over. Crowley’s car turned right and I went left, keeping to the shadows until he was out of sight.

When I reached the pay phone, I covered the receiver with my scarf, using gloves to keep everything free of fingerprints. I didn’t want anyone to trace the call back to me.

“911, what is the address of the emergency?”

“The Clayton Killer has another victim, in his car, right now. Tell the police to look for a white Buick LeSabre, somewhere between downtown and the wood plant.”

“The—” the dispatcher paused. “You say you saw the Clayton Killer?”

“I saw him pick up a new victim,” I said, “send someone now.”

“Do you have any evidence that this man is the killer?” asked the dispatcher.

“I saw him kill somebody else,” I said.

“Tonight?”

“Two weeks ago.”

“Did you report this incident to the police?” The dispatcher sounded almost . . . bored.

“You’re not taking this seriously,” I said. “He’s going to kill somebody right now. Send the police!”

“A squad car has been advised to patrol the area between downtown Clayton and the Clayton wood plant, on grounds of an anonymous tip,” said the bored dispatcher. “The thirteenth anonymous tip of the week, I might add. Unless you’d like to give me a name?”

“You’re going to feel really stupid in the morning,” I said. “Send some cops now—I’ll try to stall him.” I hung up and jumped on my bike. I had to find them.

They had turned toward the wood plant nearly ten minutes ago; they could be anywhere by now, including Freak Lake. I drove back down Main Street to where he’d turned, to try to follow or guess his path, but halfway there I heard a car door slam, and went to investigate. A block and half away, surrounded by quiet storefronts and dimly lit by the light of the moon, Mr. Crowley’s car was parked behind another on the side of the road. Crowley was walking from his trunk toward a heap on the ground. As I got closer I could see that the heap was a body lying on a tarp. I was too late.

I dropped my bike in a shadow and crept closer to Crowley while his back was turned. I reached the corner of his block, just half a block away, and ducked into a storefront alcove. The second car was the victim’s, I guessed, broken down in the worst possible place, on the worst possible night—in the dark, far from human ears, and close to Mr. Crowley. Crowley had apparently found him looking for help, and offered to take a look.

Next to the body on the tarp was a pile of steaming black sludge—Crowley had already made the switch, of stomach or intestines or whatever he needed from this one, and he’d had the foresight to lay out a ground cloth to catch the noxious evidence. He straightened the corners of the tarp and began to roll it up just as the police headlights came into view. I ducked down as they drove past, and watched through a corner of glass as Mr. Crowley paused, hung his head, and slowly stood up.

One of the policemen stepped out of the car and drew his gun from behind the cover of his open doors; the other was silhouetted in the driver’s seat, talking on a radio. The body was rolled up and hidden, but there was blood on the ground from the initial attack.

“Put your hands in the air,” said the cop. I knew some of the cops in town, but I couldn’t recognize this one in the dark. “Lay down on the ground, now!”

Mr. Crowley slowly turned around.

“Sir! Do not turn around! Lie down immediately!”

Crowley faced them now, tall and broad in the brilliant headlights. His shadow stretched behind him for nearly a block, a giant made of darkness.

“Thank goodness you’re here,” said Crowley, “I just found him. I think that killer got to him.” Crowley’s pants were soaked in the victim’s blood; I was amazed he even attempted the lie.

“Turn back around and lie down on your stomach,” said the policeman. His gun was like an extension of his arm, black and straight. Crowley’s claws were hidden now; he looked perfectly human, yet perfectly menacing. His eyes were thin and grim, his mouth closed tightly in a flat, emotionless line.

“Turn back around, and lie down on your stomach,” said the policeman. “We will not ask you again.”

Crowley’s eyes seemed to bore into the officer, and I wondered what he was feeling. Anger? Hate? I peered closer, seeing a glint of light on his cheek. Tears.

He was sad.

The policeman on the driver’s side opened his door and stepped out. He was younger than his partner, and his hands trembled. When he spoke his voice was shaky. “Backup’s on its way—” he said, but before he could even finish his sentence, Crowley rushed them, still in full human form but snarling angrily. The older policeman shouted a warning and both men began firing, bullet after bullet slamming into Crowley’s chest. He went down.

“Holy—” said the young cop.

The older cop lowered his weapon slowly and looked at his partner. “Suspect down,” he said. “I never would have guessed this tip was any good—what is this, the third one tonight?”

“Fourth,” said the young cop.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” asked the older one. “Call for an ambulance!”

In a flash, Crowley was up again, standing at the old cop’s side—his face inhumanly elongated, his mouth a ragged quiver of fangs. Bone-white claws slashed through the cop’s gut, and he was dead almost instantly. The demon Crowley leapt over the squad car toward the young cop, who screamed and fired wildly, hitting the rear corner of Mr. Crowley’s car just before the demon jumped on him and pulled him down, out of my view. The policeman screamed once more, and stopped.

As quickly as the violence had erupted, it ceased. The policeman, the demon, the guns, the street, the cold night sky—all were as silent as a tomb.

Crowley came around the side of the police car a moment later, dragging the two bodies with his right arm, his left hanging uselessly at his side. He was fully human again. He unrolled the tarp and flopped the policemen’s bodies next to the first victim, and stood for a moment, surveying the scene—three dead bodies, a sea of blood, two extra cars, and a bullet hole in his. He’d never be able to cover it all up before the police backup arrived.

Crowley walked back to the police car, and shut off the headlights; the carnage fell into gray silhouette. He rummaged around inside a while longer, and I heard nothing but cracks and scratches, until at last he emerged and tossed a couple of black blocks onto the pile of bodies. I guessed it was the squad car’s video camera, but there was no way to be sure from this distance.

There was still time. The police had called for backup, but even if they hadn’t, someone was bound to come and find Crowley. He couldn’t possibly hide all of this.

He pulled off his coat and flannel shirt, tossing them into the pile, and standing pale and half-naked in the moonlight. His left arm was badly wounded from the bullet he’d taken, and he poked at it with a grunt. He reached up with his right hand—the fingers shifting fluidly into claws—and rested his fingers on his shoulder. He set his feet carefully on the sidewalk, bracing himself for something, and then jumped as a cell phone chirped loudly at his waist. He grabbed the cell phone with his good hand, and flipped it open, raising it to his ear.

“Hello Kay. I’m sorry, dear, I couldn’t sleep.” Pause. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to wake you. Don’t worry, honey, it’s nothing. Just insomnia. I went for a drive.” Pause. “No, it’s not my stomach, I feel just fine.” He looked down at the pile of corpses at his feet. “In fact, my stomach feels better than it has in weeks, dear.” Pause. “Yes, I’ll be home soon. You go back to sleep. I love you, too, dear. I love you.”

So she wasn’t a demon. She didn’t know anything about it.

He turned off the cell phone and, fumbling, clipped it back to his belt. Then he reached up and sliced into his left shoulder, cutting away the flesh and wrenching the bone free with a sickening pop. I fell back in surprise. He gasped, falling to his knees, and tossed the arm onto the first victim, where it began immediately to sizzle and collapse. Once separated from whatever dark energy kept the demon alive, the limb degenerated into sludge within seconds.

Awkwardly, with only one arm, Crowley did the same to the corpse of a policeman, removing first its coat and then its left arm. He held the limb up to his tattered shoulder, and I watched in amazement as the flesh seemed to reach out to the new limb, enveloping it and pulling it close, knitting and flowing together like putty. A moment later the arm moved, rising up at the shoulder, and Crowley swung it around in circles, first small, then wider and wider, feeling its weight and testing its motion. Satisfied, and shivering with cold, he pulled a handful of garbage bags from his trunk and began to pack up the bodies.

I found myself wondering, of all things, why he didn’t just take the arm from his first victim—why go to the trouble of undressing the policeman when there was a perfectly good body right next to it, prepped and ready to go?

I heard a car approaching, wheels plowing heavily through the slush, and looked back. A pickup passed a block and a half away, on Main Street, bright red in the streetlights. There was no way they could have seen Mr. Crowley’s grisly work from so far away, and in the midst of such darkness. The truck drove on, and its noise faded into the distance.

Crowley worked quickly and efficiently, stuffing the policemen into the trunk of the first victim’s stalled car. The owner of the car, wrapped tightly in a garbage sack, went into the trunk of Crowley’s own car, along with the bagged remnants of Crowley’s clothes, his bloody tarp, and the stolen hardware from the police car. It was a smart plan—when investigators finally found the policemen, they would appear to be the only victims, and the owner of the car would be the natural suspect. If Crowley hid the man’s body well, they might never realize that he had also been a victim tonight—instead, he’d be the prime suspect, throwing the police and the FBI off of Crowley’s trail for weeks.

Crowley climbed into his own car, started it, and drove away. No one had come. He’d gotten away with it.

He’d faced two armed policemen, and come away without a scratch—in better condition, in fact, than when he’d started. The evidence was gone, and what evidence was left behind all pointed to someone else. As soon as he drove out of sight, I ran back to my bike and pedaled as fast as I could in the other direction—the last thing I wanted was for someone to find me there and link me to the crime.

How could anyone stop this demon? He was virtually unkillable, and too strong and clever even for the police. They’d done everything they could, used all of their training and skill—they’d riddled him with bullets, for goodness sake—and now they were dead. Everyone who’d seen Crowley tonight was dead.

All except me.

That was stupid. What could I do? Tip off more police, and lead them to their deaths like I’d led these two? They were dead because of me—Crowley had killed them, but only because I forced him into it. He’d only wanted to kill one man tonight, and because of my meddling, two more were rotting in the trunk of a car. I couldn’t do that again. It would have been better, perhaps, to leave him alone, to let him kill at his own pace—one per month instead of three in a single night. I would not be responsible for any more deaths.

Except he wasn’t killing just one per month anymore—his last victim had been less than three weeks ago. He was speeding up—maybe his body was falling apart more quickly. How long before it became one per week? One per day? I didn’t want to be responsible for those deaths either, not if I could prevent them.

But how? I stopped pedaling and sat on my bike in the middle of the street, thinking. I couldn’t attack him—even if I had a gun, I’d seen how stupid that idea was. If two policeman, trained in combat, couldn’t kill him, then I certainly couldn’t do it. Not like that.

The monster behind the wall shifted, awake and hungry. I can do it.

No.

No?

Maybe I could. That was what I was afraid of, right? That I’d kill somebody? Well, what if the somebody I killed was a demon? Wouldn’t that be okay?

No, it wouldn’t. I controlled myself for a reason—the things I used to think about, the things I built that wall to prevent, were wrong. Killing was wrong. I wouldn’t do it.

But if I didn’t do it, Mr. Crowley would, again and again.

“No!” I said aloud—angry at myself, angry at Crowley.

Get angry! Let it out!

No. I closed my eyes. I knew I had a dark side, and I knew what I was capable of—the same things that all the serial killers I’d read about and studied were capable of. Evil. Death. The same things that Crowley was capable of. I didn’t want to be like him.

But if I stopped when I was done, I wouldn’t be like him. If I stopped him, and then stopped myself, nobody else would have to die.

Could I stop myself? Once I tore that wall down, could I rebuild it?

Did I even have choice? I might be the only one who could kill him. The alternative was to tell somebody, and if that led to any innocent deaths at all, even one, then it was a worse alternative. It would be better to kill him myself. It would mean less death, and less pain, for everybody. No one need suffer at all, except Crowley and me.

If I did it, I’d have to be careful. Crowley was a creature of pure power—too powerful to confront head-on. The tactics I had studied, the killers I could emulate, specialized in crushing the weak, overpowering those who could not defend themselves.

I threw up suddenly, turning my head and retching onto the road.

Seven people dead now. Seven people in three months. And he was speeding up. How many more would die if I didn’t stop him?

I could stop him. Everyone had weaknesses, even demons. He killed because of a weakness, after all—his body was falling apart. If he had one weakness, he would have more. If I could find them and exploit them, I could stop him. I could save the town, and the county, and the world. I could stop the demon.

And I would.

No more questions, no more waiting. I made my decision. It was time to tear down the wall, to throw away all the rules I’d created for myself.

It was time to let the monster out.

I got back on my bike and rode home, tearing down my rules as I went. Brick by brick, the wall came down, and the monster stretched its legs, flexed it claws, licked its lips.

Tomorrow, we would hunt.
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We woke the next morning to a fresh fall of snow—barely an inch, but all the excuse I needed. It was a lazy Sunday morning, but I crossed the street at eight o’clock, shovel in hand. Crowley’s car was in the driveway, dusted with snow, and I stopped in surprise when I realized that the bullet hole in the back corner had been replaced by a massive, crumpled dent. The lights had been shattered, and paint was chipping away in jagged flakes. It looked like he’d been in a car accident. I studied it a moment longer, wondering what had happened, then walked to the porch and rang the bell.

Mr. Crowley himself answered the door—cheerful, human, and looking as innocent as a man could possibly look. I’d watched him kill four people over the last month, but even so I almost doubted—just for a second—that a man like him could hurt a fly.

“Mornin’, John, what brings you—well I’ll be, it did snow. Can’t get one past you, can they?”

“No they can’t.”

“Well, there’s hardly anything out there,” he said, “and we don’t need to go anywhere today. Why don’t you just leave it, and we’ll give it a chance to drop some more before you go to all the trouble. No sense in shoveling twice.”

“It’s no trouble, Mr. Crowley,” I said.

“Who’s that at the door?” called Mrs. Crowley, bustling into view from elsewhere in the house. “Oh, good morning, John. Bill, get away from the door, you’ll catch your death!”

Mr. Crowley laughed. “I’m fine, Kay, I promise—not even a sniffle.”

“He was up all night,” said Mrs. Crowley, wrapping a coat around his shoulders, “goodness knows where doing goodness knows what, and then he tells me he crashed the car. We’d better have a look at the damage, now that it’s lighter out.”

I shot a glance at Mr. Crowley, who winked and chuckled. “I slid a bit on the ice last night, and she thinks it was a communist plot.”

“Don’t make fun, Bill, this is—oh my word, it’s worse than I thought.”

“I was out driving last night,” said Mr. Crowley, stepping out to join us on the porch, “and slid on the ice out by the hospital—went right off the road and into a cement wall. Best place to do it, though—a handful of nurses and doctors were right there in seconds to make sure I was okay. I keep telling her I’m fine, but she gets worried.” He put his arm around her shoulders, and she turned to hug him.

“I’m just glad you’re all right,” she said.

Assuming he’d disposed of the body properly, the bullet in his car was the last bit of evidence that might have linked him to the killings, but he’d taken care of it admirably. I had to give him credit, he was very good at covering his tracks. All he’d really had to do was pull out the bullet and slam that corner of the car into a wall hard enough to hide the previous damage. Doing it at the hospital had been especially smart—he now had a whole group of witnesses who thought they knew exactly what happened to his car, and if push came to shove, they could also testify that he’d been on the opposite side of town from the murders. He’d buried the evidence and given himself an alibi at the same time.

I turned to look at him with new respect. He was clever, all right—but why now, and not before? If he was so smart, why did he leave the first three bodies out where anyone could find them? It occurred to me that maybe he was new at this, and only just now learning how to do it well. Maybe he hadn’t killed that man in Arizona after all—or maybe there had been something different about that killing that hadn’t prepared him for these.

“John,” said Mrs. Crowley, “I want you to know that we appreciate everything you do for us—we can’t turn around these past few weeks without finding you there to help.”

“It’s nothing,” I said.

“Nonsense,” she said. “This is one of the worst winters in years, and we’re too old to get through it alone—you’ve seen how Bill’s health comes and goes. And now something like this, well, it’s good to know our neighbors are watching out for us.”

“We don’t have any children of our own,” said Mr. Crowley, “but you’re practically like a grandson to us. Thanks.”

I stared at them both, studying the signs of gratitude I’d come to recognize in them—smiles, clasped hands, a few tears in the corners of Mrs. Crowley’s eyes. I expected sincerity from her, but even Mr. Crowley seemed touched. I hefted the shovel and started clearing off the stairs.

“It’s nothing,” I said again.

“You’re a sweet boy,” said Mrs. Crowley, and they both went inside.

Somehow it felt appropriate that the only person who thought I was sweet was a woman who lived with a demon.

I spent the rest of the morning shoveling their walks and their driveway, and thinking about how to kill Mr. Crowley. My rules kept popping into my mind, unbidden—they were too ingrained to leave without a fight. I thought about different ways of killing him, and immediately found myself saying nice things about him. I ran over his daily schedule in my head, and immediately felt myself straying to other topics. Twice, I actually stopped shoveling and turned to go home, subconsciously trying to distract myself from becoming fixated. My old rules would have told me to ignore Mr. Crowley for a full week, as I had forced myself to ignore Brooke, but things were different now, and the rules had to go. I’d been training myself for years to stay away from people, to root out any attachments that tried to form, but all of those barriers needed to come down; all of those mechanisms needed to be turned off, or stowed away, or destroyed.

It was creepy at first—like sitting very still while a cockroach climbs onto your shoe, up your leg, and under your shirt, and not brushing it away. I imagined myself covered with roaches, spiders, leeches, and more, all wriggling, probing, and tasting, and I had to stay motionless, and let myself become completely accustomed to them. I needed to kill Mr. Crowley (a maggot crawling onto my face), I wanted to kill Mr. Crowley (a maggot crawling into my mouth), I wanted to cut him open (a swarm of maggots crawling all over me, burrowing into me)—

I spit them out and shivered, coming back to reality, standing on the sidewalk and pushing away the snow. This would take a while.

“John, come in and have some chocolate!” It was Mr. Crowley, calling from the open door. I finished the last few feet of sidewalk, and went in to sit at their kitchen table and smile politely and wonder if cutting Mr. Crowley open would even work. I remembered the gash in his belly when he’d stolen the drifter’s lungs, sealing itself closed like a Ziploc bag. He could heal himself back from a barrage of gunshots. I smiled again, took another sip of chocolate, and wondered if he could regrow his head.

Dark thoughts filled the rest of my day, and one by one, I tore my rules apart. When I went to school the next morning I felt haggard and terrified—like a new person in an old body that barely fit. People glanced over me, ignoring me just as they always had, but it was a new pair of eyes that looked back, a new mind that watched the world through this alien shell. I walked through the halls, sat through my classes, and stared at the people around me as if seeing them for the first time. Someone shoved me between classes and I followed him the length of the hall, imagining what it would be like to take my revenge slowly, piece by piece, while he hung from a hook in the basement. I shook my head and sat down on the stairs, breathing heavily. This wasn’t right; this was what I’d fought against all my life. Children streamed by like cattle in a slaughterhouse, like blood in a web of arteries. The bell rang loudly and they disappeared like roaches, scattering and swarming into their holes. I closed my eyes and thought about Mr. Crowley. That’s why you’re doing this, that’s who you want. Leave the rest alone. I took another deep breath and stood up, wiping clammy sweat from my forehead. I had to go to class. I had to be normal.

Halfway through class, the principal summoned all teachers to a special meeting. My English teacher, Ms. Parker, returned fifteen minutes later, paler than I’d ever seen a live body. The room fell silent as she came in, and we watched her walk slowly to her desk, and sit down heavily, as if the weight of the entire world was on her shoulders. It had to have something to do with the killer. I worried for a moment that Crowley had already killed again, and I’d missed it, but no. It was too soon. They must have found the policemen’s bodies.

After a minute of deathly silence, no one daring to speak, Ms. Parker looked up.

“Let’s get back to work.”

“Wait,” said Rachel, one of Marci’s best friends. “Aren’t you going to tell us what’s going on?”

“I’m sorry,” said Ms. Parker, “it’s just that I got some very bad news. It’s nothing.” She squinted as soon as she said it, her eyes red, and I wondered if she would start crying.

“It sounds like all the teachers got very bad news,” said Marci. “I think we deserve to know what it was.”

Ms. Parker rubbed her eyes and shook her head. “I should be handling this better. That’s why they told the teachers first—so we could make it easier for the rest of you. I’m obviously not doing a very good job.” She dried her eyes and looked up. “Principal Layton just informed us that two more bodies have been found.” There was a collective gasp from the students. “The bodies of two policemen were found in the trunk of a car downtown.”

Brooke wasn’t in my class this period, and I wondered if her teacher was sharing the same news. How would Brooke react to it?

“Is it the same guy?” asked a kid named Ryan, two rows behind me.

“They think it is,” said Ms. Parker. “The . . . wounds . . . on the victims seem like the first three. And it had the same . . . stuff, the black stuff.”

“Do they know the policemen’s names?” asked Marci. She was white as a sheet. Her dad was a cop.

“It wasn’t your dad, honey. He’s the one who found the car and called in the report.”

Marci burst into tears, and Rachel got up to hug her.

“Did the killer take anything from the bodies?” asked Max.

“I really don’t think that’s appropriate, Maxwell,” said the teacher.

“I bet he did,” grumbled Max.

“I know this is hard,” said Ms. Parker. “Believe me, I . . . well, I’m as shaken up as you are. We only have one school counselor, and anyone is free to go talk to her if you want, but if you want to talk to me, or go to the restroom, or sit quietly . . . or we can talk about it as a class . . .” She hid her face in her hands. “They said that we shouldn’t worry—that the pattern is consistent, or something—I don’t know how that’s supposed to comfort you, and I’m so sorry. I wish I knew what to say.”

“It means that his methods haven’t changed,” I said. “They’re worried that we’ll think he’s getting worse, because two bodies were found this time instead of one.”

“Thank you, John,” said Ms. Parker, “but we don’t need to dwell on the . . . criminal’s methods.”

“I’m just explaining what the cops meant,” I said. “They obviously thought it would make us feel better.”

“Thank you,” she said, nodding.

“But he did kill two this time,” said Brad. He and I used to be friends, when we were little, but it had been years since we’d done anything together. “How can they say his methods haven’t changed?”

Ms. Parker thought for a moment about what to say, but stared back blankly. After a moment she turned to me. I was the expert.

“The point they’re trying to make,” I said, “is that the killer still has himself under control. If he were killing a different type of victim, or if he were killing more viciously, or more frequently, it would mean that something has changed.” All eyes were on me, and for once they weren’t scowling or sneering—they were listening. I liked it. “See, serial killers don’t attack randomly, they have specific needs and mental problems that shape everything they do. For whatever reason, this guy needs to kill adult males, and that need builds up and up until he can’t control it, and he lets loose. That process takes about a month, in his case, which is why we’ve had one victim per month.” It was all lies—he was killing more frequently, and he wasn’t a regular serial killer, and his need was physical instead of mental—but it was what the police were thinking, and it was what the class wanted to hear. “The good news is, this means he won’t kill anyone in this room.” Until he gets desperate and you happen to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“But there were two victims,” said Brad again. “That’s twice as many people this time—that seems like a pretty big difference to me.”

“He didn’t kill two people because he’s getting worse,” I said, “he killed two because he was stupid.” I didn’t want to stop talking—I was still too delighted that people were actually listening. I was talking about what I loved, and nobody shut me up, or said I was a freak; they wanted to hear it. It was a rush of power. “You’ve seen the way he just leaves his bodies there for anyone to find—he probably just jumps them at random, grabbing the first guy to pass by, killing him, and running off. This time that guy happened to be a cop, and cops have partners, and he realized too late that he couldn’t kill one without killing them both, if he wanted to get away with it.”

“Shut up!” yelled Marci, standing up. “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” She threw a book at me, but it went wide and clattered against the wall. Ms. Parker leapt up to stop her.

“Everybody calm down,” said Ms. Parker. “Marci, come with me—get her bag, Rachel. That’s right, let’s go.” She put her arms around Marci, and led her carefully to the door. “The rest of you stay here, and stay quiet. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” They left the room and we sat there for several minutes, first in silence, then in low murmurs of private conversation. Someone kicked my chair and told me to stop being a jerk, but Brad leaned close to ask me question.

“Do you really think his methods are staying the same?” asked Brad.

“Of course not,” I said. With Ms. Parker gone I could get a little more vivid in my discussion. “He used to kill one defenseless person in each attack, and this time he killed two armed policemen. That’s escalation, whether they want to tell us it is or not.”

“Crap, man,” he said. The guys around him shook their heads.

“This happens all the time with serial killers,” I said. “Whatever his need is, one kill a month isn’t satisfying it anymore. It’s like an addiction—after a while, one cigarette isn’t enough, so you need two, then three, then a whole pack, or whatever. He’s losing control, and he’s going to start killing a lot more often.”

“No he’s not,” said Brad, leaning in further. “They found these bodies in a car, which means they can find this bastard by tracking his plates. And then I’m going to go to his house and kill him myself.” The other guys nodded grimly. The witch hunt had begun.

Brad wasn’t the only one who wanted revenge. The cops didn’t release the name of the car’s owner, but a neighbor recognized it on the six o’ clock news and by the ten o’clock news, there was a mob outside the guy’s house, throwing rocks and shouting for blood. Carrie Walsh was still stuck with this story, and the camera showed her crouched next to the news van while a crowd behind her shouted angry slogans at the house.

“This is Carrie Walsh with Five Live News, coming to you live from Clayton County, where tempers, as you can see, are flaring dangerously.”

I recognized Max’s dad in the mob, shouting and shaking his fist. He still wore his hair very short, infantry style, from his time in Iraq, and his face was red with anger.

“The police are here,” said Carrie, “and have been since before the mob formed. This is the home of Greg and Susan Olson, and their two-year-old son. Mr. Olson is a construction worker and the owner of the car in which two police officers were found dead earlier today. Mr. Olson’s whereabouts are still unknown, but the police are looking for him in connection with the murders. They are here today both to question his family, and to protect them.”

At that moment the mob started shouting more loudly, and the camera swung around and focused on a man—the same FBI agent from before, Agent Forman—leading a woman and child out of the house. A local cop followed them out with a suitcase, and several more worked to keep the crowd back. Carrie and her cameraman pushed forward through the mob, and she called out questions to the police. The cops helped Mrs. Olson and her son into the back of a squad car, and Agent Forman approached the camera. On every side, angry people shouted and chanted, “married to a murderer.”

“Excuse me,” said Carrie, “can you tell us what’s going on here?”

“Susan Olson is being placed in protective custody, for her own safety and for that of her child.” The man spoke quickly, as if he’d prepared the statement before leaving the house. “At this time, we do not know if Mr. Greg Olson is a suspect or a victim, but he is certainly a person of interest in this case, and we are working around the clock to find him. Thank you.” Agent Forman got into the car and it drove away, leaving several police behind to quell the mob and restore order.

Carrie looked as if she wanted to stay as close to the police as possible, and her hands were shaking, but she found a member of the mob and started to interview him—with shock, I realized that it was Mr. Layton, my principal.

“Excuse me sir, may I ask you a few questions?”

Mr. Layton was not ranting like many in the crowd, and looked embarrassed to be suddenly on camera; I imagined he’d get a good talking-to from the school board the next morning. “Um, sure,” he said, squinting into the camera light.

“What can you tell us about the feelings in your town today?”

“Well, look around you,” he said. “People are angry—they’re very angry. People are getting carried away. Mobs are always stupid, I know, except for that brief moment where you’re in one, and they make perfect sense. I already feel stupid just for being here,” he said, glancing up at the camera again.

“Do you feel that this kind of thing will happen again with the next death?”

“It could happen again tomorrow,” said Mr. Layton, throwing up his hands. “It could happen again whenever something gets the people riled up. Clayton is a very small community—probably everyone in town knew one of the victims, or lived in one of their neighborhoods. This killer, whoever it is, is not killing strangers—he’s killing us; he’s killing people with faces and names and families. I honestly don’t know how long this community can contain that kind of violence without exploding.” He squinted into the camera again, and the image cut away.

Around them the mob was dispersing, but for how long?

It only took a few days for new DNA evidence to come through, all but exonerating Greg Olson, and the police plastered it across the news in an attempt to give Mrs. Olson and her child a bit of their life back. The police had, of course, cleared away the snow at the scene of the attack and found the sidewalk covered with blood, much of it almost certainly from Olson himself, in quantities that made him almost certainly another victim. Rumors started to spread about a third set of tire tracks, phantom bullets that had been fired but not found, and, most telling of all, a DNA signature that matched the mysterious black substance—only this time the DNA hadn’t come from the sludge, but from a bloody smear inside the police car. This meant that there were four people at the scene of the killings, not three, and FBI forensic people were sure that the fourth, not Greg Olson, was the murderer.

Of course, some people began to suspect there was a fifth.

“You seem different today,” said Dr. Neblin at our weekly Thursday session. I’d been tearing down my system of rules for five days now.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You’re just . . . different,” he said. “Anything new?”

“You always ask that right after somebody dies,” I said.

“You’re always a little different after somebody dies,” said Neblin. “What did you think of it this time?”

“I try not to,” I said. “You know, rules and all. What did you think of it?”

Neblin paused only a moment before responding.

“Your rules have never stopped you from thinking about the killings before,” he said. “We’ve talked about them quite a bit.”

That was a stupid mistake. I was trying to act as if I were still following my rules, but apparently I wasn’t very good at it. “I know, I just . . . it seems different now, don’t you think?”

“It certainly does,” said Dr. Neblin. He waited for me to say something, but I couldn’t think of anything that didn’t sound suspicious. I’d never tried to hide anything from Neblin before—it was hard.

“How’s school?” he asked.

“Fine,” I said. “Everyone’s afraid, but that’s pretty normal I guess.”

“Are you afraid?”

“Not really,” I said, although I was more afraid than I’d ever been, just not for any reason he knew about. “Fear is a . . . it’s a weird thing, when you think about it. People are only afraid of other things, they’re never afraid of themselves.”

“Should people be afraid of themselves?”

“Fear is about things that you can’t control,” I said, “the future, or the dark, or someone trying to kill you. You don’t get scared of yourself because you always know what you’re going to do.”

“Are you afraid of yourself?”

I looked out the window and saw a woman on the sidewalk, standing in a beaten snowdrift and watching the traffic. “It’s like that woman,” I said, pointing at her. “She could be afraid that a car might hit her, or that the ice might make her slip, or that the other side of the street won’t have anywhere to stand, but she’s not afraid of crossing the street—crossing is her own decision, and she’s already made it, and she knows how to do it, and it should be pretty easy. She’s going to wait until there are no cars, and step carefully on the ice, and do everything within her control to keep herself safe. But it’s the things she can’t control that scare her. Things that could happen to her, not things that she does. She doesn’t lie in bed in the morning and say ‘I hope I don’t come to any streets today, because I’m afraid I might try to cross them.’ Here she goes.”

The woman saw a break in traffic and hurried across the street. Nothing happened.

“Safe,” I said. “Nothing happened at all. Now she’s going back to work, where she’s going to think about other things she’s afraid of—‘I hope my boss doesn’t fire me; I hope the letter makes it there on time; I hope the check doesn’t bounce.’ ”

“You know her?” asked Neblin.

“No,” I said, “but she’s on foot in this part of town at four in the afternoon, so there’s only a couple of things she could be doing—probably not picking something up, because she wasn’t carrying anything but a purse, so the bank or the post office seem like the most obvious guesses.” I stopped suddenly, and looked back at Neblin. I’d never theorized about people in front of him before—my rules had never let me think that much about a random stranger. I wanted to accuse him of tricking me, but he hadn’t done anything, just let me talk. I watched his eyes, looking for some sign that he knew the significance of what I’d been doing. He was staring straight back, thinking. Analyzing.

“Good guesses,” said Neblin. “I don’t know her either, but I’d bet you’re right about most of those things.” He was waiting for something—for me to admit what I’d done, maybe, or tell him why my rules were so different today. I said nothing.

“The latest news on the killing last weekend was about a 911 call,” he said.

Uh oh.

“Apparently somebody called in from a pay phone—one just up on Main Street—and reported an attack by the Clayton Killer. The theory right now is that the killer got Greg Olson, some witness called it in, and when the dispatcher sent the police, the killer got them, too.”

“I hadn’t heard about that,” I said. “Makes sense, though. Do they know who the caller was?”

“He wouldn’t identify himself,” said Neblin, “or she wouldn’t, maybe. The voice was kind of high, so they think it was either a woman or a child.”

“I hope it was a woman,” I said.

Neblin raised an eyebrow.

“Whatever happened that night,” I said, “I’m sure it’s not the kind of thing a child should ever have to see. It could really mess him up.”
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Mr. Crowley woke up every morning around six-thirty. He didn’t use an alarm, he just woke up—decades of working at the same job, day after day, had conditioned him until it was second nature, and now, long after retirement, he couldn’t help himself. I knew this because I watched from my window across the street for a few days, seeing which lights turned on when, and once I knew where to go I crouched and listened outside of his house. Normally I couldn’t have done that without leaving incriminating footprints in the snow, but, as luck would have it, someone kept Mr. Crowley’s walks remarkably clean. I could come and go as I pleased.

At six-thirty in the morning Mr. Crowley woke up and swore. It was like clockwork—he was an old, vulgar cuckoo you could practically set your watch to. It was the only time he swore all day, as far as I could tell; I suppose it helped him cleanse his mind and start the day fresh, gathering the night’s dark thoughts into a plug of mental mucus and spitting it out in a single word. His bedroom was in the back right corner of the house, and after his daily cuss, he walked in the dark to the bathroom and washed, I guess his face, in the sink. The light came on, the toilet flushed, and he ran himself a hot shower that steamed the outer window. By seven, he was dressed and in the kitchen.

His breakfast I determined primarily by smell—he had a small ventilator in the hood above the stove, and whenever he turned it on the scents poured out in a cloud. It began with the bland heat of boiling water, then the faint tang of instant coffee, and at last the rich aroma of cracked wheat and maple sugar, which made me hungry every time. From my spot by the kitchen window, I could climb onto the narrow ledge of the house’s foundation, invisible from the street, and look through a gap in the curtains to watch his arm as he ate. It moved up and down slowly and rhythmically, bringing the spoon to his mouth and then dropping back to wait while he chewed. I could move farther if I wanted, to see more of him as he ate, but only at the risk of being discovered. I was content to stay out of sight and fill in the gaps with my mind. After he finished eating he scraped his chair across the floor, took six steps to the sink, and rinsed out his bowl with a burst of water that sounded like popping static on a radio. That’s usually when Kay woke up and wandered in, and he kissed her good morning.

I spied on him like that for a week, once even skipping school to find out what he did during the day. What I was looking for, and couldn’t find, was fear—if I could find out what, if anything, he was afraid of, I’d be able to use it to stop him. I knew I wasn’t heading for a straight fight; the only way I could beat this demon was to outthink it, get it into a position of weakness, and crush it like a bug. That was easy for most serial killers, because they attacked people weaker than themselves. I was attacking something far stronger, so I knew there was no chance he’d be afraid of me—I had to find something else he was afraid of. Once I’d found it, I could poke him with it and see how he reacted. If he reacted strongly enough, I might even be able to trick him into a stupid mistake, and give myself an opening.

I couldn’t find any indications of fear in his behavior, so I decided to go back to basics—to the psychological profile I’d started building back when I first suspected it was a serial killer. I dug out my notebook late one night and read through my list: “He approaches his victims in person and attacks them up close.” I used to think that said something important about his psychology and why he did what he did, but now I knew better—he did what he did because he needed new organs, and he attacked them in person because his demon claws were simply the best weapon he had.

The next item on the list was exactly what I was looking for: “He doesn’t want anyone to know who he is.” Max had made me write that down, but I had thought it was too obvious—the trouble was, it was so obvious I hadn’t really considered it. It was the perfect fear: he didn’t want anyone to know what he really was. I smiled to myself.

“Not a werewolf, Max, but pretty close.”

Mr. Crowley was a demon, and he didn’t want anyone to know it. Even a normal killer wouldn’t want anyone to know his secrets. What Mr. Crowley feared—the first bit of pressure I could start exerting on him—was discovery. It was time to send him a note.

Writing the note was more complicated than I’d expected. Just like with the 911 call, I didn’t want anyone to be able to trace it back to me. I couldn’t use my own handwriting, obviously, so I needed a computer to print it out on. Even that had a hitch—I’d read about a murder case once where they called in an expert to prove which typewriter the fake suicide letter was written on, and for all I knew you could do the same with printers. I was better safe than sorry, which meant I couldn’t use our printer at home. The printer at school was a possibility, but we had to log in to use those, which would leave a clear electronic record of exactly who had written the note. I decided to use the printer at the library, during the busiest time of day there, when no one had the time to pay attention to a fifteen-year-old kid. I could slip in, write it up, print it out, and be gone without a trace. Since the weather was still ice cold, I could even wear gloves without making anyone suspicious, and thus avoid any fingerprints. I buried the note in the middle of lines of meaningless text, just in case someone got to the printer first and read what I was writing. When I got it home, I cut out the phrase I wanted and pasted it to a clean sheet.

My first note was simple:

I KNOW WHAT YOU ARE

Delivering the note was just as difficult as making it. It had to be somewhere Kay wouldn’t find it, because she’d probably go right to the police, or, at the very least, tell a neighbor. Any normal person would. Mr. Crowley, on the other hand, would certainly keep it to himself; he wouldn’t want to reveal anything that might cast suspicion on him. If he took the note to the police, they’d want to know more about him—enemies he might have, things he might have done, anything that might make someone want revenge. Those were questions he didn’t want the police to even ask, let alone learn the answers to. He would keep it quiet, yes—but only if he was the only one who knew about it.

The other problem was finding a way to deliver the note without making it obvious that I had done it. It would be easy to hide it in the shed, for example, because Kay would never find it there, but I was in the shed all the time. I’d be the first person who came to mind when he tried to guess who’d left it. I also didn’t want to hide it somewhere that would cast future suspicion on my various watching spots around the house. If I slipped it through, say, the kitchen window, I’d never be able to hide outside and watch him eat breakfast again. I had to choose my delivery method very carefully.

Eventually I settled on his car. Crowley and his wife each drove it about half the time, but there were specific instances when one would drive without the other—Kay buying groceries, for example, which she did every Wednesday morning, and always alone. For Mr. Crowley, it was football games, which he watched about half the time at the bar downtown. I began studying his evening schedule and comparing it to the TV Guide, and discovered that he went to the bar every time there was a Seattle Seahawks game on ESPN; I guess he didn’t get that channel at home. The next time there was a Seahawks game, I sneaked to the car before he left and placed the folded note under the windshield wiper.

I watched his driveway from my window, peering out through a crack in the shades so small that he could never have known I was there. He left his house, smiling cheerfully about something, and noticed the note while he was unlocking the car door. He picked it up, unfolded it, and surveyed the street with dark eyes. His cheer was gone. I pulled back, vanishing into the darkness of my room. I could barely see Mr. Crowley as he got into his car and drove away.

A few nights later we had a neighborhood-watch party, which is where everyone on the street gets together in the Crowleys’ yard and talks and laughs and pretends that nothing is wrong, and meanwhile all our empty houses are ripe for burglary. This particular party was not about burglary, however, but serial killing—we were all gathered in a large, “safe” group, watching out for each other. There was even a little speech about safety, and locking your doors, and that kind of thing. I wanted to tell them that the safest thing they could do was to not bring everyone into Mr. Crowley’s back yard, but he seemed tame enough that night. If he was capable of flipping out and murdering fifty people at once, he was at least not inclined to do it right then. I wasn’t ready to attack him yet, either—I was still trying to learn more about him. How could I kill something that had already regenerated from a hail of bullets? This kind of thing takes planning, and planning takes time.

More than to talk about safety, the real purpose of the party was to convince ourselves that we hadn’t been beaten—that even with a killer in town, we weren’t afraid, and we weren’t going to collapse into a mob. Whatever. More important than any hollow declaration of bravery was the fact that we were roasting hot dogs, which meant I got to stoke a fire in the Crowleys’ fire pit.

I started with a massive blaze, burning huge blocks of wood from a dead tree the Watsons had cut out of their backyard over the summer. The fire was bright and warm, perfect for starting the party, and then as the safety talk dragged on, I went to work with the poker and a long pair of tongs, shaping and cultivating the fire to produce thick beds of bright-red coals. Cooking fires are different from normal fires, because you’re looking for steady, even heat instead of simple light and warmth. Flames give way to low flares, and the brilliant red glow of wood burning from the inside out. I arranged the fire carefully, routing oxygen through miniature chimneys to create wide roasting ovens. Just in time, the meeting ended and the crowd turned to begin cooking.

Brooke was there with her family, of course, and without making it obvious, I watched her and her brother as they skewered a pair of hot dogs and approached the pit; Brooke smiled as she crouched down next to me with her brother on the other side. They held their sticks out over the center of the blaze, where the flames still danced, and I wrestled with myself for almost thirty seconds before daring to talk to her.

“Try down here,” I said, pointing with my tongs to one of the beds of coals. “They’ll cook better.”

“Thanks,” said Brooke, and she eagerly pointed the spot out to Ethan. They moved their hot dogs, which immediately began to darken and cook. “Wow,” she said, “that’s great. You know a lot about fire.”

“Four years of Cub Scouts,” I said. “It’s the only organization I know that actually teaches little boys how to light things on fire.”

Brooke laughed. “You must have done great on your arson merit badge.”

I wanted to keep talking, but I didn’t know what to say—I’d said way too much at the Halloween party. I probably terrified her, and I didn’t want to do that again. On the other hand, I loved her laugh, and I wanted to hear it again. Anyway, I figured, if she made an arson joke, I could probably make one too without looking too creepy.

“They said I was the best student they’d ever had,” I said. “Most Scouts only burn down a cabin, but I burned down three cabins and an abandoned warehouse.”

“Not bad,” she said, smiling.

“They sent me to compete at the national level,” I added. “You remember that big forest fire in California last summer?”

Brooke smiled. “Oh that was you? Nice work.”

“Yeah, I won a prize for that one. It’s a statue, like an Oscar, but it’s shaped like Smokey the Bear and filled with gasoline. My mom thought it was a honey bottle and tried to make a sandwich.”

Brooke laughed out loud, almost dropped her hot dog skewer, and then laughed again at her own mistake.

“Are they done yet?” asked Ethan, examining his hot dog. It was the fifth time he’d pulled it out, and it had barely had time to brown.

“Looks like it,” said Brooke, looking at her own hot dog, and standing up. “Thanks John!”

I nodded, and watched as they ran back to the card table for buns and mustard. I saw her smile, and accept a ketchup bottle from Mr. Crowley, and the monster in my mind reared up and bared its fangs, growling angrily. How dare he touch her? It looked like I needed to keep an eye on Brooke, to keep her safe. I felt myself starting to snarl, and forced my mouth into a smile instead. I turned back to the fire and saw my mom smile at me mischievously from the other side. I growled inside—I didn’t want to deal with whatever stupid comment she was sure to make about Brooke when we got home. I decided to stay at the party as late as possible.

Brooke and Ethan didn’t come back to the fire to eat, and I didn’t get another chance to talk to her that night; I saw her handing out Styrofoam cups of hot chocolate, and hoped she would bring one to me, but Mrs. Crowley beat her to it. I drank the chocolate, and threw the cup in the fire, watching the dregs blacken on the wood and the Styrofoam curl and bubble and disappear into the coals. Brooke’s family left soon after.

Soon the hot dogs were all roasted, and as people began to drift away, I fed the fire several large logs, stoking it into a column of roaring flame. It was beautiful—so hot that the reds and oranges accelerated into blinding yellows and whites, so hot that the crowd drew back and I shed my coat. It was as bright and warm as a summer day next to that fire, though it was nighttime in late December everywhere else. I walked around the edges, poking it, talking to it, laughing with it as it devastated the wood, and annihilated the paper plates. Most fires crackle and pop, but that’s not really the fire talking, it’s the wood. To hear the fire itself you need a huge blaze like this one, a furnace so powerful it roars with its own wind. I crouched as close as I dared and listened to its voice, a whispered howl of joy and rage.

In my biology class, we’d talked about the definition of life: to be classified as a living creature, a thing needs to eat, breathe, reproduce, and grow. Dogs do, rocks don’t; trees do, plastic doesn’t. Fire, by that definition, is vibrantly alive. It eats everything from wood to flesh, excreting the waste as ash, and it breathes air just like a human, taking in oxygen and emitting carbon. Fire grows, and as it spreads, it creates new fires that spread out and make new fires of their own. Fire drinks gasoline and excretes cinders, it fights for territory, it loves and hates. Sometimes when I watch people trudging through their daily routines, I think that fire is more alive than we are—brighter, hotter, more sure of itself and where it wants to go. Fire doesn’t settle; fire doesn’t tolerate; fire doesn’t “get by.” Fire does.

Fire is.

“On what wings dare he aspire?” said a voice. I spun around and saw Mr. Crowley, sitting a few feet behind me in a camp chair, staring deeply into the fire. Everyone else had left, and I’d been too absorbed in the fire to notice.

Mr. Crowley seemed distant and preoccupied; he was not talking to me, as I assumed at first, but to himself. Or maybe to the fire. Never shifting his gaze, he spoke again. “What the hand dare seize the fire?”

“What?” I asked.

“What?” he said, as if shaken from a dream. “Oh, John, you’re still here. It was nothing, just a poem.”

“Never heard it,” I said, turning back to the fire. It was smaller now, still strong, but no longer raging. I should have been terrified, alone in the night with a demon—I thought immediately that he must have found me out somehow, must have known that I knew his secrets and left him the note. But it was obvious that his mind was somewhere else—something had obviously disturbed him to put him into such a melancholy frame of mind. He was thinking about the note, perhaps, but he was not thinking about me.

More than that, his thoughts were absorbed in the fire, drawn to it and soaked into it like water in a sponge. Watching the way he watched the fire, I knew that he loved it like I did. That’s why he spoke—not because he suspected me, but because we were both connected to the fire, and so, in a way, to each other.

“You’ve never heard it?” he asked. “What do they teach you in school these days? That’s William Blake!” I shrugged, and after a moment he spoke again. “I memorized it once.” He drifted into reverie again. “ ‘Tiger, Tiger, burning bright, in the forests of the night, what immortal hand or eye could frame thy fearful symmetry?’ ”

“It sounds kind of familiar,” I said. I never paid much attention in English, but I figured I’d remember a poem about fire.

“The poet is asking the tiger who made him, and how,” said Crowley, his chin buried deep under his collar. “ ‘What the hammer? What the chain? In what furnace was thy brain?’ ” Only his eyes were visible, black pits reflecting the dancing fire. “He wrote two poems like that, you know—‘The Lamb’ and ‘The Tiger.’ One was made of sweetness and love, and one was forged from terror and death.” Crowley looked at me, his eyes dark and heavy. “ ‘When the stars threw down their spears and watered heaven with their tears—did he smile, his work to see? Did he who made the lamb make thee?’ ”

The fire rustled and cracked. Our shadows danced on the wall of the house behind us. Mr. Crowley turned back to the fire.

“I’d like to think the same one made them both,” he said. “I’d like to think it.”

The trees beyond the fire glowed white, and the trees beyond those were lost in blackness. The air was still and dark, and smoke hung like fog. Firelight caught the haze and lit it up, overpowering the streetlamps and blotting out the stars.

“It’s late,” said Mr. Crowley, still unmoving. “You run on home. I’ll sit up with the fire ’til the coals die out.”

I stood and reached in with the poker, preparing to spread the coals around, but he put out a shaky hand to stop me.

“Let it be,” he said. “I never like to kill a fire. Just let it be.”

I set down the poker and walked across the street to my house. When I reached my room, I looked back and saw him, still sitting, still staring.

I’d watched that man kill four people. I’d watched him tear out organs, rip off his own arm, and transform before my eyes into something grotesquely inhuman. Somehow, despite all of that, his words by the fire that night disturbed me more than anything he had ever done.

I wondered again if he knew about me—and if he did, how long I had before he silenced me the way he silenced Ted Rask. I was safe at the party, and afterward, because there were too many witnesses. If I’d disappeared from his yard, after fifty or more people had seen me there, it would raise too much suspicion. I decided there was nothing I could do. If he didn’t know, I needed to keep going with my plan, and if he did, then there wasn’t much I could do to stop him. Either way, I knew that my plan was working—my note had bothered him, maybe very deeply. I had to keep up the pressure, building more and more fear until he was terrified, because that’s when I could control him.

The next day I sent another note, another way, to make my intentions clear:

I AM GOING TO KILL YOU
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Brooke woke up every morning around seven; her dad got up at six-thirty, showered and dressed, and then woke up the kids while their mom made breakfast. He went into Ethan’s room and flipped on the lights, sometimes yanking the covers away playfully, sometimes singing loudly, and once actually tossing a bag of frozen broccoli into his bed when he refused to get up. Brooke, on the other hand, was more privileged—her dad simply knocked on her door and told her to wake up, leaving only when he heard her answer. She was a young woman, after all, both more responsible than her brother and more deserving of privacy. Nobody barged in, nobody peeked in, nobody saw her at all until she wanted them to.

Nobody but me.

Brooke’s room was on the second floor of their house, in the back-left corner, which meant that she had two windows—one on the side, facing the Petermans’ house, which she always kept tightly curtained, and one on the back, facing the woods, which she kept uncovered. We lived on the edge of town, so we had no rear neighbors, no other houses behind us, and no people at all for miles in that direction. Brooke thought no one could see her. I thought she was beautiful.

I watched her sit up into view, pushing aside the bedspread and stretching luxuriously before combing out her hair with her fingers. She slept in thick, gray sweats, which seemed like an oddly dull color for her. Sometimes she scratched her armpits or her butt—something no girl would ever do if she knew she were being watched. She made faces in her mirror; sometimes she danced a little. After a minute or two, she gathered up her clothes and left the room, headed for the shower.

I wondered if I could offer to shovel their snow, like I did with Mr. Crowley, so I could put it where I wanted it and grant myself more access to the yard. It would probably be suspicious, though, unless I did the whole street, and I didn’t have time for that. I was far too busy as it was.

Each day I found a way to give Mr. Crowley a new note—some on his car, like before, others taped to his windows or shoved into doorways, higher than Kay could reach. After the second one, none of the notes were direct threats. Instead I sent him evidence that I knew what he was doing:

JEB JOLLEY-KIDNEY
DAVE BIRD-ARM

As I left him notes about the victims, I made sure to leave out the drifter he’d killed by the lake—partly because I didn’t know his name, and partly because I was still afraid he’d seen my bike tracks in the snow, and I didn’t want him to put two and two together.

On the last day of school I sent him a note that said:

GREG OLSON-STOMACH

This was the biggie, because Greg Olson’s body hadn’t been found yet—as far as Crowley knew, nobody knew about the stomach. After he read it, he locked himself in the house, brooding. The next morning he went to the hardware store and bought a couple of padlocks, adding extra security to his shed and cellar door. I was a little worried that he’d become too paranoid and I’d start to lose track of him, but no sooner was he finished locking up than he came to our house and gave me a new key to the shed.

“I’ve locked up the shed, John; can’t be too careful these days.” He handed me the key. “You know where the tools are, so just keep it clean like you always do, and thanks again for all your help.”

“Thanks,” I said. He still trusted me—I felt like whooping for joy. I gave him my best “surrogate grandson” smile. “I’ll keep the snow shoveled.”

My mom came down the stairs behind me. “Hello Mr. Crowley, is everything okay?”

“I’ve added some new locks,” he said. “I’d recommend you do the same. That killer’s still out there.”

“We keep the mortuary locked up pretty tightly,” said Mom, “and there’s a good alarm system in the back where we keep the chemicals. I think we’re okay.”

“You got a good boy,” he said, smiling. Then trouble clouded his face, and he glanced down the street suspiciously. “This town’s not as safe as it used to be. I’m not trying to scare you, I just . . .” He looked back at us. “Just be careful.” He turned and trudged back across the street, his shoulders heavy. I closed the door and smiled.

I’d tricked him.

“Doing anything fun today?” asked Mom. I looked at her suspiciously, and she put up her hands innocently. “Just asking.”

I brushed past her and climbed the stairs. “I’m going to read for a while.” It was my standard excuse for spending hours at a time in my room, watching the Crowleys’ house from my window. This time of day I couldn’t get up close, so watching through the window was all I had.

“You’ve been spending too much time in your room,” she said, following me up the stairs. “It’s the first day of Christmas vacation—you should go out and do something fun.”

This was new—what was she up to? I’d been out of the house almost as much as I was in it, creeping around outside Mr. Crowley’s house, and Brooke’s. Mom didn’t know where I went or what I was doing, but she couldn’t possibly think that I was spending too much time in my room. She had something else on her mind.

“There’s that movie we keep seeing ads for,” she said. “It finally made it to town yesterday. You could go see that.”

I turned and stared at her again. What was she doing?

“I’m just saying it might be fun,” she said, ducking into the kitchen to avoid my gaze. She was nervous. “If you want to go,” she called out, “I’ve got some money for tickets.”

“Tickets” is plural—was that her game? There’s no way I was seeing a movie with my mom. “You can see it if you want,” I said. “I want to finish this book.”

“Oh, I’m too busy right now,” she said, emerging from the kitchen with a handful of bills. She held them out with an anxious smile. “You can go with Max. Or Brooke.”

Aha. This was about Brooke. I felt my face turn red, and turned and stalked into my room. “I said no!” I slammed the door and closed my eyes. I was angry, but I didn’t know why. “Stupid Mom trying to send me to a stupid movie with stupid . . .” I couldn’t say her name out loud. No one was supposed to know about Brooke—Brooke didn’t even know about Brooke. I kicked my backpack and it slumped over, too full of books to fly across the room like I wanted it to.

Sitting in the dark with Brooke wouldn’t be so bad, I thought, no matter what movie it was. I heard her laugh in my head, and thought about witty things I could say to make her laugh again. “This movie sucks—the director should be strangled with his own film.” Brooke didn’t laugh at that; her eyes went wide and she backed away, just like at the Halloween dance.

“You’re a freak,” she said. “You’re a sick, psycho freak.”

“No I’m not—you know me! You know me better than anyone in the world, because I know you better than anyone in the world. I see things nobody else does. We’ve done homework together, we’ve watched TV together, we’ve talked on the phone to—”

Stupid phone—who was she talking to on the phone? I’d find out and I’d kill him.

I cursed at the window and—

I was in my room, breathing heavily. Brooke didn’t know me because we hadn’t shared anything, because everything we’d ever done together was really only stuff she’d done alone, while I watched through her window. I’d watched her do her homework a few nights ago, and knew that we had the same assignment, but that didn’t count as doing it together because she didn’t even know I was there. And then, when the phone rang and she picked it up and said hello to someone else, it was like a wedge between us. She smiled at the invader and not at me, and I wanted to scream, but I knew that no one was interrupting anything because I was the only one in the world who knew that anything was going on.

I pressed my palms into my eyes. “I’m stalking her,” I muttered. It wasn’t supposed to be like this; I was supposed to be watching Mr. Crowley, not Brooke. I broke my rules for him, not for anyone else, but the monster had shattered the wall and taken over before I even knew what it was doing. I barely even thought of the monster anymore, because we’d merged so completely into one. I looked up and paced across my room to the window, staring out at Mr. Crowley’s house. “I can’t do this.” I paced back to my bed and kicked my backpack harder this time, skidding it across the floor. “I need to see Max.”

I grabbed my coat and rushed out without saying anything to Mom. She’d left the money on the edge of the kitchen counter and I grabbed it as I passed, shoving it into my pocket and slamming the door behind me.

Max’s house was just a few miles away, and I could get there pretty quickly on my bike. I looked away as I passed Brooke’s house, and flew down the road too fast, not caring about ice or watching for cars. I saw myself putting my hands around Brooke’s neck, first caressing it, then squeezing it until she screamed and kicked and choked and every thought in her entire head was focused on me, and nothing but me, and I was her whole world and—

“No!”

My back wheel caught a patch of black ice and swerved out from under me, spinning me to the side. I managed to stay upright, but as soon as I was steady again I leaped off the bike, and picked it up and swung it like a club into a telephone pole. It clanged and vibrated in my hands, solid and real. I dropped it and leaned against the pole, gritting my teeth.

I should be crying. I can’t even cry like a human.

I looked around quickly, to see who was watching. A few cars were driving by, but no one was paying me any attention. “I need to see Max,” I muttered again, and picked up my bike. I hadn’t seen him outside of school in weeks—I spent all of my time alone, hiding in the shadows and sending notes to Mr. Crowley. That wasn’t safe, even without my rules. Especially without my rules. My bike looked okay—scratched, maybe, but not dented. The handlebars were skewed to the side, too tight for me to straighten without my tools, but I was able to compensate for it by holding them crooked. I rode straight for Max’s house and forced myself to think about nothing but him. He was my friend. Friends were normal. I couldn’t be a psycho if I had a friend.

Max lived in a duplex by the wood plant, in a neighborhood that always smelled like sawdust and smoke. Most of the people in town worked at the plant, including Max’s mom. His dad drove a truck, usually hauling wood from the plant, and was gone as often as he was home. I didn’t like Max’s dad, and anytime I went to his house, the big diesel cab was the first thing I looked for. Today it was gone, so Max was probably home alone.

I dropped my bike in their front yard and rang the bell. I rang a second time. Max opened it with a dull expression, but his eyes lit up when he saw me.

“Check it out, man—come see what my dad got me!” He threw himself onto the couch, picking up an Xbox 360 controller and holding it up like a prize. “He can’t be here for Christmas so he gave it to me early. It’s awesome.”

I closed the door and took off my jacket. “Cool.” He was playing some racing game, and I breathed a sigh of relief—this was exactly the kind of mindless time sink I needed. “Do you have two controllers?”

“You can use Dad’s,” he said, pointing at the TV. A second controller was sitting next to it, the cord neatly rolled up. “Just make sure you don’t wreck it, because when he comes back he’s going to bring Madden, and we’re going to play a whole football season together. He’ll be pissed if you wreck his controller.”

“I’m not going to hit it with a hammer,” I said, plugging it in and retreating to the couch. “Let’s play.”

“In a minute,” he said, “I’ve got to finish this first.” He unpaused the game and did a couple of races, assuring me between each one that it was just a tourney thing and it would be over soon but he didn’t know how to save until he got to the end. Eventually, he set up a head-to-head race and we played for an hour or two. He beat me every time, but I didn’t care—I was acting like a normal kid, and I didn’t have to kill anybody.

“You suck,” he said eventually. “And I’m hungry. You want some chicken?”

“Sure.”

“We have some from last night. It was our early Christmas party for Dad.” He went into the kitchen and brought back a half-empty bucket of fried chicken, and we sat on the couch watching TV and throwing the bones back in the bucket as we finished each piece. His little sister wandered in, took a piece, and quietly wandered back to her room.

“You going anywhere for Christmas?” he asked.

“Nowhere to go,” I said.

“Us neither.” He wiped his hands on the couch and rooted through the bones for another drumstick. “What you been doing?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Stuff. You?”

“You’ve been doing something,” he said, eyeing me. “I’ve barely seen you in two weeks, which means you’ve been doing something on your own. But what could it be? What does the psychotic young John Wayne Cleaver do in his spare time?”

“You caught me,” I said, “I’m the Clayton Killer.”

“That was my first guess, too,” he said, “but he’s only killed, what, six people? You’d do way better than that.”

“More isn’t automatically better,” I said, turning back to the TV. “Quality’s got to count for something.”

“I bet I know what you’ve been doing,” he said, pointing at me with his drumstick. “You’ve been mackin’ on Brooke.”

“ ‘Mackin’?’ ” I asked.

“Making out,” said Max, puckering his lips. “Getting it on. Busting a move.”

“I think ‘busting a move’ means dancing,” I said.

“And I think you are a fat liar,” said Max.

“Do you mean phat with a P-H or fat with an F?” I asked. “I can never tell with you.”

“You are so totally into Brooke,” he said, taking a bite of chicken and laughing with his mouth wide open. “You haven’t even said no yet.”

“I didn’t think I had to deny something that nobody could possibly believe,” I said.

“Still haven’t said no.”

“Why would I be after Brooke.” I asked. “It doesn’t even know I’m—dammit!”

“Whoa,” said Max. “What’s going on?”

I had called Brooke “it.” That was stupid—that was . . . horrifying. I was better than that.

“Did I hit a little too close to the target?” asked Max, relaxing again.

I ignored him, staring straight ahead. Calling human beings “it” was a common trait of serial killers—they didn’t think of other people as human, only as objects, because that made them easier to torture and kill. It was hard to hurt “him” or “her,” but “it” was easy. “It” didn’t have any feelings. “It” didn’t have any rights. “It” was just a thing, and you could do whatever you wanted with “it.”

“Hello,” said Max. “Earth to John.”

I’d always called corpses “it,” even though Mom and Margaret made me stop if they heard me. But I’d never called a person “it,” ever. I was losing control. That was why I came to see Max, to get in control again, and it wasn’t working.

“You want to see a movie?” I asked.

“You want to tell me what the crap is going on?” asked Max.

“I need to see a movie,” I said, “or something. I need to be normal—we need to do normal stuff.”

“Like sitting on the couch and talking about how normal we are?” asked Max. “Us normal people do that all the time.”

“Come on, Max, I’m serious! This whole thing is serious! Why do you think I even came here!”

His eyes narrowed. “I don’t know,” he said, “why did you come here?”

“Because I’m . . . something’s happening,” I said. “I’m not . . . I don’t know! I’m losing it.”

“Losing what?”

“Everything,” I said, “I’m losing it all. I broke all the rules, and now the monster’s out, and I’m not even me anymore. Can’t you see?”

“What rules?” asked Max. “You’re freakin’ me out, man.”

“I have rules to keep me normal,” I said. “To keep me . . . safe. To keep everyone safe. One of them is that I have to hang out with you because you help me stay normal, and I haven’t been doing that. Serial killers don’t have friends, and they don’t have partners, they’re just alone. So if I’m with you I’m safe, and I’m not going to do anything. Don’t you get it?”

Max face grew clouded. I’d known him long enough to learn his moods—what he did when he was happy, what he did when he was mad. Right now he was squinting, and kind of frowning, and that meant he was sad. It caught me by surprise, and I stared back in shock.

“Is that why you came here?” he asked.

I nodded, desperate for some kind of connection. I felt like I was drowning.

“And that’s why we’ve been friends for three years,” he said. “Because you force yourself, because you think it makes you normal.”

See who I am. Please.

“Well, congratulations, John,” he said. “You’re normal. You’re the big freakin’ king of normal, with your stupid rules, and your fake friends. Is anything you do real?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I . . .” Right there, with him staring at me, I couldn’t think of a thing.

“If you’re just pretending to be my friend, then you don’t actually need me at all,” he said, standing up. “You can do that all by yourself. I’ll see you around.”

“Come on, Max,”

“Get out of here,” he said.

I didn’t move.

“Get out!” he shouted.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” I said, “I need to—”

“Don’t you dare blame me for you being a freak!” he shouted. “Nothing you do is my fault! Now get of my house!”

I stood up and grabbed my coat.

“Put it on outside,” said Max, throwing open the door. “Dangit, John, everyone in school hates me. Now I don’t even have my freak friend anymore.” I walked out into the cold and he slammed the door behind me.

That night Crowley killed again, and I missed it. His car was gone when I got back from Max’s, and Mrs. Crowley said he’d gone to watch the game. There wasn’t a game that night for any of his teams, but I drove downtown anyway to see if I could find him. His car wasn’t at his favorite sports bar, or any of the others, and I even drove out to the Flying J to see if I could find him there. He was nowhere. I got home long past dark and he still hadn’t come back. I was so mad I wanted to scream. I threw my bike again and sat down on the driveway to think.

I wanted to go see what Brooke was doing—I was desperate to see what she was doing—but I didn’t. I bit my tongue, daring myself to draw blood, but stopped and instead stood up and punched the wall.

I couldn’t let the monster take over. I had a job to do, and a demon to kill. I couldn’t let myself lose control before I did what I needed to do—no, that wasn’t right. I couldn’t let myself lose control at all. I had to stay focused. I had to get Crowley.

If I couldn’t find him, at least I could send him a note. I’d gotten so distracted today, I hadn’t prepared one yet, and I needed to let him know that even though I couldn’t see it, I knew what he was doing. I racked my brain for something I could write with without incriminating myself. The mortuary stationery was out, of course, and I didn’t dare go upstairs looking for paper in case Mom was still awake. I ran over to Mr. Crowley’s yard, nearly invisible in the darkness, and looked for something else. Eventually I found a bag of snow salt on his porch; he kept it there to salt his stairs and sidewalks for ice. It gave me an idea, and I came up with a plan.

At one in the morning when Crowley pulled in, his car swung around and stopped suddenly, half in and half out of his driveway. There in the headlights was a word written in salt crystals, each letter three feet long on the asphalt and shining brilliantly in the headlights:

DEMON

After a moment, Mr. Crowley drove forward and smeared the words with his car, then got out and swept away the remnants with his foot. I watched him from the darkness of my bedroom, pricking myself with a pin and grimacing at the pain.
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“Merry Christmas!”

Margaret bustled in the door with an armful of presents, and Mom kissed her on the cheek.

“Merry Christmas to you,” said Mom, taking a few of the presents and stacking them by the tree. “Do you have anything else in the car?”

“Just the salad, but Lauren’s bringing it up.”

Mom’s jaw dropped, and Margaret grinned slyly.

“She’s really here?” Mom asked quietly, poking her head out the door to look down the stairs. Margaret nodded. “How did you do it?” asked Mom. “I’ve invited her five times and couldn’t get a yes out of her.”

“We had a really good talk last night,” said Margaret. “Also, I think her boyfriend dumped her.”

Mom looked around the room frantically. “We’re not ready for four—John, run down and get another chair for the table; I’ll set another place. Margaret, you’re wonderful.”

“I know,” said Margaret, pulling off her coat. “What would you do without me?”

I was sitting by the window, staring intently at Mr. Crowley’s house across the street. Mom asked me two more times for a chair before I stood up, took her key, and headed out the door. It was only in the past few days that she’d let me touch the key again, and then only because she’d bought too much food for Christmas and we’d had to store the extra in the mortuary freezer. I passed Lauren on the stairs.

“Hey, John,” she said.

“Hey, Lauren.”

Lauren glanced up at the door. “Is she in a good mood?”

“She almost blew streamers out her ears when Margaret said you were here,” I said. “She’s probably killing a goat in your honor right now.”

Lauren rolled her eyes. “We’ll see how long that lasts.” She glanced up the stairs. “Stick close, okay? I might need backup.”

“Yeah, me, too.” I took another step downstairs, then stopped and looked up at her. “You got something from Dad.”

“No way.”

“They got here yesterday—one box for each of us.” I’d shaken mine, poked it, and held it up to the light, but I still couldn’t tell what it was. All I really wanted was a card—it would be the first news we’d had from him since last Christmas.

I got an extra chair from the mortuary chapel and brought it upstairs. Mom was flitting from room to room, talking out loud to herself as she took coats, and set the table and checked the food. It was her trademark style of indirect attention—not talking to Lauren or giving her any special treatment, but showing that she cared by making herself busy on Lauren’s account. It was sweet, I guess, but it was also the embryonic stage of an “I do so much for you and you don’t even care” yelling match. I gave it three hours before Lauren stormed out. At least we’d have time to eat first.

Christmas lunch was ham and potatoes, though Mom had learned her lesson from Thanksgiving and did not attempt to cook it herself—we bought the ham precooked, stored it in the embalming room freezer for a few days, and then heated it up Christmas morning. We ate in silence for nearly ten minutes.

“This place needs some Christmas cheer,” said Margaret abruptly, setting down her fork. “Carols?”

We stared at her.

“Didn’t think so,” she said. “Jokes then. We’ll each tell one, and the best wins a prize. I’ll start. Have you done geometry yet, John?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Nothing,” said Margaret. “So there once was an Indian chief with three daughters, or squaws. All the braves in the tribe wanted to marry them, so he decided to hold a contest—all the braves would go out hunting, and the three who brought back the best hides would get to marry his squaws.”

“Everyone knows this one,” said Lauren, rolling her eyes.

“I don’t,” said Mom. I didn’t either.

“Then I’ll keep going,” said Margaret, smiling, “and don’t you dare give it away. So anyway, all the braves went out, and after a long time they started to come back with wolf hides and rabbit hides and things like that. The chief was unimpressed. Then one day, a brave came back with a hide from a grizzly bear, which is pretty amazing, so the chief let him marry his youngest daughter. Then the next guy came back with a hide from a polar bear, which is even more amazing, so the chief let him marry his middle daughter. They waited and waited, and finally the last brave came back with the hide from a hippopotamus.”

“A hippopotamus?” asked Mom. “I thought this was in North America.”

“It is,” said Margaret, “that’s why a hippopotamus hide was so great. It was the most amazing hide the tribe had ever seen, and the chief let that brave marry his oldest and most beautiful daughter.”

“She’s two minutes older than I am,” said Mom, glancing at me with a mock sneer. “Never lets me forget it.”

“Stop interrupting,” said Margaret, “this is the best part. The squaws and the braves got married, and a year later they all had children—the youngest squaw had one son, the middle squaw had one son, and the oldest squaw had two sons.”

She paused dramatically, and we stared at her for a moment, waiting. Lauren laughed.

“Is there a punchline?” I asked.

Lauren and Margaret said it in unison: “The sons of the squaw of the hippopotamus are equal to the sons of the squaws of the other two hides.”

I smiled. Mom laughed, shaking her head. “That’s the punchline? Why is that even funny?”

“It’s the Pythagorean theorem,” said Lauren. “It’s a math formula for . . . something.”

“Right triangles,” I said, and looked pointedly at Margaret. “I told you I’d already done geometry.”

Mom thought a bit, and then laughed again when she finally got it. “That’s the dumbest joke I’ve ever heard. And I think the word ‘squaw’ is offensive.”

“Then you’d better think of something better,” said Margaret. “Lauren’s turn.”

“I helped with yours,” she said, stabbing a bite of salad. “That counts.”

“You then,” said Margaret to Mom. “I know you’ve got something funny in that head of yours.”

“Oh, boy,” said Mom, leaning her chin on her fist. “Joke, joke, joke. Oh, I’ve got one.”

“Let’s hear it,” said Margaret.

“Two women walked into a bar,” said Mom. “The first one looked at the other one and said, ‘I didn’t see it either.’ ” Mom and Margaret burst out laughing, and Lauren groaned.

“A little short,” said Margaret, “but I’ll let it slide. All right then, John, it’s up to you. What have you got?”

“I don’t really know any jokes,” I said.

“You’ve got to have something,” said Lauren. “Where’s that old joke book we used to have?”

“I really don’t know one,” I said. I pictured Brooke laughing when we talked about the arson merit badge, but I couldn’t really turn that into a joke. Did I know any jokes at all? “Wait, um, Max told me a joke once, but you’re going to hate it.”

“No matter,” said Margaret, “lay it on us.”

“You’re really going to hate it,” I said.

“Get on with it,” said Lauren.

“As long as it’s clean,” said Mom.

“That’s funny,” I said, “because it’s about cleaning.”

“I’m intrigued,” said Margaret, leaning on the table.

“What do you do when your dishwasher stops working?” Nobody offered an answer. I took a deep breath. “You slap her.”

“You’re right,” said Mom with a frown, “I hate it. But the good news is, you just volunteered to clear the table. Let’s head into the living room, ladies.”

“I say I won,” said Margaret, standing up. “My joke was funniest.”

“I think I won,” said Lauren, “because I got away without telling one.”

They shuffled into the other room and I gathered up the dishes. Usually I hated clearing the table, but I didn’t mind today—everyone was happy and no one was fighting. We might last longer than three hours after all.

When I finished stacking dishes in the sink, I joined them in the living room, and we handed out presents. I had gotten hand lotion for everyone. Mom gave me a reading lamp.

“You spend so much time reading,” she said, “and sometimes so late at night, I figured you could use it.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I said. Thanks for believing my lies.

Margaret got me a new backpack—one of those big mountaineer packs with a water bottle and a drinking tube built into it. I always laughed at the kids who wore them.

“The pack you’ve got is falling apart,” said Margaret, “I’m amazed those straps are still attached.”

“There’s a couple of threads still hanging on,” I said.

“This one will carry all your books without breaking.”

“Thanks, Margaret.” I put it to the side with a resolve to try to remove that dopey water tube later.

“I’ve never read this, so it might suck,” said Lauren, handing me a book-shaped present. “But I know there was a movie, and the title seemed kind of appropriate, if nothing else.”

I opened it up and found a thick comic book—a graphic novel, or whatever the big ones are called. The title was Hellboy. I held it up and pointed at the title, and Lauren grinned.

“It’s two presents in one,” she laughed, “a comic book, and a nickname.”

“Yay,” I said flatly.

“The first person to call him ‘Hellboy’ has to open her presents outside,” said Mom, shaking her head.

“Thanks, though,” I said to Lauren, and she smiled.

“Time to open your father’s,” said Mom, and Lauren and I each took our boxes. They were simple brown shipping boxes—we’d left them that way just in case the gift inside wasn’t wrapped. You never knew with Dad. Mine was small, about the size of a textbook, but considerably lighter. I used my house key to cut open the packing tape. Inside was a card and an iPod. I tore open the card, slowly and deliberately, trying not to look excited. It had a goofy cartoon cat and one of those horrible poems about what a great son I was. Dad had written a note at the bottom, and I read it silently.



Hey Tiger—Merry Christmas! Hope you had a great year. Enjoy ninth grade while you can, because next year is High School and it’s a whole new ballgame. The girls are going to be all over you! You’re gonna love this iPod—I filled it up with all of my favorite music, all the stuff we used to sing together. It’s like having your Dad in your pocket! See you around!

—Sam Cleaver





I’d already started high school, so he was a year off, but I was too intrigued by the music thing to care. I didn’t even know where Dad was living—he hadn’t put a return address on the package—but I could remember riding in the car and singing along to his favorite bands: The Eagles, Journey, Fleetwood Mac, and others. It surprised me, for some reason, that he remembered that, too. Now I could pull out my iPod, pick a song, and be closer to my father than I’d been in five years.

The iPod box was still in shrink-wrap. I tore the plastic off, confused, and ripped open the box; the iPod was untouched, and the library was completely empty. He’d forgotten.

“Dammit, Sam,” said Mom. I turned and saw that she had read the card—she’d seen the screwed-up school year and the broken promise, and she was hanging her head wearily, rubbing her temples. “I’m so sorry, John.”

“That looks cool,” said Lauren, glancing over. “I got a portable DVD player and a DVD of the Apple Dumpling Gang—apparently we used to watch it together, and he thought it was special or something. I don’t remember it.”

“He makes me so mad,” said Mom, standing up and walking into the kitchen. “He can’t even buy your love without screwing it up.”

“An iPod seems pretty cool to me, too,” said Margaret. “Is there something wrong with it?” She read the card and sighed. “I’m sure he just forgot, John.”

“That’s the whole problem!” shouted Mom from the kitchen. She was banging dishes around noisily, venting her anger on them, as she clattered them through the sink and into the dishwasher.

“Still, though,” said Margaret, “it’s better to have an empty one anyway—you can fill it with whatever you want. Can I look at it?”

“Go ahead,” I said, standing up. “I’m going out.”

“Wait, John,” said Mom, rushing in from the kitchen, “let’s have dessert now—I bought two different pies, and some whip cream, and—”

I ignored her, grabbing my coat from the hall closet and walking to the door. She called me again, but I slammed the door shut, stomping down the stairs and slamming the outside door as well. I got on my bike and rode away, never looking back to see if they had followed me out, never looking up to see if they were watching through the window. I didn’t look at Mr. Crowley’s house, I didn’t look at Brooke’s house, I just pedaled my bike and watched the lines in the sidewalk fly by and hoped to God on every street I crossed that a truck would slam into me and wipe me across the pavement.

Twenty minutes later, I was downtown, and I realized that I’d ridden almost directly to Dr. Neblin’s office. It was closed, naturally, locked and hollow and dark. I stopped pedaling and just sat there, maybe for ten minutes, watching the wind whip curls of snow into the air, twirl them around and fling them into brick walls. I didn’t have anything to do, anywhere to go, or anyone to talk to. I didn’t have one single reason to exist.

All I had was Mr. Crowley.

There was a pay phone at the end of the street; the same one I’d used to call 911 a month before. Without knowing why, I propped my bike against it, dropped in a quarter, and dialed Mr. Crowley’s cell phone. While it rang, I pulled up the tail of my T-shirt and wrapped it over the end of the phone to hide my voice, praying that would actually work. After three rings, he answered.

“Hello?”

“Hello,” I said. I didn’t know what to say.

“Who is this?”

I paused. “I’m the one who’s been sending you notes.”

He hung up.

I swore, pulled out another quarter, and dialed again.

“Hello?”

“Don’t hang up.”

Click.

I only had two quarters left. I dialed again.

“Leave me alone,” he said. “If you know so much about me, then you know what I’ll do if I find you.” Click.

I had to think of something to keep him on the line; I needed to talk to someone, to anyone, demon or not. I dropped in my last quarter and dialed again.

“I said—!”

“Does it hurt?” I asked, interrupting him. I could hear him breathing heavily, hot and angry, but he didn’t hang up. “You ripped off your own arm,” I said, “and cut open your own belly. I just want to know if it hurts.”

He waited, saying nothing.

“Nothing you do makes sense,” I said. “You hide some bodies and you don’t hide others. You smile at a guy one minute and rip his heart out the next. I don’t even know what you—”

“It hurts like hell.” He stayed silent a moment. “It hurts every time.”

He answered me. There was something in his voice—some emotion I couldn’t identify. Not quite happiness, not quite fatigue. It was something in the middle.

Relief?

Months of curiosity poured out in a flood. “Do you have to wait for something to break down before you replace it?” I asked. “Do you have to steal parts from people? And what about that guy in Arizona—Emmett Openshaw? What did you steal from him?”

Silence.

“I stole his life.”

“You killed him,” I said.

“I didn’t just kill him,” said Crowley, “I stole his life. He would have had a long one, I think. As long as this, at least. He would have gotten married and had kids.”

That didn’t sound right.

“How old was he?” I asked.

“Thirty, I think. I tell people I’m seventy-two.”

I had assumed Openshaw was older, like the recent victims. “You hid his body—well enough that no one ever found it—so why didn’t you hide Jeb Jolley’s? Or the two after that?”

Silence. A door closed.

“You still don’t know, do you?”

“You’re acting like a first-time killer,” I said, trying to puzzle through it. “You’ve gotten better with each one, and you’ve started hiding the bodies, which makes sense if you’ve never done this before, but you have. Is it all an act? But why would you pretend to be inexperienced if you could just keep it completely quiet instead?”

“Hang on,” he said, and coughed. He muffled the phone, but I could still hear loud coughs. Fake coughs, it sounded like, and something else behind them. A rumble. He unmuffled the phone, but it was harder to hear than before—there was static on the line, or white noise.

What was he doing?

“I acted inexperienced because I was,” he said. “I’ve taken more lives than you can guess, but Jeb was the first one I . . . didn’t keep.”

“You didn’t keep? But—” Could he keep souls? Could he absorb lives as well as body parts?

Or could he take lives instead of body parts?

“You took Emmett’s whole body,” I said, “and his shape. And you took someone else’s body before that, and someone else’s before that. It makes sense. You never had to hide the bodies before because you took everything, and left your old body behind. That’s why there was so much sludge in Emmett’s house—you discarded an entire body there, not just a part, and you—”

Ding . . . ding . . . ding . . ..

“What’s that?” I asked.

“What’s what?” he said.

“That noise. It sounded like a . . .” I slammed down the phone and grabbed my bike, looking wildly down the road.

It was a turn signal. Crowley was in his car, and he was looking for me.

There was no one on Main Street. I jumped on my bike and shot down to the corner, swerving around it too quickly and sliding on the ice. He wasn’t on this street either. I righted myself and pedaled as hard as I could to the next corner and spun around that as well, in the other direction, away from his house and the route he was probably following.

That’s why he said so much. Mr. Crowley was on a cell phone, and he had caller ID—he must have figured out I was on a pay phone, so he kept me talking while he went outside, started his car, and went to look for me. There were only two or three pay phones in town, and he was probably checking them all—the Flying J, the gas station by the wood plant, and the gas station where I’d been on Main. It had been closed for Christmas, thank goodness—there would be no clerks to describe me when kindly old Mr. Crowley showed up asking questions. But Christmas was also a problem—every building downtown was closed, every door locked, and every store empty. There was nowhere for me to hide.

What would be open on Christmas in a tiny town like Clayton? The hospital—but no, there was probably a pay phone there as well, and Crowley might drop by to check it. I heard a car and turned straight off the sidewalk onto a snow-covered lawn, forcing my way along the side of an apartment building. There was a gap between two buildings, and halfway down a gas meter; I squeezed around it and crouched down on the other side, eyeing the street at the end of a long, brick canyon. The car I heard didn’t pass by—I didn’t know who it had been, or where it had been going, only that I needed to hide.

I spent the rest of the afternoon and evening there, shivering in the snow. I could feel my body reacting, shutting down from cold, but I didn’t dare move. I imagined a fire-eyed Mr. Crowley driving back and forth across the town, weaving a net tighter and tighter around me. When it had been dark nearly an hour, I dragged my bike back out, my limbs stiff and my hands and feet burning with cold. I made my way home, saw that Crowley’s car was parked neatly in his driveway, and went upstairs.

The house was empty and quiet; everyone had left.
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My phone conversation with Mr. Crowley ran through my head over and over for the next three days, to the exclusion of all else. Mom came home Christmas night crying and shouting that they’d spent the whole day looking for me, and where had I gone, and she was so glad I was safe, and a thousand other things that I didn’t listen to because I was too busy thinking about Mr. Crowley. The day after Christmas, Margaret came back and the three of us went out to a steakhouse, but I ignored them and my food, deep in thought. I’m sure they thought I was despondent because of Dad’s Christmas present, but I’d practically forgotten about that—all I could think about were Mr. Crowley’s hints and confessions, and there was no room in my head for anything else. By Wednesday, Mom had stopped trying to cheer me up, though I sometimes caught her staring at me from across the room. I was grateful to finally have some peace and quiet.

Mr. Crowley had all but admitted to me that he used to steal entire bodies, but that now he was only stealing pieces. It made sense in some ways—it explained why the DNA from the sludge kept showing up as the same person, because the whole body had come from Emmett Openshaw. It also explained why he was so good at killing, but so poor at hiding the evidence. He probably killed Jeb Jolley out of desperation, dying for lack of a good kidney, and simply didn’t think ahead about what to do with the body—he’d never had to do anything with it before. As the year went on and he killed more people, he got better at it, and even started looking for anonymous victims, like the lone drifter he took to Freak Lake. Even now, a month later, nobody knew that man was missing, and that the Clayton Killer had claimed another victim just before Thanksgiving. Nobody knew about the one he’d killed just before Christmas, either—the one I’d missed—so I assumed that was a drifter as well. There could be others that even I didn’t know about.

It also gave me a pretty good idea of why he never took more than one piece of each victim. If taking the whole body also gave him that body’s appearance, he was probably worried that taking too many pieces from one corpse would start to overwhelm the appearance he was trying to maintain. His body could deal with an arm here and a kidney there, but if too much of that victim started to creep in, he might lose the Bill Crowley identity he was fighting so hard to keep.

So yes, he was getting better at killing this way, instead of the old way, but the question remained: why had he changed? And why was there a forty-year gap with no killing at all? I tried to put myself into his place—a demon, wandering the Earth, killing someone and stealing his body and starting a new life. If I could do anything I wanted, why would I be here in Clayton County? If I could be as young and as strong as I wanted, why would I be old—so old I was falling apart? If I could kill one person and disappear without a trace, why would I hang around, killing a dozen people, and leaving more and more evidence that the cops could use to find me?

I tried to build another psychological profile, starting with the same key question: what did the killer do that he didn’t have to do? He stayed in one place. He maintained one identity. He got old. And he killed, over and over—that had to mean something. Did he enjoy it? He didn’t seem to. But if I’d managed to figure out how he worked, then killing this many people was definitely something he didn’t have to do. He had another option. So why was he doing it?

If he didn’t have to do something, that meant he wanted to do it. Why did he want to get old? Why did he want to stay in this godforsaken town in the middle of this icy nowhere? What did Clayton have that the demon couldn’t find anywhere else? I couldn’t figure it out on my own; I needed Dr. Neblin. I had an appointment with him on Thursday, which gave me one day to plan my strategy—how to get the answers I needed without giving anything away.

Mom reminded me about my appointment over breakfast the next morning, and seemed genuinely surprised that afternoon when I actually left without prompting and rode my bike downtown. I suppose, from her point of view, it was the first active thing I’d done since running out on Christmas day; for me, it was just a chance to talk to someone I trusted.

“How was Christmas?” asked Neblin, cocking his head to the side. He did that when he was trying to hide something—probably the fact that he’d already heard all about Christmas from Mom. Dr. Neblin was a terrible liar; someday I’d have to play poker with him.

“I have a scenario for you,” I said. “I want your opinion.”

“What kind of scenario?”

“A fake psych profile,” I said. “I’ve been doing them for fun over Christmas break, and I’ve got one that I’m kind of hung up on.”

“Okay,” he said. “Fire away.”

“Let’s say you’re a shape-shifter,” I said. “You can change your face, and go anywhere you want, and be anyone you want to be. You can be any age, any size, any nationality, and do anything you want. Now imagine that you’re in a bad situation, forced to do things you don’t like. If you had this kind of freedom, why would you choose to stay?”

“So it’s question of risk and reward,” he said. “I stay me and live with hardship, or I escape the hardship at the cost of losing myself.”

“You’re not yourself,” I said, and winced at how exposed I felt—I was opening myself to a lot of uncomfortable questions, especially if he thought I was obliquely referring to myself. “You lost yourself a long time ago, and you’ve been a string of somebody elses for who knows how long.”

“Then it’s a question of identity as well,” he said. “If I’m somebody else, is that as good as being me? If I can’t be myself anymore, am I better off being nobody at all, or choosing a new self to become?”

“That’s right,” I said, nodding. “You can stay one person, in one place, doing one thing forever, and hate it, or you can be free of everything—no responsibilities, no problems, no baggage.”

He stared at me a moment. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

“I want you to tell me what would make you stay in that situation,” I said. “I know you think this is about me, but it’s not—I can’t explain. Now seriously—you’ve got nothing on the one side, and everything on the other. Why would you stay?”

He thought about it for a couple of minutes, tapping his pen on his pad and frowning. This was why I came to Dr. Neblin—he took me seriously, no matter what I said or how crazy I sounded.

“One more question,” he said. “Am I a sociopath?”

“What?”

“This is your puzzle,” said Neblin, “and as we have often discussed, you have strong sociopathic tendencies. I want to know if I should be answering from a standard emotional state, or from the lack of one.”

“What’s the difference?”

Dr. Neblin smiled. “There’s your answer. You said that the second option, leaving and starting a string of brand new lives, had freedom—it had no ‘baggage.’ Where a sociopath sees baggage, a typical personality would see emotional connections. Friends, family, loved ones—not all of us can give those up so easily. They define us, and they make us who we are. Sometimes the personalities around us are what make us complete.”

Emotional connections. Loved ones.

“Kay.”

“What?”

“I . . . I said okay.”

It was Kay Crowley. Mr. Crowley was really in love with her—not pretending to be, not using her for cover, he was really, truly in love with her. I’d tried putting myself into Crowley’s place and it didn’t work, not because his mind was too different, but because mine was. The demon loved his wife.

“I have to go,” I said.

“You just got here.”

Crowley had done it maybe a hundred times before, maybe a thousand times, jumping from body to body, life to life. He moved to a new town and started fresh, and when his demon powers couldn’t sustain a body anymore, he just dropped it and moved on. He’d done it in Arizona with Emmett Openshaw, and fled here to Clayton County to hide and start over—but then he’d met Kay, and now it was different. Leaving this body meant leaving her, and he couldn’t do it, so he was patching himself up piecemeal instead—fixing each part as it broke down instead of starting over fresh.

“John?”

“Huh?”

“Is there something you want to talk about?” asked Dr. Neblin.

“No, no, I . . . have to go. I have to think.”

“Call me, John,” said Neblin, standing up and pulling out a business card. “Call me if you want to talk, about anything at all.” He wrote a second number, his home number, I assumed, on the back of the card, and handed it to me. I realized abruptly that he was worried—lines of concern etched his face like wounds, and he was watching me anxiously.

“Thanks,” I mumbled, and left the office, picking up my coat from the waiting room and going downstairs. I got on my bike and rode home, not aimlessly, not desperately, not nervously; I was calm for the first time in weeks. I’d found his weakness.

Love.

I spent the evening locked in my room, going over my notes and watching out the window for Mr. Crowley. Love was the chink in his armor, I knew, but I hadn’t come up with a plan to exploit it yet. I crafted and discarded a dozen different ideas, desperate to find one that could stop him before he killed again. But he was already growing very sick. He’d strike soon, and I wasn’t ready.

Sure enough, a little after midnight Mr. Crowley staggered out to his car. He looked worse than I’d ever seen him—he was waiting as long as possible to fix himself. I wondered if he might have to replace more than one thing, and then I wondered if that was even possible—if he took too much from one person, did he become that person whether he wanted to or not? That would explain why he replaced just one organ at a time.

I opened my door quietly; Mom was still awake, watching Letterman. I closed it again, locked it, and went to the window. It was a long drop to the ground, but Crowley was getting away. I bundled up in my coat and put on my newest acquisition—a black ski mask—and jumped.

Mr. Crowley was too far gone for me to follow his lights, so I rode as fast as I could to the Flying J, hoping he would look there for another drifter. The Flying J was hard to reach by bike, so I rode to the base of the hill behind it and hiked up, avoiding the freeway and the lights. Crowley was just pulling out—alone. He hadn’t found anyone yet. I tumbled back down the snowy hill and rode the few blocks to the freeway off-ramp, where I saw him come back into town and head over toward the wood plant. Maybe he’d try to get a night watchman or something; some innocent nobody in the wrong place at the wrong time. His car was swerving dangerously, and I realized he probably couldn’t wait for a victim nobody would miss—he had to kill the first person he found. At one in the morning, that would still be almost impossible. I followed a few blocks behind, as black as the night.

He turned a few streets early, and when I reached the corner I saw him pull up behind an idling diesel cab. The truck engine turned off, the door opened, and a man jumped down; his breath floated like a ghost in the freezing air. The man jogged toward the front of the truck but Crowley got out of his car and called out to him. The man paused and called back. I couldn’t hear what either was saying. The man pointed at a house behind him—a duplex.

My heart froze. I looked up at the street sign above me: Redwood Street.

That was Max’s dad.

“No!” I screamed, but it was too late—Max’s dad looked up, looked right at me, and Crowley staggered toward him, claws out, knocking him to the ground with a gleaming claw and then falling on him with animal fury. Max’s dad went down in a whirlwind of blood and claws, and Crowley stood over him unsteadily for a moment before collapsing next to the body. Both men lay inert in the frozen slush. The street was silent as a grave.

I took a tentative step forward. Crowley had pushed himself too hard—maybe he’d pushed himself past his own ability to regenerate. He hadn’t even taken an organ yet. Maybe Max’s dad was still alive, and I could help him. The houses were dark and still—no one had heard my scream, or the attack. I trotted slowly across to the bodies, nearly slipping on a patch of ice. Nothing moved.

As I got closer, I could see that Max’s dad was beyond hope—his body was in pieces, ragged and bloody. A pile of entrails lay steaming on the frozen asphalt. I felt the monster inside of me stirring more strongly than ever, urging me to kneel down, to feel the glistening organs. I closed my eyes and fought for control. When I opened my eyes again I looked at Crowley, face down and still half demon, his elongated arms corded with inhuman muscle. His long, black fingers ended in terrifying claws as white as milk. Like the exposed entrails, Crowley’s body was steaming in the cold.

I wanted to kick him. I wanted to punch him and beat him and pound him into the street until there was nothing left—no demon claws, no human body, no clothes, no memory at all. My mind raged to think of all the evil he’d done, but it was more than that. I was jealous. He’d killed himself, and taken away my chance.

The steam boiled around him, and suddenly his body spasmed. I jumped back, slipping on the ice and falling onto my back. The demon’s head came up abruptly, gasping for breath through a mouth too full of fangs to be real. I scrambled to my feet and backed away again. The demon feebly pushed itself up on its arms, and turned to face me. Its dark eyelids slid grotesquely over its wide, crystalline eyes, as it if couldn’t see me clearly. I felt my face to make sure the ski mask was still there. In this darkness, it probably couldn’t tell who I was. Its fangs glowed faintly in the darkness, pale and phosphorescent. It crawled toward me one faltering claw-length before collapsing again on the ice. It coughed and turned its head, searching for something, and when its gaze fell on the tattered remnants of Max’s dad, it forgot me and painfully crawled toward them.

I took a few quick steps around it, trying to see if I could move the body—drag it out of the demon’s reach—but it was too close. I’d missed my chance. The demon was going to regenerate, and then it was going to come after me. I could only hope that it hadn’t recognized me in the dark. If I could get away quickly, and stay ahead, it might never know I was there.

My house was twenty minutes away by bike during the day, but I made it there in ten—speeding down the middle of empty streets, barreling heedlessly through intersections, taking time only to stay out of the snow in order to leave no tracks.

I placed my bike carefully against the side of the house, trying to match its previous position as closely as I could, just in case; the house had to look exactly as it was when he left, so it wouldn’t suspect me. I crept up the stairs and listened at our door—the TV was off, and it sounded like Mom had gone to sleep. I opened the door quietly and slipped into the darkness, locking it tightly behind me. I tore off my gloves and ski mask, grateful for the warmth, and flopped wearily onto the couch. I was safe.

But something was wrong, and I couldn’t put my finger on it.

Everything seemed quiet enough, but not too quiet—the clock in the kitchen was ticking like normal, the furnace was blowing as usual. I listened at my mom’s door, rubbing my hands together in the cold, and heard her low, even breathing. Everything was fine—

Why was it cold? I hadn’t noticed at first, because it was so much warmer than outside, but I could tell now, especially here in the hall, that it was definitely cooler than it should have been. I opened my door to check my room, but the handle wouldn’t turn. It was locked.

I’d left by the window, not the door, and the window was still open.

Mr. Crowley would be home any minute, wondering who had been watching him, and he’d see my open window and the footprints in the snow below it. He’d get suspicious; he’d wonder if it had been closed when he left. He’d come to check, and there I’d be, alone in the dark, locked out of my room, wide awake at one in the morning. Mom would wake up and ask—in front of him—how I got out of my room. He’d know, and he’d kill us both.

I started to go back to the stairs, to go outside and close it, but that would be even worse—he’d come home and see me outside, trying to climb back into the second story window, and know that I had followed him.

My bedroom door opened in, so I couldn’t reach the hinges to pop them off. I thought about kicking it down, but I didn’t know if I could—and I knew that Mom would hear me and wake up, and she’d never forgive me for destroying a door. I was amazed she could sleep in this cold at all. I peeked out the living room window. The street was clear. He was still gone, there was still time. What could I do?

Crowley would get suspicious if he saw me trying to hide, but what if I didn’t hide at all? The street was still empty; I pulled off my coat and put on my old one—it was a different color than the one he’d seen me in—and went back outside without my gloves or ski mask. I reached the snowbank below my window and crawled up onto it just in time. Mr. Crowley’s headlights appeared at the end of the street, far away. I watched them draw closer and closer, watched the car itself come into view, and just as it started to slow I ran out in front of it, waving my arms wildly in the headlights. The car screeched to a stop, and he unrolled his window.

“John, what in blazes are you doing out here?”

“Can I sleep at your house tonight?” I asked.

“What?”

“Mom and I had a fight,” I said. “I jumped out of my window. I was going to run away, but . . . it’s cold. Can I please sleep in your house?”

He glanced across the street at my house, my window open, and my curtains flapping faintly in the breeze.

“Please?” I asked.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said. “My house isn’t . . . it’s not safe to be out like this at night, John, there are . . . prowlers. It’s not safe for you or your mother.”

“Don’t take me back,” I said, trying to summon up tears. I couldn’t. “I don’t want her to know I left.”

He thought a minute. I could tell he was healthier than before—more alert, more composed, and far more steady. You could barely tell he’d been sick. “If I promise not to tell your mother, will you go home?”

“My bedroom door is locked from the inside—I can’t get back in, and if she sees me in the living room she’ll find out eventually.”

He thought a moment longer, and glanced nervously around the neighborhood; he obviously thought his stalker was watching. “My ladder will reach,” he said at last. “We can put you back in that way—but you’ve got to promise not to run out like this again.”

“And you won’t say anything to Mom?”

“I promise,” he said. “Deal?”

“Deal.” He drove past me into his driveway, and together we pulled his extendable ladder from his shed, and set it up under my window. “Can you get it put away by yourself?” I asked.

“I’m an old man,” he said, smiling, “but I’m not helpless.”

“Thanks,” I said, and climbed up to my window. I got inside, waved at him, and he folded the ladder up and took it away. I closed the window tightly, closed my curtains, and watched him from the darkness. I’d fooled him again.

Mr. Crowley put the ladder away and went inside—but didn’t close his door. I kept watching, intrigued, and a moment later he came back out and did something I didn’t expect—he wrote something on a piece of paper and taped it to his door. I rummaged in the dark for my binoculars, and tried to focus on the note without budging my curtains. It was too dark to read. I sat by the window all night, waiting, and when morning came I looked, reading through the binoculars in the feeble pre-dawn light.

YOU COULDN’T STOP ME, AND YOU NEVER WILL

It was a note to his stalker, flaunting his power and practically promising to keep killing more people, again and again. It was barely a week since the last one—how much longer ‘til the next? He was a killer, cold-blooded and evil, no matter how much he loved his wife or helped his neighbor. He was a demon. It was a demon.

And it had to die.
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The new death was all over the news the next morning: Roger Bowen, local truck driver, husband, and father, was found torn in half in the street in front of his house. The killer hadn’t even bothered to move the body, let alone hide it.

Mom looked like she wanted to hug me—to reassure me, or herself, that everything was going to be okay. I suppose that’s what mothers are supposed to do, and I felt guilty that mine couldn’t do it. I could tell by the way she watched me that she wanted to comfort me, and that she knew I didn’t need to be comforted. I wasn’t sad, I was thoughtful. I didn’t feel bad that he was dead, I felt guilty that I hadn’t been able to stop his killer. I wondered, then, if I was doing all of this because I wanted to save the good guys, or if I just wanted to kill the bad guy. And I wondered if that made a difference.

Mom asked after a while if I wanted to call Max, and I knew, objectively, that I should have, but I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t. Just as no one could comfort me, I couldn’t comfort anyone else—that was the realm of empathy, and I would be completely useless. I suppose I could have said “Hey, Max, I know who killed your dad, and I’m going to kill him back,” but I’m not an idiot—sociopath or not, I’m smart enough to know that’s not how people talk to each other. Better to keep it all a secret.

As soon as the police cleared the crime scene on Saturday night there was a vigil for Max’s dad. It was not a funeral—the FBI forensic team was only just beginning their autopsy—but a simple gathering, where we all came together and lit candles and prayed, or whatever. I wanted to watch Crowley’s house instead, but Mom made me go. She pulled a couple of old dinner candles from a back drawer somewhere and we drove over. I was surprised at how big the vigil was.

Max was sitting on his porch, surrounded by his sister, his mom, and the whole Bowen family from out of town, who’d driven in to comfort them. It seemed to me that they’d want to drive away from a town under threat from a serial killer, not into it, but what did I know? Emotional connections made you do stupid things, I guess.

Margaret joined us, and we put flowers in the street where the body had been found; there was already a big pile. Someone had started a second pile for Greg Olson, also a family man, and still missing, but it wasn’t nearly as big; many people still clung to the idea that he was guilty of something. Mrs. Olson and her son were there, showing solidarity with the community, but there was a police escort hovering nearby, just in case anyone started a fight.

I was cold, and I was anxious to get back to watch Crowley’s house, but most of all I was bored—all we were doing was standing around holding candles, and I didn’t see the point. We weren’t accomplishing anything. We weren’t finding the killer, or protecting the innocent, or giving Max a new dad. We were just there, milling around, watching impotent little flames melt our candles, drop by drop.

At least our neighborhood-watch meeting had used a fire. I could start one now—we’d be warm, we’d have light, and, well . . . we’d have a big fire. That was its own reward. I looked around for something that would burn, but Mom pulled me suddenly toward the other edge of the vigil.

“Hello, Peg,” she said, reaching out and hugging Mrs. Watson. Brooke and her family had just arrived, all crying. Brooke’s face was wet with teardrops, round and raised like blisters, and I had to stop myself from reaching out to touch them.

“Hello April,” said Mrs. Watson. “It’s so terrible, isn’t it? It’s just so . . . Brooke, honey, can you take the flowers over? Thanks.”

“John can show you where they are,” my Mom said quickly, turning to face me.

I shrugged. “Come on,” I said, and Brooke and I walked through the crowd. “It’s a good thing I’m here,” I said, half joking and half bothered. “It’s pretty hard to find the big pile of flowers in the middle of the street.”

“Did you know him?” Brooke asked.

“Max?”

“His dad,” she said, wiping her eyes with a gloved finger.

“Not very well,” I said. I did know him pretty well, actually—he was loud, arrogant, and shot his mouth off about anything he had even half an opinion on. I hated him. Max idolized him. He was better off without him.

We reached the pile and Brooke set down the flowers.

“Why are there two piles?” she asked.

“That one’s for the missing guy, Greg Olson.”

She knelt down and pulled a flower out of her bouquet, and took a step toward the smaller pile.

“Brooke,” I said, then stopped.

“What?” Her face darkened. “You don’t think he’s the killer, do you?”

“No, I just . . . Do you think this helps? We throw some flowers in a street, and tomorrow he kills another one. We’re not helping anything.”

“I think maybe we are,” said Brooke. She sniffled, and wiped her nose. Her eyes were red from crying. “I don’t know what happens when we die, or where we go, but there’s gotta be something, right? A heaven, or another world. Maybe they’re watching us, I don’t know—maybe they can see us.” She placed her flower on Greg Olson’s pile. “If they can, maybe it will cheer them up to know we didn’t forget them.” She wrapped her arms around herself, shivering in the cold, and looked off into the darkness.

“Max remembers his Dad pretty dang well,” I said, “but that doesn’t bring him back. And what about all the others? He’s killed people we don’t even know about—he must have. If he hid Greg Olson’s body, he’s probably hidden somebody else’s. If remembering’s important, then what happens to them? Nobody even misses them.”

Brooke’s eyes teared up again. “That’s terrible.” Her face was bright red from cold, as if someone had slapped her hard on both cheeks. It made me mad to look at her, and I felt my breathing speed up.

“I didn’t mean to make you sad,” I said. I stared at my candle, deep into the heart of the flame. Remember me. . . .

Brooke took another flower from her bouquet and set it off to the side, starting a third pile on the street.

“What’s that for?” I asked.

“For the others,” she said.

I thought of the drifter at the bottom of Freak Lake. Did he care that some stupid girl put a flower in the street? He was still at the bottom of the lake, and the man who put him there was still killing, and that flower wasn’t going to help either situation.

I turned to walk away, but someone walked past and placed another flower on Brooke’s new pile. I stopped short, staring down at the two flowers crossed on the asphalt. A moment later a third one joined them.

Everyone seemed to know what was going on. It was like watching a flock of birds wheeling in the sky, turning and dropping and soaring without any command—they just knew what to do, like a shared mind. What happened to the other birds—the ones who couldn’t read the signals, and kept going straight when the flock took a wide, communal turn?

I heard a familiar voice and looked up—Mr. Crowley had arrived, with Kay alongside, and they were talking to someone just ten feet away. He was crying, just like Brooke—just like everybody but me. Heroes in stories got to fight hideous demons with eyes red as burning coals; my demon’s eyes were only red from tears. I cursed him then, not because his tears were fake, but because they were real. I cursed him for showing me, with every tear and every smile and every sincere emotion he had, that I was the real freak. He was a demon who killed on a whim, who left my only friend’s dad lying in pieces on a frozen road, and he still fit in better than I did. He was unnatural and horrible, but he belonged here, and I did not. I was so far away from the rest of the world that there was a demon between us when I tried to look back.

“Are you okay?”

“What?” I asked.

It was Brooke, looking at me strangely. “I said are you okay? You were grinding your teeth—you look like you’re ready to kill someone.”

Please help me, I begged her silently. “I’m fine.” I’m not fine, and I am going to kill someone, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to stop. “I’m fine, let’s go back.”

I walked back to Mom. Brooke followed, her hands shoved tightly into her pockets, her eyes darting up to my face every few steps.

“Can we go?” I asked Mom. She turned to me in surprise.

“I’d like to stay a while longer,” she said, “I haven’t talked to Mrs. Bowen yet, and you haven’t seen Max, and—”

“Can we please go?” I kept my eyes on the ground, but I could tell everyone was staring at me.

“We started a new flower pile,” said Brooke, breaking into the awkward tension. “There’s one for Mr. Bowen, and one for Mr. Olson, but we started a new one for the victims we don’t know about. Just in case.”

I glanced at her, and she smiled back, weak and . . . something. How was I supposed to know? I hated her then, and myself, and everyone else.

People were still staring at me, and I couldn’t tell if they were staring at a human or a monster. I wasn’t even sure which I was anymore.

“It’s okay,” said Mom, “we can go. It was nice to see you, Peg. Margaret, please give our regards to the Bowens.” We walked to the car and I got in quietly, rubbing my legs in the cold seat. Mom started the car and blasted the heater, but it still took a few minutes before anything warmed up.

“That was very sweet of you to start a new pile,” said Mom, halfway home.

“I don’t want to talk,” I said.

I could feel myself getting worse—dark thoughts crawled over and through me like maggots in a carcass, and it was all I could do to quell them. I wanted to kill Mr. Crowley, but not anybody else. The monster was confused, and rattled my mind like the bars of a cage. It whispered and roared, begging me constantly to hunt, to kill, to feed it. It wanted more fear. It wanted to possess. It wanted Mom’s head on a pole, and Margaret’s, and Kay’s. It wanted Brooke tied to a wall, screaming for no one but us. Over the past few weeks, I’d found myself yelling at it to stop, or hurting myself to hurt it, but it was stronger than I was. I could feel my control slipping.

We rode in silence the rest of the way, and when we got home I poured a bowl of cereal and turned on the TV. Mom turned it off.

“I think we need to talk.”

“I said I don’t want to—”

“I know what you said, but this is important.”

I stood up and walked back into the kitchen. “We don’t have anything to talk about.”

“That’s exactly what we have to talk about,” she said, watching me from the couch. “Your best friend’s dad was murdered—seven people have been murdered in four months—and you’re obviously not dealing with it very well. You’ve barely said a word to me since Christmas.”

“I’ve barely said a word to you since fourth grade.”

“Then isn’t it about time?” she asked, standing up. “Don’t you have anything to say, about Max, or your Dad, or anything? There’s a serial killer in town, for goodness sake, that’s your favorite thing in the world. We couldn’t get you to stop talking about them a few months ago, and now you’re practically mute.”

I moved out of sight behind the kitchen wall and ate another bite of cereal.

“Don’t run away from me,” she said, following me into the room. “Dr. Neblin told me about your last visit—”

“Dr. Neblin needs to shut up,” I said.

“He’s trying to help you,” said Mom. “I’m trying to help you. But you won’t let us in. I know you don’t feel anything, but at least tell me what you’re thinking—”

I hurled the cereal bowl at the wall as hard as I could, shattering it. Milk and cereal sprayed across the room.

“What the hell do you think I’m thinking?” I shouted. “How’d you like to live with a Mom who thinks you’re a robot? Or a gargoyle? You think you can just say anything you want and it will bounce right off? ‘John’s a psycho! Stab him in the face—he can’t feel anything!’ You think I can’t feel? I feel everything, Mom, every stab, every shout, every whisper behind my back, and I am ready to stab you all right back, if that’s what it takes to get through to you!” I slammed my hand down on the counter, found another bowl, and hurled it at the wall. I picked up a spoon and threw it at the fridge, then picked up a kitchen knife and prepared to throw it as well, but suddenly I noticed that Mom was rigid, her face pale and her eyes wide.

She was afraid. Not just afraid—she was afraid of me. She was terrified of me.

I felt a thrill shoot through me—a bolt of lightning, a rush of wind. I was on fire. I was floored by the power of it, of pure, unfiltered emotion.

This was it. This was what I had never felt before—an emotional connection to another human being. I’d tried kindness, I’d tried love, I’d tried friendship. I’d tried talking and sharing and watching, and nothing had ever worked until now. Until fear. I felt her fear in every inch of my body like an electric hum, and I was alive for the first time. I needed more right then or the craving would eat me alive.

I raised the knife. She flinched and stepped back. I felt her fear again, stronger now, in perfect sync with my body. It was a jolt of pure life—not just fear, but control. I waved the knife, and the color drained from her face. I stepped forward and she shrank back. We were connected. I was guiding her movements like a dance. I knew in that instant that this is what love must be like—two minds in tandem, two bodies in harmony, two souls in absolute unity. I yearned to step again, to dictate her reaction. I wanted to find Brooke and ignite this same blazing fear in her. I wanted to feel this shining, glorious unity.

I didn’t move.

This wasn’t me.

The monster was entwined around me so fully that I couldn’t tell where it ended and I began, but I was still there, somewhere.

More! it screamed.

My wall was gone, the monster’s cage destroyed, but the rubble was still there, and somehow in that instant I found that wall again. I was standing in the rubble of a life I had built meticulously for years—a life I never enjoyed, for I had cut myself off from joy, but a life that I valued, joyful or not. I valued the ideas behind it. The principles.

You are evil, said myself. You are Mr. Monster. You are nothing. You are me.

I closed my eyes. The monster had named itself now—stolen its name from the Son of Sam, who’d called himself Mr. Monster in a letter to the paper. He’d begged the police to shoot him on sight, so he wouldn’t kill again. He couldn’t stop himself.

But I could. I am not a serial killer.

I put down the knife.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. I’m sorry I scared you.”

Her fear flooded out of me, the exquisite joy of connection drained away, and the link severed. I was alone again. But I was still me.

“I’m sorry,” I said again, and walked around the corner, down the hall, and into my room. I locked the door.

I clutched desperately to a thin veneer of self-control, but the monster was still in there, still strong, and madder than ever. I’d beaten it, but I knew it would come out again, and I didn’t know if I could beat it a second time.

That was how the Son of Sam had ended his letter: “Let me haunt you with these words: I’ll be back! I’ll be back!”
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New Year’s Eve passed without incident—some fireworks on TV, some fake champagne from the supermarket, and nothing. We went to bed. The sun came up. It was the same world it had always been, only older. One step closer to the end of time. Hardly worth celebrating at all.

Almost all I did these days was watch Mr. Crowley, peeking out of my window during the day, and peeking into his at night. One day, helping out with chores, I stole a key to his basement, and slipped it in a tiny hole in the lining of my coat. I knew their schedule to the minute, and the layout of their house to the tiniest detail. Soon they left together on a combined shopping trip—she needed groceries, he needed a new faucet for the kitchen sink—and while they were gone, I slipped in through the cellar door. There was the maze of storage in the basement, leading to the upstairs rooms. There was the chair where he watched TV, there was the bed they slept in. I left a note under his pillow:

GUESS WHO?

On Friday morning, January fifth, Max’s dad arrived at the mortuary—cleaned, examined, and carried out of the police van in three white bags. Crowley had slashed him up and torn him in half, and I knew the FBI must have cut him up further, looking for evidence. Mom would need a photo just to put him back together again. I stood on the edge of the bathtub and watched out the bathroom window as Ron, the coroner, and someone in an FBI cap carried the bags into the embalming room. Mom and Margaret came out, and the four of them chatted while they made the transfer and signed the papers. Soon the men got back into their truck and pulled away. The embalming ventilator clanked into life below me, and I shut the window.

Mom was coming up the stairs, probably looking for a snack before they got started. I retreated quickly to my room, locking the door behind me; I’d been avoiding her almost pathologically since threatening her the other night. To my surprise, her footsteps bypassed the kitchen, the bathroom, the laundry room, and even her own bedroom. She reached the end of the hall and knocked on my door.

“John, can I come in?”

I said nothing, and stared out the window at Crowley’s house. He was in his living room—I could see the light on, and the blue flickers on the curtain reflecting from the TV set.

“John, I have something I need to talk to you about,” said Mom again. “A peace offering.”

I didn’t move. I heard her sigh and sit down in the hallway.

“Listen, John,” she said. “I know we’ve had some hard times—we’ve had plenty—but we’re still together, right? I mean, we’re the only two people in the family who’ve managed to stick it out. Even Margaret lives alone. I know we’re not perfect, but . . . we’re still a family, and we’re all we’ve got.”

I shifted on the bed, glancing away from the window to her shadow below the door. My bed creaked as I moved, almost imperceptibly, but I knew she’d heard it. She spoke again.

“I’ve been talking with Dr. Neblin a lot, about what you’re feeling and what you need. I’d like to talk to you instead, but . . . well, we’re going to try something. I know this is crazy, but . . .” Pause. “John, I know you love helping us embalm, and I know that you haven’t been the same since we banned you from it. Dr. Neblin thinks that you need it more than I thought. He says it might do you some good. You were a lot more . . . in control back then, anyway, so maybe he’s right, and it does help. I don’t know. It’s the only real time we ever spend together, too, so I thought . . . Well, Mr. Bowen’s body is here, and we’re going to get started, and . . . you’re welcome to come help us if you want.”

I opened the door. She stood up quickly, and I noticed as she rose that her hair was streaked with a little more gray than I remembered.

“You sure?” I asked.

“No,” she said, “but I’m willing to give it a shot.”

I nodded my head. “Thanks.”

“There are a few rules you need to know first,” Mom said, as we walked downstairs. “Number one, you don’t tell anyone about this, except maybe Dr. Neblin. Especially not Max. Number two, you do exactly what we say, when we say it. Number three—” We reached the embalming room and stopped just outside. “This is a very gruesome body, John. Mr. Bowen was torn in half at the trunk, and most of his abdomen isn’t even there. If you feel like you have to leave, for goodness sake leave—I’m trying to help you here, not scar you for life. Show me that I can trust you, John. Please.”

I nodded, and she stared at my face for a moment. Her eyes were a mixture of sadness and determination. I wondered if she could see through my eyes like windows, into the darkness inside, and the monster that lurked there. She opened the door, and we went in.

Roger Bowen’s body was laid out on the embalming table in two pieces, with a gap of five or six inches where his top and bottom didn’t quite meet. His chest was marked with a huge “Y” incision—shoulder to breastbone, shoulder to breastbone, and down the center from the breastbone to what was left of his waist. The incision was loosely laced shut, like a threadbare quilt. Margaret was at the side counter, sorting the internal organs from the autopsy bag and preparing to clean them with the trocar.

I was home again. The tools on the walls were in their right places, the embalming pump sat obediently on the counter, the formaldehyde and other colorful chemicals looked festive in rows along the wall. I felt myself slipping into familiar patterns—cleaning, disinfecting, stitching, sealing. His face was bruised, and his jaw was broken, but we rebuilt it with putty and recolored him with makeup.

While we worked, I thought about Crowley, and how he’d collapsed in the street after killing Max’s dad. He’d pushed himself too far, waiting until the last possible moment before killing. But it made sense—letting time pass between kills made him harder to track, and it gave the public uproar time to die down. People grew less careful again. This time, though, it had nearly been too long—he’d only barely managed to replace his failing organs and regenerate. Worse than that, he’d had a witness—me—practically in his grasp, and then he’d been forced to let me get away. That seemed like a weakness I could use, but how?

There was always the fear angle—he didn’t want to be discovered and now he had been, irrefutably, and in demon form. He knew now that whoever sent him those notes wasn’t bluffing.

But watching him that night revealed more than his fear—it had revealed something about how the demon worked, biologically. I’d already guessed that his body was falling apart, but I hadn’t realized how fragile he was. If he could get that close to death just by waiting too long, then I didn’t need to kill him, just prevent him from regenerating, and let him die on his own. A gash through his stomach, a bullet in his shoulder—these were wounds he could heal, perhaps in seconds. But his internal organs were different for some reason. When they stopped working, he stopped working. All I needed was a way to make sure that they stopped working permanently.

Using a photo, Mom and I finished rebuilding Mr. Bowen’s face, and then started on the actual embalming. The body was too damaged to embalm normally, which made our job harder and easier at the same time. On the plus side, we only had to prepare half of the body for the viewing—the upper half would be dressed and displayed, while the bottom half and the organs were tucked neatly into a pair of large plastic bags, to be shoved down into the lower half of the coffin, out of sight. No matter how someone dies, it’s never a good idea to look into the lower half of the coffin. Even though morticians prepare the whole body for burial, they only need to make part of it presentable. If there’s any of it you can’t see already, the odds are you don’t want to see it at all.

The hard part, of course, was that we had to inject the embalming chemicals in three different places: one injection in his right shoulder, and one in each of his legs. We did our best to seal the major blood vessels before pumping in a coagulant to close up the smaller ones, and then Mom began mixing the careful cocktail of dyes and fragrances that would accompany the formaldehyde. I hooked up a drain tube, and we watched as the old blood and bile drained safely away.

Margaret looked up at the ventilator fan spinning doggedly above us. “I hope the motor doesn’t give out.”

“Let’s step outside just in case,” said Mom. “We deserve a break anyway.” It was late afternoon, and already below freezing, so we retreated to the mortuary chapel instead of the parking lot, and relaxed on thinly upholstered benches while the body slowly pickled in the other room.

“Nice job, John,” said Mom. “You’re doing great.”

“You are,” said Margaret, closing her eyes and massaging her temples. “We all are. Cases like these make me want to break down and buy a Jacuzzi.”

Mom and Margaret stretched and sighed; they were tired and relieved to be finished, but I was eager to do another one. This kind of work still fascinated me—the meticulous attention to detail, the finely honed skills, the precision required for each step. It was Dad who first taught me what to do, first pulled me in when I was just seven years old, and showed me the tools, recited their names, taught me to be reverent in the presence of the dead. It was that reverence that brought my parents together in the first place, so the story went—two morticians, desperate for living company and impressed by their mutual respect for the deceased. They treated their job like a calling. If either of them had been half as good with live people as they were with dead ones, they’d probably still be together.

I took off my apron and went out to the front office. Lauren was there, obviously bored—there was barely anything to do, and she was playing Minesweeper on the computer while she waited for five o’clock. It was 4:54.

“They let you help,” said Lauren, not looking up from the monitor. The screen turned her face pale and ghostly. “I never could get into that stuff. It’s much better out here.”

“It’s a lot less lively out here, ironically,” I said.

“That’s right, rub it in,” said Lauren. “You think I want to spend my whole day in here doing nothing?”

“You’re twenty-three years old,” I told her. “You can do anything you want. You don’t have to hang around here.”

She clicked on the squares in her little minefield, marking spots with flags, and testing the area around them carefully. She clicked wrong, and the screen exploded.

“You don’t realize what you have here,” she said at last. “Mom can be a hag sometimes, but . . . she loves us, you know? She loves you. Don’t forget that.”

I stared out the window. The street outside was growing dark already, and Mr. Crowley’s house squatted menacingly in the snow.

“Love’s not the point,” I said at last. “We just do what we always do, and we get by.”

Lauren turned to face me. “Love is the only point,” she said. “I can barely stand to be around her, but that’s just because she’s just trying too hard to love us, and keep us together, and pick up the slack. It took me a long time to figure that out.”

A gust of wind blew past the window, pressing on the glass and howling heavily through the gaps in the front door.

“What about Dad?” I asked.

She paused a moment. “Mom loves you enough to cover for him, I think.” She paused. “So do I.” It was five o’clock, and she stood up. I wondered what time it was wherever Dad was. “Listen, John—why don’t you come over sometime? We can play cards or watch a movie or something, huh? Sound like fun?”

“Yeah, sure,” I said. “Sometime.”

“I’ll see you, John.” She turned off the computer, pulled on her parka, and walked out into the wind. Icy air blasted through the door, and she had to fight to close it behind her.

I went upstairs thinking about what she had said—love might be a strength, but it was also a weakness. It was the demon’s weakness.

And I knew how to use it.

I grabbed my iPod from my room, still unused since I’d tossed it aside at Christmas, and got on my bike and started riding to Radio Shack. Dad’s stupid present was going to come in handy after all.

When I first started stalking Mr. Crowley, I’d been looking for a weakness. Now I had three, and together they formed an opportunity. I thought about it carefully while I rode, pedaling cautiously through the afternoon’s thin dusting of snow.

The first weakness was his fear of discovery, and with it his determination to wait so long between killings. He would wait and wait, putting it off until the last possible moment—

I’d seen it happen, and I’d watched “the last possible moment” grow more and more precarious. I think this went beyond fear—he avoided killing as if he hated it, as if he couldn’t bear to do it until biological necessity forced his hand. The next time he killed, I was confident, he would be on the edge of death, ready to fall right in. I didn’t even have to push him over the edge, just stop him from crawling back out.

That was where his second weakness came in: his body was degenerating faster than he could fix it. The night he killed Max’s dad, he’d almost died, and if he hadn’t had a freshly killed victim right in front of him, he probably wouldn’t have survived. If I were able to distract him from his hunt, and lure him away before he had a chance to kill anybody, he wouldn’t be able to regenerate at all. I imagined him desperate, unable to reach a victim in time, sweating and cursing and, in the end, melting away into a boiling puddle of inky black sludge.

I pulled up at Radio Shack, propped my bike against the wall, and went in.

“I got this for Christmas, but I already have one,” I said, pulling out the opened iPod box and setting it in front of the clerk. I didn’t already have one, but for some reason I figured it would sound better if I did. I really needed this to work. “Can I exchange it for store credit?”

The clerk picked it up and opened the side. “It’s already been opened,” he said.

“My mom did that,” I said, piling on the lies. “She didn’t know about your policy. But it’s completely unused—she turned it on once, for ten seconds, and that was it. Can I still exchange it?”

“Do you have a receipt?”

“I’m afraid not,” I said, “it was a gift.” I stood still and watched him, willing him to say yes. Finally he scanned it at his register and looked at the display.

“I’ll give you partial credit for it,” he said. “Do you want a gift card?”

“That’s okay,” I said quickly, “I’ll just grab something now and bring it up.”

The clerk nodded, and I drifted back toward the GPS systems. This was going to work. I was positive I could kill Crowley this way—just distract him long enough to stop him from regenerating, and he’d die. I’d already watched his body almost fail him once, and I was certain it could happen again. And I knew the perfect way to distract him: his third weakness. Love. He’d do anything for his wife—I’d even seen him answer the phone in the middle of an attack to talk to her. If he got another call, and something on that phone convinced him his wife was in immediate danger, he’d drop whatever he was doing and run.

And with the right preparation, I could send him some very convincing evidence.

Finally I found what I was looking for: a GPS tracker, paired with a handset to tell you exactly where the tracker was at all times. I checked the price, took it to the front, and set it on the counter.

The clerk looked at it oddly, perhaps wondering why a teenage boy would trade a cool iPod for a boring GPS set, but shrugged and rang it up.

“Thanks,” I said, and walked back outside. I felt disturbingly eager now that I had a plan. I wanted to rush back right then and start my attack, but I knew I had to wait. I needed some way of hiding the evidence of everything I was going to do, so the police would never link it back to me. And when the time came, I had to make the threat to his wife flawlessly believable. It would be hard to pull off.

But if it worked, the demon would be dead.
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Sunday morning I approached the demon directly, in the guise of kind-hearted John Wayne Cleaver, and asked if there were any chores I could do. It hadn’t snowed in a while, though the banks were still piled high on the sides of the road, and so my usual snow shoveling had ceased. I told him I was working on my home-repair merit badge, and showed him the list of repairs I needed to work on, and we spent the day roving through his house, fixing leaky faucets and touching up the paint on his walls. I made sure to oil the hinges of his bedroom door—that would come in handy. He was jovial the whole time, but I watched him carefully, and I could tell he was sick. His lungs again, maybe, or his heart. It had barely been a week, but he was dying again. He’d kill again soon.

There were a handful of car-related items on the merit badge list, and though his car wasn’t having any problems, he was delighted to let me change the oil and practice putting on the spare tire. It was too cold for him to stay out with me long, however, and eventually he retreated inside to sit in a warm chair and clutch his chest. I took the opportunity to hide my GPS tracker under one of the seats, tightly taped to keep it from rattling around. The batteries were supposed to last nearly a month, but I guessed he might go hunting that very night. I tested it when I got home, pulling out my handset and zeroing in on the car’s signal. The map wasn’t incredibly detailed, but it was enough to get by. His car showed up as an arrow. Kay made a trip to the pharmacy that afternoon, and I watched the flashing arrow pull into the street, drive to the center of town, and enter the pharmacy parking lot. I saw every turn, and watched as it waited for each traffic light and paused at each stop sign. It was awesome.

Before she came back, I sneaked into their backyard and climbed up the rear wall, clinging carefully to the bricks. This was the time for the demon’s nap, and I listened to ensure that he was asleep. His breathing was regular, but punctuated by gasps and wheezes. He was getting worse. I taped a note to his window, and climbed down, disappearing via the carefully shoveled walks without leaving a single footprint.

NOT LONG NOW

I collected several items for my backpack, so I’d be ready to go at a moment’s notice. I needed some rope or strips of cloth for Kay, and found what I needed in the demon’s own garbage can: a set of old curtains, replaced at Christmas, and thrown out when the new ones were finally hung. I took one quietly and sneaked it into my backyard, where I tore it into long, sturdy strips and stashed them in my pack. I don’t know if you can lift a fingerprint from a curtain, but I wore gloves just in case.

The demon woke up soon after Kay returned, and grew more agitated almost by the hour. I could see him pacing back and forth past his windows, hobbling slowly, stopping now and then to grab his chest. He gripped the couch with his other hand for balance, grimacing. He wouldn’t last long.

Clouds grew black and ominous in the sky, and when night fell, it came as a shroud of purest darkness that blotted out the stars. Just a few hours later, when the demon could take it no longer, he went shakily to his car and drove away, looking for another victim.

It was time for me to meet mine.

I was already dressed—warm black clothes, the ski mask to hide my face, and gloves to hide my fingerprints. I pulled on my backpack, and slipped quietly outside. Mom was already asleep, and I hoped everyone else on the street was asleep as well. I wanted to sneak into the demon’s yard through the back, out of sight, but that way would leave footprints in the unmelted snow. It was better to run across the plowed street and up the shoveled walk, where I would leave no trace. I had always been leery of being seen or identified while sneaking around, but tonight my paranoia was multiplied a million times. There was no turning back from this; I wouldn’t be able to talk my way out of the things I was planning to do. I checked the street a final time when I reached the outside door, reassured myself that it was completely empty, and dashed across the street. At least we didn’t have streetlights.

I reached the Crowleys’ house and ran around the side to the cellar door, pulling out my key. It was pitch black inside, and when I stepped in and closed the door behind me, I was completely blind. I pulled a small penlight from my pocket, and found my way through the boxes and shelves to the base of the stairs. Rows of glass jars winked back the glow from my tiny light, and though I knew they were only canned beets and peaches, I imagined them full of pickled organs—kidneys and hearts and bladders and brains, displayed like specials on a grocery store shelf. When I reached the stairs, I slowed down, counting each step—I had learned earlier that the sixth step squeaked loudly on the right side, and the seventh softly on the left. I avoided those spots carefully and went upstairs.

The stairs let out into the kitchen, which appeared stark and colorless in the moonlight. I checked the GPS unit and saw that the demon was still driving, somewhere downtown. Cruising for victims, I supposed—maybe on his way to the highway to find hitchhikers or other travelers. Whatever he wanted, as long as he kept moving.

I walked carefully down the hallway, my penlight extinguished. I was moving half by memory now, thinking back to the repair work I had done here on Saturday. The demon had given me a full tour of the house, and as my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I recognized where I was and where I needed to go. The hall from the kitchen stretched backward into the house and, near the back door, the main staircase rose and snaked back toward the front, up to the second floor.

The house was completely silent. I checked the GPS again—the demon was still driving. I went up.

At the top of the stairs I counted the doors, and approached the second one on the right. The master bedroom. I opened the door slowly, wary of a squeak, but the hinges made no noise at all; I smiled, pleased with my foresight in oiling it. The room beyond was dark, lit only by a clock radio on an antique dresser. Mrs. Crowley was asleep, small and fragile. Even with a heavy comforter to bulk out her form, she looked tiny, as if her life force had retreated for the night, and her body had folded in on itself. The bed seemed to swallow her. If not for the visible rise and fall of her breathing, I’d have doubted she was even alive.

This tiny woman was what the demon loved, so much that he was willing to do anything to stay with her. I set down my backpack, held my breath, and turned on a lamp.

She didn’t wake up.

I picked over the dresser, nudging aside glasses and jewelry boxes until I found what I needed: Mrs. Crowley’s cell phone. I opened it, walked back to the door, faced the bed, and began taking pictures with the phone—click, save, step, click, save, step, click, save, step, closer every time. It would have a nice dramatic effect when I sent them. I bent in close for the last photo, holding the phone just above her face for an extreme close-up. The picture was ugly and invasive; it was perfect. On to phase two.

I set down the phone, its creepy photos safely stored in memory, and walked slowly to the far side of the bed. I stopped and stood over her, thinking. I couldn’t do this—there was no way I could ever do this. My monster had already broken loose once, threatening my Mom and drinking in her fear like a life-saving elixir. If I took this last step, and went through with my plan, the monster would come out again—I’d be holding the door open and inviting it out. I would relinquish all control to my darkest instincts, and there would be nothing left to stop it from going berserk and burning down the world. I didn’t dare do it.

But I had to. I knew that I had to. I’d come too far to turn back, and if I stopped now I’d be sentencing a man to death—whoever Crowley was hunting, he’d kill, because I wouldn’t be there to pull him away. And if I didn’t go through with it tonight, I’d never go through with it at all, and Crowley would kill again, then again, then again, and again, and again, until there was no one left. I had to take a stand, and I had to take it now.

I took a deep breath and slipped the case off of Mr. Crowley’s pillow, holding it over Kay’s head. I hesitated, just a fraction of a moment, while the monster raged inside and pleaded with me, begged me, swore at me to do it. This was what the monster was for, right? This was why I’d let it out in the first place—to do the things I couldn’t. I stared at Kay a moment longer, apologized silently, and let the monster go. My hands opened the bag and pulled it over the old woman’s head.

She stirred, startled into consciousness, but I had plenty of time to tug the bag down firmly to her collarbone. She grunted something, still half asleep, and thrashed out with an arm. Her blow was weak. I reached out and ripped the clock radio away from the wall, popping the cord out of the socket, and bashed her on the side of the head. Mrs. Crowley choked on a scream, turning it into a half groan, and rolled toward me out of bed. I bashed her again, the thick radio slamming hideously into the pillowcase, and when she didn’t stop moving, I bashed her a third time. I hadn’t intended to hit her at all, but her feeble re sis tance was all it took to shock me into action. I was trying to knock her out, which always looked so easy in the movies—just a quick smack and you’re done—but this was prolonged and brutal, smashing the radio into her head again and again. At last she was still, sprawled grotesquely on the floor, and I stood over her gasping for breath.

I lunged for her again, eager to finish her off—hungry for the visceral impact of weight on bone, and the megalo-maniacal thrill of having a victim completely in my power. I stooped over her, but grabbed the edge of the bed at the last moment, pulling myself back and forcing myself to look away.

She’s mine!

No. My ski mask was suffocating, just like the pillowcase on Kay. I ripped off my mask and gasped for breath, fighting for control. I leaned toward Kay again, and had to wrench myself away, stumbling against the wall. I felt like I was playing one of Max’s video games, fumbling with unfamiliar controls and watching as my character on the screen ran helplessly in circles. The monster roared again, and I punched myself in the side of the head, savoring the sharp pain in my knuckles and the dull ring in my head. I fell to my knees, breathing deeply, and a haze seemed to fall over my eyes. I ached to attack again, desperate, and the monster laughed. I couldn’t stop. I raised the clock radio again.

My hand stopped in the air, knuckles white around the radio, and I thought about Dr. Neblin. He could talk me out of this. I could barely think, but I knew that if I talked to him right then, it would save my life and Kay’s. I didn’t think about the consequences, I didn’t think about the evidence I was leaving, I didn’t think about the confession I was about to make—I simply curled up on the floor, pulled out the business card Neblin had given me, and dialed his home number.

It rang six times before he picked up. “Hello?” His voice was tired and scratchy—I’d probably woken him up. “Who is this?”

“I can’t stop.”

Dr. Neblin paused for a moment. “Can’t stop . . . John? Is that you?” He was awake almost instantly, as if recognizing my voice had flipped a switch in his head.

“It’s out now,” I said softly, “and I can’t put it back in. We’re all gonna die.”

“John? John, where are you? Just calm down, and tell me where you are.”

“I’m on the edge, Neblin, I’m off the edge—I’m over the edge, and falling into the hell on the other side.”

“Calm down, John,” he said. “We can work through this. Just tell me where you are.”

“I’m down in the cracks of the sidewalks,” I said, “in the dirt, and the blood, and the ants are looking up and we’re damning you all, Neblin. I’m down in the cracks and I can’t get out.”

“Blood? Tell me what’s going on, John. Have you done something wrong?”

“It wasn’t me!” I pleaded, knowing that I was lying. “It wasn’t me at all, it was the monster. I didn’t want to let it out, but I had to. I tried to kill one demon, but I made another, and I can’t stop.”

“Listen to me, John,” said Dr. Neblin, more serious and intense than I had ever heard him. “Listen to me. Are you listening?”

I squeezed my eyes shut and gritted my teeth.

“It’s not John anymore, it’s Mr. Monster.”

“No it’s not,” said Neblin. “It’s John. It’s not John Wayne, or Mr. Monster, or anybody else, it’s John. You’re in control. Now, are you listening to me?”

I rocked back and forth. “Yes.”

“Good,” he said. “Now pay very close attention: you are not a monster. You’re not a demon. You’re not a killer. You are a good person, with a strong will and a high moral code. Whatever you’ve done, you can get through it. We can make it right again. Are you still listening?”

“Yes.”

“Then say it with me,” he said, “ ‘We can make it right again.’ ”

“We can make it right again.” I looked over at Kay Crowley’s body, crumpled on the floor with a pillow case over her head. I felt like I should be crying, or helping her, but instead I just thought, Yes, I can make this right again. My plan will still work. This will all be worth it if I kill the demon.

“Good,” said Dr. Neblin, “now tell me where you are.”

“I need to go,” I said, and raised myself to my knees.

“Don’t hang up!” Neblin shouted. “Please stay on the phone. You need to tell me where you are.”

“Thank you for your help,” I said, and hung up the phone. I realized the clock radio was still in my other hand, and threw it aside with revulsion.

I looked at Kay. Had I killed her? I tore off her pillowcase as brusquely as I had torn off my mask, and checked her head for obvious signs of damage. It felt fine, with no blood or breaks, and she was breathing shallowly. Seeing her face was too much for me, and I turned my head. I didn’t want to think of her as a person. I didn’t want to think that what I had just done had been done to a living, breathing human being. It was easier without a face.

The phone rang abruptly, startling me, and I glanced at the caller ID. Dr. Neblin. For the first time, it occurred to me that my call to him would leave tracks—evidence on his phone, and on Mrs. Crowley’s, that would lead the inevitable investigators back to me. I took another deep breath. There was no stopping now—evidence or no evidence, I needed to kill the demon.

Thought of the demon flooded me with fear, and I checked the GPS. The car was still moving; I still had time. I closed my eyes to avoid seeing Kay and pulled the pillowcase back on, more gently this time, then picked up the phone to snap more pictures. The call from Neblin stopped ringing, and moments later a small beep told me he had left a voice mail.

My pictures now were more elaborate, as I took time to arrange the body.

She was sprawled on the floor in her floral nightgown, tiny blue hospital socks on her feet, and a pillowcase on her head.

She was rolled onto her back, the busted radio displayed next to her head.

She was stretched out on the floor, my shadow falling ominously across her.

I pulled the strips of ripped curtain fabric from my backpack and tied her wrists together as tightly as I could. Her bones were thin and brittle, and I thought I could probably snap them in half if I wanted. I realized that I was already squeezing with one hand, pressing toward the breaking point, and pulled away.

Leave her alone!

Gently, I stretched her bound wrists above her head, and tied them securely to a radiator below the window. I did the same to her ankles, tying them first to each other and then to the foot of the bed. All the while, snapping photos, shot after shot, keeping an eye on the GPS handset.

The demon’s car stopped moving.

I dropped the phone, and grabbed the GPS with both hands, eyes glued to the dimly glowing screen. He was on the far side of town, near where Lauren lived, at an intersection. I held my breath. He started driving again, and I let it out. False alarm.

I peeled back the pillowcase just far enough to see Mrs. Crowley’s mouth, and gagged her with another strip of curtain. She was still unconscious, and still breathing evenly, but I didn’t want to take any chances of her waking up and calling for help. I took another picture of her face, and then pulled the pillowcase back down. I had enough photos now. The monster snarled again inside my head—a picture of her arm, lying unattached in the middle of the floor, would be so effective—but I struggled to ignore it. With one eye on the GPS I repacked my bag. It was time for phase three.

And then the demon stopped again.

The street corner on the screen was unfamiliar, but both streets were named after flowers, so I could guess which neighborhood he was in—The Gardens, just this side of the train tracks that led through town to the wood plant. He was very close to where he’d killed Max’s dad. It was sure to be patrolled, and he was taking a big risk. Maybe he’d been stopped by a cop. I held the GPS unit in one hand and the phone in the other, waiting. The car was motionless. It was now or never. I created a text message, attached the first photo of Kay, and dialed Mr. Crowley’s number:

MY TURN

As soon as I sent the message, I created a new one, then the third, then more, dropping the GPS unit, and using both hands on the phone to keep up a rapid-fire onslaught of horror. Soon I stopped sending messages altogether, just photos, one after the other, in a step-by-step catalog of everything the demon’s wife had suffered. I paused a moment to glance at the GPS screen and cursed loudly at the motionless arrow. Why wasn’t he moving? What was he doing? If I didn’t catch him in time, he’d kill someone, and the whole plan—everything I’d done—would be wasted. I didn’t want to let him kill anyone else—not even one more person. Had I waited too long?

The phone rang again, and I almost dropped it. I looked at the caller ID and saw that it was Mr. Crowley’s number this time—I had his attention. I ignored the call and sent him more photos: Kay sleeping, Kay hooded and gagged, Kay tied to the radiator. A moment later the arrow on the screen jerked backward, turned, and came barreling back down the road. The bait had worked, but would it be enough? I watched the screen intently, waiting for the car to slow down, or careen off the side of the road—any sign that his body was finally destroying itself. But nothing changed.

The demon was healthy, the demon was mad as hell, and the demon was headed straight for me.
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The arrow on the GPS set raced closer. I looked around at the room—at the disheveled sheets on the bed, the scattered mess on the dresser, and the beaten body of my next-door neighbor lying bound and gagged on the floor. I couldn’t clean any of it up—I would barely have time to get outside before the demon came back, let alone find a place to hide. In a few seconds I’d be dead, and Crowley would rip open my chest and pull out my heart. After what I’d done to his wife, he’d probably kill my whole family, too, just for vengeance.

Well, everyone in the family but Dad—good luck finding him. Sometimes it pays to be estranged from your psychopathic son.

Yet even if I had given up, the monster inside me had not. I looked up from my fatalistic thoughts to find myself gathering my things—the GPS set, the ski mask, the backpack—and heading for the bedroom door. As my intellect caught up with my instinct for self-preservation I doubled back into the room, scanning the floor for anything I might have dropped. DNA evidence didn’t worry me—I had spent so much time in the house for legitimate reasons that I could probably explain anything the police found. I told myself that the phone records could also be explained, or erased, and that somehow I could still hide who I was. I took the phone with me, just to be sure. As a final action, I turned out the lamp and slipped into the dark hallway.

The house was pitch black, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. I stumbled blindly toward the stairs, my hand on the wall, not daring to use my penlight. I felt my way carefully down the stairs, one step at a time. Halfway down, I caught a glimmer of light from the window in the back door. Moonlight, faint and sullen. I reached the ground floor and turned toward the basement stairs, but another light was growing in the front windows, pale yellow, and the dull roar of an engine swelled rapidly to an angry scream.

Crowley was back.

I forgot about the basement and ran for the back door, desperate to be out of the house before the demon entered. The knob stuck, but I twisted hard and a little button popped out, unlocking the latch. I threw the door open, stepped outside, and drew it closed behind me as quickly and quietly as I could.

The car screeched into the driveway, and the distant trees in the back were suddenly flooded with an angry yellow glare as the car headlights reached down the side yard and out across the snow. I heard the car door open and the demon roar, and I realized too late that I’d failed to relock the back door behind me. I was still crouched next to it in fear; if he checked it, I’d be dead. I wanted to open it again and lock the knob, but the sound of the front door opening told me I was too late; the demon was in the house. I leaped down the few concrete steps to the ground, and ran to the corner of the house. Stepping around meant facing the glare of the headlights, where it would be impossible to hide, but staying here meant he would see me when he opened the back door. I took a deep breath, and ran across the headlights, diving into the shadow of the garden shed.

There was no sound behind me. The back door didn’t open. I cursed myself for being so scared of something so small—of course he wouldn’t notice that tiny button on the unlocked knob, not when he was racing to rescue his wife. A moment later I heard a howl from the second floor, confirming my suspicions. He’d gone straight to Kay, and I might be able to escape after all.

I crept back into the light, furtive and wary, ready to run, and convinced that if he saw me, running wouldn’t make any difference. I didn’t know how much time I had. He might untie Kay immediately, or he might wait until he regained his human shape; he might stay and make sure she was okay, or he might rush back outside to find the person who’d hurt her. I had no way of knowing, but I did know that my chances of getting away decreased with every second I delayed. I had to go now.

I stuck close to the house, walking quickly toward the blinding headlights. I kept my eyes averted, shielding them from as much light as possible, to make it easier to adjust to the darkness beyond. When I reached Crowley’s car I ran out around the far side, away from the house, and crouched by the tire. I could peer over the car and see the front of Crowley’s house: the door hanging open, the upstairs curtains still tightly drawn. I looked out at my own house, a million miles away across the street. Ice and snow surrounded it like land mines and razorwire, waiting to trip me up, or show a footprint, or simply delay me as I ran for the shelter of home. If I could make it across and into my house I’d be safe—Crowley might never suspect I’d been involved—but it was a long way, across an open street. All it would take was a single glance through the window and it would all be over. I braced myself for the sprint . . .

. . . and that’s when I saw the body in the passenger seat.

It was slumped over, below the window line, but in the dim light of the open door I could see him—a small man, half hidden in shadow and a drab woolen coat, lying in a pool of blood.

I sank down to the frozen pavement, numb with shock. I hadn’t stopped the demon from killing at all—I hadn’t even slowed him down. I’d taken too long with the pictures, and with Neblin, wrestling my darkest impulses until it didn’t even matter, and by the time I distracted the demon he had already found a victim, and stolen an organ. He was already regenerated, and all because I couldn’t control myself. I wanted to slam the car door, or shout, or make some kind of noise, but I didn’t dare. Instead the monster inside me, smooth and insidious, crept forward to look at the corpse. In all these months of killings and embalmings, I had still never been alone with a newly dead body. I wanted to touch it while it was still warm, to look at the wound, to see what the demon had taken. It was a stupid urge, and a stupid risk, but I didn’t stop. Mr. Monster was too strong now.

The driver-side door was open, but I was on the passenger side, away from the house, and opened that door quietly. The car was still idling, and I hoped the low rumble masked any noises I made. I pulled open the body’s coat, looking for the slashed abdomen that had become so familiar from the demon’s other victims.

There wasn’t one.

The head was twisted grotesquely, face planted in the seat, but when I peered at it from the doorway, I could see that the throat had been cut, probably by one of the demon’s claws. It was the only wound. The coat was undamaged, and the flesh beneath it felt fine. The blood on the seat and floor seemed to come solely from the neck wound.

What had he taken? I peered in to look at the neck more closely. It was still attached, but the veins and throat had been sliced clean through. Nothing seemed to be missing at all.

Finally, I looked at the man’s face, twisting back the neck and wiping aside the blood and matted hair, and in that instant I almost cried out.

The dead man was Dr. Neblin.

I staggered back, nearly falling out of the car. The body fell slowly back to the side, lifeless. I looked up at the Crowleys’ house in shock, then back at the car.

He’d killed Dr. Neblin.

My mind searched for meaning in the revelation. Was Crowley on to me? Was he already targeting people I knew? But why Neblin, when my Mom was right across the street? Because he needed a male body, I supposed. But no—it was too strange. I couldn’t believe that he knew I was involved. I would have seen some hint of it.

But then why Neblin?

Staring at his corpse I remembered our phone call, and I felt myself grow cold. Neblin had left me a voice mail. I pulled out the phone and dialed it up, terrified of what I knew I would hear.

“John, you shouldn’t be alone right now; we need to talk. I’m coming over—I don’t even know if you’re at home, or somewhere else, but I can help you. Please let me help you. I’ll be there in just a few minutes. See you soon.”

He had come to help me. In the middle of an ice-cold January night, he had left his home and gone into the empty streets to help me. Empty streets where a killer was hunting for fresh prey and finding none, until poor, defenseless Dr. Neblin walked right into his sights. He was the only man in town that the demon could find.

And he’d found him because of me.

I stared at the body, thinking of all the others who’d gone before—Jeb Jolley and Dave Bird; the two cops I’d led to their deaths; the drifter by the lake that I didn’t speak up to save; Ted Rask and Greg Olson and Emmett Openshaw and however many others I didn’t even know about. They were a parade of cadavers, resting inert in my memory, as if they had never been alive at all—a row of eternal corpses stretching back through history, perfectly preserved. How long had this been happening? How much longer would it go on? I felt that I was doomed to follow that row forever, washing and embalming each new corpse like a demonic servant—hunchbacked, leering and mute. Crowley was the killer, and I was his slave. I wouldn’t do it. That row of corpses ended tonight.

The demon hadn’t taken any of Neblin’s organs yet, which meant that any second now, he’d come barging back out of his house, desperate to regenerate. If I hid the body first, he might wither away and die. I grabbed the body by the shoulders and pulled it upright. My gloves slid wetly across the blood from the wound, and I let go abruptly—I was covering myself with evidence. I stepped back, fighting with my paranoia. Did I dare link myself to the crime? I’d been so careful—moving quietly, hiding my tracks, planning for months to keep myself completely distanced from any of the attacks, and from any of my responses to them. I couldn’t throw it all away now.

But was there any other way? Hiding the body was my one chance to kill the demon, but I couldn’t do it without covering myself in Neblin’s blood—if I tried to keep blood off myself, by dragging the body by the feet, I’d leave a trail of blood that would ruin the whole plan. I needed to keep the blood off the ground, and that meant getting it all over myself. I took off my coat, wrapped it around Neblin’s head and shoulders like a bandage, and grabbed him by the shoulders.

A sudden howl from the house cut through the silence. I dropped back, my eyes darting first to the back door, then to the front, back and forth, wondering from which direction the demon would emerge. Mr. Monster, screaming in my head, told me to run, to get out of there, to get away safely, and try again next time. That was the smart thing to do, the analytical thing to do. The demon would live, but so would I. I could stop him eventually without risking anything of my own.

My eyes fell on Neblin. He wouldn’t leave, I thought. Neblin had gone out of his house in the middle of the night, knowing full well that there was a serial killer on the loose, because he wanted to help me. He did what he needed to do, even though it put him in danger. I’ve got to stop thinking like a sociopath. Either I endanger myself, or Crowley kills again. Two months ago, even two hours ago, the choice would have been obvious: save myself. Even now I knew, objectively, that it was the smartest thing to do. But Neblin had died trying to teach me to think like a normal human—to feel like a normal human. And sometimes normal, everyday humans risked their lives to help each other because of the way they feel. Emotions. Connections. Love. I didn’t feel it, but I owed it to Neblin to try.

I grabbed Neblin by the armpits and pulled him toward me, feeling his bloody shirt slap against my coat and cover me in incriminating DNA. There was another howl from the house, but I ignored it, heaving Neblin backward and pulling him out of the car until his legs—still clean of blood—flopped out onto the driveway. The blood stayed on my clothes rather than dropping to the ground, and I gritted my teeth and started to move. The body was heavier than it looked; I remembered reading that dead and unconscious bodies are harder to lift than active ones, because the limp muscles don’t compensate for movement and balance. He felt like a sack of wet cement, ungainly and impossible to carry. I kept his head and shoulders pressed tightly against my chest, my arms wrapped under his armpits and locked across his sternum. Turning my body carefully, I balanced on one foot and tugged on the door with my other, getting it nearly closed before Neblin’s arm fell to one side and his body weight shifted awkwardly. I fell against the car, clinging tightly to the body and trying to hold it straight. No blood had dripped down, at least not yet.

There was a crash from somewhere inside the house, as if Crowley had fallen against something—or shattered it in a fit of rage. I nudged the car door closed and turned farther, until I was fully facing the street, then began backing slowly into the Crowleys’ backyard. I went cautiously, step by step, relying on memory to lead me safely past the neatly shoveled snow without disturbing it or leaving any traces. Step by step. I heard another crash, closer now, somewhere on the ground floor, and gritted my teeth. I was almost there.

I reached the shed and maneuvered Neblin’s legs farther out into the driveway. The shed sat parallel to the driveway, with the door facing the street, so I had always shoveled a walkway in front of it, leading off from the driveway. It was only a few feet long, but it went just far enough for me to step around the far side of the shed and pull the body into the narrow gap between the shed and the wood slat fence. I tugged Neblin in as far as I could go, without poking out myself from behind the short shed, and dropped him heavily in the snow.

The back door clattered, and I held my breath. Neblin’s feet were still stuck out past the front of the shed, though just a few inches. This whole gap was shaded from the still-bright headlights by a wall of snow, so the demon might not see the feet. But if it came looking, if I’d left any kind of visible trail, it would see them for sure.

I held my breath for ages, listening to every sound: the low rumble of the car, the soft ding of the dashboard, the beating of my own heart. The demon took a few footsteps on the other side of the shed, arrhythmic and weak, then stepped or stumbled into the snow. The top, frozen layer crunched under its feet—once, twice, three times, followed again by normal steps back on the cement. He was unsteady and slow. This might actually work.

I listened to the footsteps drag themselves down the driveway: step-stop, step-stumble. I didn’t dare to breathe, closing my eyes and willing the demon to keel over and die, to give up and be done forever. Step-stop, step-pause, step-grunt. It moved slower than it ever had. I stayed perfectly still, afraid to move an inch, and the cold, snow, and bitter air began to take their toll on me. I felt again the same sense of physical breakdown I’d felt when I first discovered the demon, when I’d hidden in the snow at Freak Lake, aware of each slowed heartbeat and faltering sense. My hands and feet were on fire with pinpricks, which faded to a tingling numbness, which faded to nothing at all. My body was like a spent clockwork machine, softly winding down until the last gear turned, the last spring popped, and the whole thing stopped forever.

Balancing carefully, with no good places to put my feet in the narrow gap, I bent down and slowly, imperceptibly, pulled Neblin’s feet back behind the shed. Inch by inch, not making a sound. The footsteps on the driveway continued, halting and agonized. I tucked Neblin’s knees up and quietly—oh so quietly—leaned them against the shed. A black shadow passed across the headlights, filling the fence, and the shed, and the yard behind me with the massive shape of the demon—a bulbous head and ten scythe-like claws, with his heavy coat and pants hanging loosely over his thin, inhuman limbs. I wondered if he’d even had a chance to change back to human form, or if he’d been forced to help Kay like this. He must be very close to death.

I took one delicate step forward, placing my foot carefully, and peeked around the edge of the shed. The demon struggled to stay on his feet, and staggered around the car, claws scrabbling across the paint as he leaned on the hood for support. He worked his way slowly to the passenger’s side, paused for a moment, nearly doubled over, and reached for the handle. As his hand left the car, he lost his balance and fell sideways into the snow, landing heavily. My breath caught in my throat, and my heart, already straining, sped up even further. Was this it? Was it dead? With a pathetic groan, the demon rose to its knees, clutched at its chest, and howled inhumanly. It was not dead yet, but it was very close, and it knew it.

The demon ripped off its heavy coat, and lunged forward, falling against the car. Its huge white claws seemed to glow, and it dug them into the metal, with terrifying strength, to lift itself back upright. A clawed hand reached for the door handle, then stopped in midair. It stared at the car, unmoving.

It had seen the empty seat. It knew its only hope was gone. The demon fell to its knees and cried—not a roar or a growl, but a keening, high-pitched cry.

It was the sound I would ever after associate with the word despair.

The demon’s cry turned to a shout—of rage or frustration, I couldn’t say—and it struggled back to its feet. I watched it take a step back up the driveway, then a step toward the street, too confused to choose, then collapse once again to its knees. It edged forward, using its claws to crawl, and finally fell flat to the ground. I felt like I hung in that moment for hours, waiting for a twitch, or a lunge, or a shout—but nothing came. The entire world was frozen and motionless.

I waited another moment, long and desperate, before daring to take a step out. The demon was inert on the driveway, lifeless as the cement it was lying on. I crept out of my hiding place and inched forward, never taking my eyes off the body. Faint wisps of steam drifted up in the night air. I walked slowly toward it, squinting against the brilliant onslaught of the headlights, and stared at it.

The feeling was peculiar, like a visceral thrill building rapidly to transcendence—this was not just a body, it was my body, my own dead body, lying perfectly still. It was like a piece of art, something that I had done with my own hands. I was filled with a powerful sense of pride, and I understood why so many serial killers left their bodies to be discovered: when you created something so beautiful, you wanted everyone to see it.

It was finally dead.

But why wasn’t it falling apart, I wondered, as the spent organs had always done before? If the energy that kept it together was gone, why was it still . . . together?

A flash of light caught my eye, and my head jerked up. The light had come on in my front-room window. A second later, the curtains were pulled aside. It was my Mom—she must have heard the demon’s roar, and now she was looking for an explanation. I ducked down next to the car, out of the headlights, and just feet away from the dead demon. She stayed in the window a long time before moving away, and letting the curtain fall back into place. I waited for the light to go off, but it stayed lit. A moment later, the bathroom light came on, and I shook my head. She hadn’t seen anything.

The demon twitched.

Instantly my full attention snapped back to the fallen demon, so close I could practically touch it. Its head rolled to one side, and its left arm jerked wildly. I rose up from my crouch and stepped back. The demon flailed its arm again before planting it firmly on the ground and pushing up. It raised its shoulders, head still drooping, then kicked its leg shakily to the side. It wrestled with the leg a moment before giving up and reaching out with its other arm. It was crawling forward.

I looked up just in time to see another light go on—this time in my room. Mom had gone in to check on me, and now she knew I wasn’t there.

Do something! I shouted at myself. The demon pulled itself forward the full length of its spindly arm, then reached out with the other. Somehow it had managed to revive itself, just like it had when it killed Max’s dad. Only this time it didn’t have a fresh body lying a few feet away—the nearest source of organs was me, and apparently it didn’t know I was there. Instead it was crawling . . .

Toward my house.

Its claws dug into the asphalt just beyond the gutter, and it started to pull itself forward again. Its movements were slow, but deliberate and powerful. Every move it made seemed just a little stronger, just a little faster.

Another patch of light, and a burst of movement—my mom had opened the side door, and she stood in its light like a beacon, her heavy overcoat draped over her nightgown. Her feet were shoved into her high-top snow boots.

“John?” Her voice was clear and loud, and had the raw edge I’d learned to recognize as worry. She’d come out to look for me.

The demon stretched another arm forward, emitting an unearthly growl as it pulled itself closer to my house—faster now than before, and more eager. It was leaving black gobs of itself stuck to the asphalt, sizzling with unnatural heat as they decomposed in seconds. Mom must have heard it, for she turned to look at it. It was nearly halfway to her now.

“Get inside!” I shouted, and bolted toward her. The demon’s head jerked up, and it reached out wildly with its long arms as I went past. I ran to the side, giving it wide berth, but it heaved itself up to its feet and lunged for me. I stumbled to the side, and the demon fell, missing me by inches. It slammed back to the street, howling in pain.

“John, what’s going on?” my mom shouted, still staring in horror at the demon in the street. She couldn’t see it clearly from where she stood, but she saw enough to be terrified.

“Get inside!” I shouted again, dashing past her and pulling her into the doorway. My gloves left dark red stains on her coat.

“What is that?” she asked.

“It killed Neblin,” I said, yanking her back into the house. “Come on!”

The demon was back on track, crawling straight toward us with its brutal mouth of luminescent, needlelike fangs. Mom started to slam the door, but I grabbed it and forced it back open.

“What are you doing?”

“We have to let it in,” I said, trying to shove her back toward the mortuary. She wouldn’t budge. “We have to make it easy, or it might go next door.”

“We’re not letting it in here!” she shrieked. It had reached our sidewalk.

“It’s the only way,” I said, and shoved her back. She lost her grip on the door, and tumbled against the wall, staring at me with the same horror she had given the demon. It was the first time she’d taken her eyes off the demon, and her eyes moved across the blood that smeared my chest and arms. The monster inside of me reared up, remembering the knife in the kitchen, eager to dominate her again with fear, but I soothed it and unlocked the door to the mortuary. You’ll kill soon enough.

“Where are we going?” Mom asked.

“To the back room.”

“The embalming room?”

“I just hope it can find the way.” I pulled her with me into the mortuary lobby, flicking on the lights, and hurrying toward the back room. The door banged behind us, but we didn’t dare look. Mom screamed, and we ran for the back hall.

“Do you have the keys?” I asked, shoving Mom against the door. She fumbled in her coat pocket and pulled out a key ring. The demon bellowed from the lobby and I bellowed back, screaming out my tension in a primal roar. It staggered around the corner just as Mom opened the lock. It was practically dripping now as its body fell apart. We burst through the door into the room beyond. Mom ran to the back, fumbling again with her keys, but I turned on the lights and went straight to the side of the room. Coiled in a neat pile lay our only hope—the bladed trocar, perched like a snake head on the tip of its long vacuum hose. I flipped the switch to start it, and looked up at the ventilator fan slowly sputtering to life.

“Let’s hope the fan doesn’t give out on us,” I said, and threw myself against the wall, right next to the open door. Across the room Mom opened the lock and flung the outside door wide, looking back at me in abject terror.

“John, it’s here!”

The demon burst into the room, reaching out for her with claws like bright razors. I swung the humming trocar with all my might straight into the demon’s chest. It staggered back, eyes wider than I’d ever thought possible. I heard the wet slurp as something—its blood, maybe, or its whole heart—tore loose from its half-decayed body, and slid down the vacuum tube. The demon fell to its knees as more fluids and organs were sucked away, and I heard the familiar, sickening hiss of flesh degenerating into sludge. The vacuum tube curled and smoked with the heat. I backed away and watched as the demon’s body began to devour itself, drawing strength and vitality from every extremity to help regenerate the tissues it was losing. The demon seemed to decompose before my eyes, slow waves of disintegration traveling in from its fingers and toes, up its arms and legs, then creeping darkly across the torso.

I didn’t notice Mom come to my side, but through a haze I became aware of her clutching me tightly as we watched in horror. I didn’t hold her at all—I just stood and stared.

Soon the demon was barely there at all—a sagging chest and a gnarled head stared up at me from a man-shaped puddle of smoking tar. It gasped for air, though I couldn’t imagine its lungs were whole enough to draw breath. I slowly pulled off my ski mask and stepped forward, presenting a perfect view of my face. I expected it to thrash out, driven mad by rage and pain, and desperate to harvest my life to save itself. But instead, the demon calmed. It watched me approach, yellow eyes following me until I stood above it. I stared back.

The demon took a deep breath, its ragged lungs flapping with the exertion. “Tiger, tiger . . . ,” it said. Its voice was a raspy whisper. “Burning bright.” It coughed harshly, agony tearing out of every sound.

“I’m sorry,” I said. It was all I could think of to say.

It drew another ragged breath, choking on its own decaying matter.

“I didn’t want to hurt you,” I said, almost pleading with it. “I didn’t want to hurt anybody.”

Its fangs hung limp in its mouth, like wilted grass. “Don’t . . . ,” it said, then stopped in fit of horrible coughing, and struggled to compose itself. “Don’t tell them.”

“Don’t tell who?” asked Mom.

The hideous face contorted a final time, in rage or exertion or fear, and that excruciating voice rasped out a final sentence: “Remember me when I am gone.”

I nodded. The demon looked up at the ceiling, closed its eyes, and caved in on itself, crumbling and dissolving, flowing away into a shapeless mound of sizzling black. The demon was dead.

Outside, snow began to fall.
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I stared at the black mess on the floor, trying to understand everything that had happened. Just a minute ago, that sludge had been a demon—and just an hour before that it had been my neighbor, a kind old man who loved his wife, and gave me hot chocolate.

But no, the sludge was just sludge—some physical remnant of a body that had never truly been his in the first place. The life behind it, the mind or the soul or whatever it was that made a live body live, had disappeared. It was a fire, and we were its fuel.

Remember me when I am gone.

“What was that?”

I looked up and saw my mom; I became aware of her hands clutching me tightly by the shoulders, of her body just slightly in front of mine. She’d placed herself between me and the monster. When had she done that? My mind felt tired and dark, like a storm cloud heavy with rain.

“It was a demon,” I said, pulling away from her and walking to the vacuum switch. I turned it off and the white-noise whir died away, abandoning us to silence. The vacuum tube was twisted grotesquely, melted into a smoking pile of noxious plastic curls. It looked like the intestines of a mechanical beast. The blade of the trocar was smeared with sludge, and I pulled it carefully, with two fingers, from the mass on the floor.

“A demon?” asked Mom, stepping back. “What . . . why? Why a demon? Why is it here?”

“It wanted to eat us,” I said, “sort of. It’s the Clayton Killer, Mom, the thing that’s been stealing body parts. It needed them to survive.”

“Is it dead?”

I frowned at the mess on the floor. It looked more like an old campfire than a body. “I think so. I don’t really know how it works.”

“How do you know any of this?” she asked, turning to look at me. Her eyes peered up at my face, searching for something. “Why were you outside?”

“The same reason you were,” I lied. “I heard a noise and went outside. It was in the Crowleys’ house, doing something—killing them, I guess. I heard screaming. Dr. Neblin was in the Crowleys’ car, dead, so I dragged him away where the demon couldn’t find him. That’s when you came out, and it came over here.”

She stared at my face, my blood-soaked coat, my clothes drenched in melted snow and freezing sweat. I watched as her gaze left me to travel around the room, taking in my bloody handprints on walls and counters, and the steaming, muddy ash on the floor. I could almost watch her thoughts as they played across her face—I knew this woman better than I knew anyone in the world, and I could read her almost more easily than I could read myself. She was thinking about my sociopathy and my obsession with serial killers. She was thinking about the time I threatened her with a knife, and about the way I looked at corpses, and about all the things she’d read and heard and feared ever since she’d first discovered, years ago, that I was not like other children. Perhaps she was thinking about my father, with violent tendencies of his own, and wondered how far I was going—or how far I’d already gone—down the same path. She ran through it all in her mind, over and over, sorting through the scenarios, and trying to figure out what to believe. And then she did something that proved, without question, that I didn’t really understand her at all.

She hugged me.

She spread her arms wide and pulled me close, holding my back with one hand and my head with another and crying—not in sadness, but in acceptance. She cried in relief, turning softly back and forth, back and forth, covering herself in the blood from my coat and gloves and not caring at all. I put my arms around her as well, knowing she would like it.

“You’re a good boy,” she said, pressing me tighter. “You’re a good boy. You’ve done a good thing.” I wondered how much she’d guessed, but I didn’t dare to ask. I simply hugged her until she was ready to stop.

“We need to call the police,” she said, stepping back and rubbing her nose. She closed the back door and locked it. “And we need to call an ambulance, in case he hurt the Crowleys, too, like you said. They could still be alive.” She opened the side closet and pulled out the mop and bucket, then shook her head and pushed them back in. “They’ll want to see it just as it is.” She skirted the edge of the sludge carefully, and headed for the hallway.

“Are you sure we should call?” I asked, following her closely. “Will they even believe us?” I followed her down the hall to the front office, walking almost on her heels, as I tried to talk her out of it. “We can just take Mrs. Crowley to the hospital ourselves—but we’ll have to change first, I’m covered with blood. Won’t they be suspicious?” I saw myself in jail, in court, in an institution, in an electric chair. “What if they arrest me? What if they think I killed Neblin, and all the others? What if they read Neblin’s files and think I’m a psycho and throw me in jail?”

Mom stopped, turned around, and stared directly into my eyes. “Did you kill Neblin?”

“Of course not.”

“Of course not,” she said. “And you didn’t kill anyone else.” She stepped back and pulled open her coat, showing me the blood on the sides and on her nightgown. “We’re both bloody,” she said, “and we’re both innocent. The cops will understand that we were trying to help, and trying to stay alive.” She let go of her coat and stepped back toward me, grabbing my arms tightly and stooping down just slightly to bring our faces mere inches apart. “But the most important thing is that we’re in this together. I will not let them take you anywhere, and I will not leave you, ever. We are a family. I will always be here for you.”

Something clicked into place, deep inside of me, and I realized that I had been waiting to hear those words for my entire life. They crushed me and freed me at the same time, fitting into my soul like a long-lost puzzle piece. The tension of the night, of the whole day, of the last five months, flowed out of me like blood from an opened vein, and I saw myself for the first time as my mother saw me—not a psycho, not a stalker, not a killer, but as a sad, lonely boy. I fell against her and realized, for the first time in years, that I was capable of crying.

In the few minutes before the police arrived, while Mom went in to the Crowleys’ house to check on them, I took Mr. Crowley’s cell phone from his discarded coat. Just in case, I looked through Neblin’s pockets and took his as well. I didn’t have time to dispose of them properly, so I hurled them—and Kay’s phone—over the Crowley’s back fence and into the forest beyond. There were no footprints back there, just acres of unbroken snow, so I hoped they’d stay safe until I could find and get rid of them more permanently. At the last moment, just in time, I remembered my GPS set, and pulled the second unit out from where I’d hidden it in the Crowleys’ car. I hurled them into the forest as well, just as the first siren grew close enough to hear.

Soon screaming sirens were followed by flashing lights and a long line of squad cars, ambulances, a hazmat team, and even a fire truck. The neighbors watched from porches and windows, shivering in their coats and slippers, as an army of uniforms spread throughout the street and secured the entire area. Neblin’s body was found and photographed; Kay, still unconscious, was treated and rushed to the hospital; Mom and I were interviewed; and the mess in our mortuary was carefully studied and catalogued.

The FBI agent I’d seen on the news, Agent Forman, interviewed Mom and me in the mortuary for most of that night—first together, then one at a time, while the other cleaned up. I told him, and everyone else who asked, the same story I’d told Mom—that I’d heard a noise, gone outside to check on it, and watched the killer go into the Crowleys’ house. They asked if I knew where Mr. Crowley was, and told them I didn’t know; they asked why I had decided to move Neblin’s body, and I couldn’t think of a reason that didn’t sound crazy, so I just said that it seemed like a good idea at the time. The sludge in our back room we pretty much ignored: we said that we had no idea how it got there. I couldn’t tell if they believed us or not, but eventually everyone seemed satisfied.

Before they left, they asked if I needed to see a grief counselor to help me deal with the simultaneous disappearance of two men I knew relatively well, but I said that seeing a second therapist to talk about my first therapist seemed kind of unfaithful. Nobody laughed. Dr. Neblin would have.

By morning, the story had spread and mutated: the Clayton Killer had killed Bill Crowley while he was out driving late, and then killed Ben Neblin on his way back to Crowley’s house. There, the killer had started to beat and torture Kay until her neighbors—Mom and me—noticed something was wrong and interrupted him. The killer came after us, but ran away when we resisted, leaving behind nothing but the mysterious black sludge recognizable from the previous attacks. No one would believe that the attacker was some kind of disintegrating monster, so we didn’t bother to explain it that way.

There were just enough loose ends in the story, of course, that rumors began to fly—there were no bodies for the killer or for Crowley, so of course they might still be alive somewhere—but I knew that the long ordeal was finally over. For the first time in months, I felt peace.

I imagine that more suspicion might have fallen on me if Kay hadn’t been my staunchest defender—she swore to the police that I was a good boy, and a good neighbor, and that we loved each other like family. When they found my eyelash in her bedroom, she told them how I’d helped Mr. Crowley with the door hinges; when they found my fingerprints on the windows of her car, she told them how I’d helped to check the oil and the tire pressure. Every question they had could be answered by the fact that I’d spent almost every day at their house for two straight months. The only truly damning evidence was on the cell phones, but so far, no one had found them.

Besides all of that, I was just a kid—I don’t think they ever really took me seriously as a suspect. If I’d tried to cover up what had happened that night I’m sure I would have seemed more suspicious, but by going straight to the police with everything, we seemed to have earned a bit of trust. After a while, it was almost like it had never happened.

I expected the demon’s death to bother me more—to haunt my dreams, or something—but instead I found myself focusing over and over on the demon’s last words: “Remember me.” I wasn’t sure that I wanted to—he was a vicious, evil killer, and I never wanted to think about some of those things again.

The thing was, there were a lot of things that I didn’t want to think about—things that I’d spent years not thinking about—and ignoring them had never really gotten me anywhere. I think it was time to follow Crowley’s advice, and remember. When the police finally left her alone, I went to visit Kay Crowley.

She hugged me when she answered the door. No words, no greeting, just a hug. I didn’t deserve it, but I hugged her back. The monster growled, but I stared it down; it remembered this frail woman, and knew how easy she’d be to kill, but I focused all of my energy on self-control. This was far harder than I wanted to admit.

“Thank you for coming,” she said, her eyes streaming with tears. Her right eye was bruised black, and I felt sick.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, dear,” she said, pulling me into the house. “You didn’t do anything but help.”

I stared at her closely, studying her face, her eyes, everything. This was the angel that tamed a demon; the soul that trapped him and held him with a power he’d never felt before. Love. She saw the intensity of my stare, and peered back.

“What’s wrong, John?”

“Tell me about him,” I said.

“About Bill?”

“Bill Crowley,” I said. “I’ve lived across the street my whole life, but I don’t think I really knew him at all. Please tell me.”

It was her turn to study me—eyes as deep as wells, watching me from a time long past.

“I met Bill in 1968,” she said, leading me to the living room and sitting on the sofa. “We got married two years after that—next May would have been our forty-year anniversary.”

I sat across from her and listened.

“We were both in our thirties,” she said, “and in those days, in this town, being single and thirty made me an old maid. I’d resigned myself to it, I guess, but then one day, Bill came in looking for a job. I was the secretary in the water office at the time. He was very handsome, and he had an ‘old soul’—he wasn’t into that hippie stuff like so many people were back then. He was polite, and well-mannered, and he reminded me a little of my grandfather, in the way he always wore a hat, and opened doors for the ladies, and stood up when one walked into a room. He got the job, of course, and I’d see him every morning when he came in—he was always very gracious. He was the one who started to call me Kay, you know—my real name is Katherine, and everyone called me Katie, or Miss Wood, but he said that even Katie took too long to say, and shortened it to Kay. He was always moving—always doing something new and running from one place to the next. He had a lust for life. I set my sights on him after just a couple of weeks.” She laughed softly, and I smiled.

Mr. Crowley’s past unfolded before me like a painting, rich in color and texture, and deep with understanding of its subject. He was not a perfect man, but for a time—for a very long time—he had been a good one.

“We dated for a year before he proposed,” Mrs. Crowley continued. “Then one Sunday, we were eating dinner at my parents’ house, with all my brothers and sisters and their families, and we were all laughing and talking, and he got up and left the room.” She had a faraway look in her eyes. “I followed him out and found him crying in the kitchen. He told me that he’d never ‘got it’ before; I remember it so clearly, the way he said it: ‘I never got it before, Kay. I never got it until now.’ He told me he loved me more than anything in heaven or hell—he was very romantic with his words—and asked me right there to marry him.”

She sat quietly for a moment, eyes closed, remembering.

“He promised to stay by my side forever, in sickness and in health. . . . In his last days, he was more sickness than health—you saw the way he was—but he told me again, every day. ‘I’ll stay by your side forever.’ ”

I don’t think my mom realized that a new person moved in with us that day, but it’s been with us ever since. My monster was out for good now, and I couldn’t put it away. I tried to—every day I tried to—but it doesn’t work that way. If it were that easy to get rid of, it wouldn’t be a monster.

Once the demon was dead, I tried to rebuild the wall and put my rules back in place, but my own darker nature fought back at every turn. I told myself I wasn’t allowed to think about hurting people anymore, but in every unguarded moment, my thoughts turned automatically toward violence. It was like my brain had a screen saver full of blood and screaming, and if I ever left it idle for too long, those thoughts would pop up and take over. I started acquiring hobbies that kept my mind busy—reading, cooking, logic puzzles—anything to stop that mental screen saver from coming back on. It worked for a while, but sooner or later, I’d have to put the hobbies down and go to bed, and then I’d lie there alone in the dark and wrestle with my thoughts, until I bit my tongue and pounded my mattress and begged for mercy.

When I finally gave up on trying to change my thoughts, I decided that actions were the next best thing. I made myself start complimenting people again, and forced myself to stay far away from other people’s yards—I practically gave myself a pathological fear of windows, just from forcing myself not to look in them. The dark thoughts were still there, underneath, but my actions stayed clean. In other words, I was really good at pretending to be normal. If you met me on the street, you’d never guess how much I wanted to kill you.

There was one rule that I never reinstated; the monster and I both chose to ignore it for different reasons. Barely a week had gone by before Mom forced me to confront it. We were eating dinner and watching The Simpsons again—times like that were virtually the only times we talked.

“How’s Brooke?” Mom asked, muting the TV. I kept my eyes focused on the screen.

She’s great, I thought. She has a birthday coming up, and I found the complete guest list for her slumber party crumpled up in her family’s garbage can. She likes horses, manga, and eighties music, and she’s always just late enough for the school bus that she has to run to catch up. I know her class schedule, her GPA, her social-security number, and the password to her Gmail account.

“I don’t know,” I said. “She’s fine, I guess. I don’t see her all that often.” I knew I shouldn’t be following her, but . . . well, I wanted to. I didn’t want to give her up.

“You should ask her out,” said Mom.

“Ask her out?”

“You’re fifteen,” said Mom, “almost sixteen. It’s normal. She doesn’t have cooties.”

Yeah, but I probably do. “Did you forget the whole sociopath thing?” I asked. Mom frowned at me. “I have no empathy—how am I supposed to form a relationship with anybody?”

It was the great paradox of my rule system: if I forced myself not to think about the people I most tended to think about, I’d avoid any bad relationships, but I’d avoid any good ones just as strongly.

“Who said anything about a relationship?” said Mom. “You can wait ’til you’re thirty to have a relationship if you want—it would be a lot easier on me. I’m just saying that you’re a teenager, and you should be out having fun.”

I looked up at the wall. “I’m not good with people, Mom,” I said. “You of all people should know that.”

Mom was silent for a moment, and I tried to imagine what she was doing—frowning, sighing, closing her eyes, thinking about the night I threatened her with a knife.

“You’ve been so much better,” she said at last, “It’s been a rough year, and you haven’t been yourself.”

I’d been more myself in the past few months than I’d ever been in my life, actually, but I wasn’t about to tell her that.

“The thing you need to remember, John,” said Mom, “is that everything comes with practice. You say you’re not very good with people—well, the only way to get good is to go out and do it. Talk. Interact. You won’t develop any social skills sitting here with me.”

I thought about Brooke, and about the thoughts of her that filled so much of my mind—some good, some very dangerous. I didn’t want to give her up, but I didn’t trust myself around her either. It was safer this way.

Mom did have a point, though. I glanced at her quickly—the tired face, the worn clothes—and thought about how much she looked like Lauren. How much she looked like me. She understood what I was going through, not from experience, but from pure, uncluttered empathy. She was my mom, and she knew me, but I barely knew her at all.

“Why don’t we start with something easier,” I said, picking at my pizza. “I’ll, you know, get to know you, and then move up from there.” I looked at her again, expecting some kind of derisive comment about how talking to other people was “moving up” from her, but instead I saw surprise. Her eyes were wide, her mouth was tight, and there was something in the corner of her eye. I watched as it developed into a tear.

She wasn’t sad. I knew my mom’s moods well enough to tell that. This kind of tear was something I’d never seen before. Shock? Pain?

Joy?

“That’s not fair,” I said, pointing at the tear. “Getting emotional with me is cheating.”

Mom stifled a laugh, and grabbed me in a big hug. I hugged her back, awkwardly, feeling stupid but kind of content. The monster looked down at her neck, slim and unprotected, and imagined what it would be like to snap it in half. I glowered at myself and pulled out of the hug.

“Thanks for the pizza tonight,” I said. “It’s good.” It was the only compliment I could think of.

“Why do you say that?” she asked.

“No reason.”

As the weeks turned into months, the investigation continued, but eventually they realized that the killings had stopped for good, and Clayton County slowly crept back toward a semblance of normality.

Still, speculation was common, and the theories grew wilder with time: maybe it was a drifter or a thrill killer; maybe it was a hit man harvesting organs for the black market; maybe it was a devilish cult that used the victims in unspeakable rituals. People wanted the explanation to be as big and flashy as the killings themselves, but the truth was far more terrifying: true terror doesn’t come from giant monsters but from small, innocent-looking people. People like Mr. Crowley.

People like me.

You’ll never see us coming.
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From childhood’s hour I have not been As others were—I have not seen As others saw.

—“Alone,” EDGAR ALLAN POE


PROLOGUE

I killed a demon. I don’t know if it was really, technically a demon—I’m not exactly a religious person—but I do know that my next-door neighbor was some kind of monster, with fangs and claws and the whole bit. He could change back and forth, and he killed a lot of people, and if he’d known that I knew who he was, he would have killed me too. So for lack of a better word, I called him a demon, and because there was no one else who could do it, I killed him. I think it was the right thing to do. At least the killing stopped.

Well, it stopped for a while.

You see, I’m a monster too—not a supernatural demon, just a messed-up kid. I’ve spent my whole life trying to keep my dark side locked away where it couldn’t hurt anybody, but then that demon showed up, and letting my dark side loose was the only way to stop it. And now I don’t know how to lock it back up.

I call my dark side Mr. Monster: the side that dreams about bloody knives, and imagines what you’d look like with your head on a stick. I don’t have multiple personalities and I don’t hear voices or anything, I just . . . It’s hard to explain. I think about a lot of terrible things, and I want to do a lot of terrible things, and it’s just easier to come to terms with that side of me by pretending it’s someone else—it’s not John who wants to cut his mother into tiny pieces, it’s Mr. Monster. See? I feel better already.

But here’s the problem: Mr. Monster is hungry. Serial killers often talk about a need—some driving urge that they can control at first, but that builds and builds until it’s impossible to stop, and then they lash out and kill again. I never understood what they were talking about before, but now I think I do. Now I can feel it, deep in my bones, as insistent and inevitable as the biological urge to eat or hunt or mate.

I’ve killed once, and it’s only a matter of time before I kill again.
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It was one a.m., and I was staring at a cat.

It was probably a white cat, but here in the dark I couldn’t tell for sure; what little moonlight filtered through the broken windows turned the room into an older version of itself, a scene from a black and white movie. The cement block walls were gray, the dented barrels and stacks of wooden planks were gray, the piles of half-used paint cans were gray; and there in the center, refusing to move, was a gray cat.

I played with the plastic jug in my hands, turning it back and forth, listening to the gasoline as it sloshed around inside. I had a book of matches in my pocket and a pile of oily rags at my feet. There was enough old wood and chemicals in here to fuel a spectacular fire, and I desperately wanted to light it, but I didn’t want to hurt that cat. I didn’t even dare scare it away, for fear that I might lose control.

So I stared at it, waiting. As soon as it left, this place was gone.

It was late April, and spring was finally winning its battle to transform a dull, frozen Clayton County into a cheerful green one. A big part of this, of course, was the fact that the Clayton Killer had finally left us alone—his vicious killing spree had lasted almost five months, but he’d stopped very suddenly, and no one had heard from him since January. The town had huddled in fear for another two months, barring their doors and windows every night, and waking up each morning hardly daring to turn on the TV and see another shredded corpse on the morning news. But nothing had come, and slowly we’d started to believe that it was over for real this time, and there wouldn’t be any more bodies to clean up. The sun came up, the snow melted away, and people started smiling again. We’d weathered the storm. Clayton had been tentatively happy for almost a month now.

I was the one person, in fact, who hadn’t been worried at all. I’d known for certain that the Clayton Killer was gone for good, way back in January. After all, I’m the one who killed him.

The cat moved, turning its attention from me to drop its head and lick its paw. I held completely still, hoping it would ignore me or forget me and go outside to hunt or something. Cats were supposed to be nocturnal hunters, and this one had to eat sometime. I pulled my watch from my pocket—a cheap plastic wristwatch that I’d torn the straps off of—and checked the time again: 1:05. This was going nowhere.

The warehouse had been built as a supply dump for a construction company many, many years ago, back when the big wood mill in town was new and people still thought Clayton County might turn into something. It never did, and while the wood mill still struggled along, the construction company had cut its losses and gone home. In the years since, I wasn’t the only one who’d made use of this long-abandoned building—the walls were covered with grafitti, and the ground inside and out was littered with beer cans and empty wrappers. I’d even found a mattress behind some wooden pallets, presumably some vagrant’s temporary home. I wondered if the Clayton Killer had got him, too, before I stopped him; either way, the mattress was musty from disuse, and I figured nobody had been out here all winter. When I finally got a chance, that mattress was slated to be the core of my carefully crafted fire.

Tonight, though, there was nothing I could do. I followed rules, and those rules were very strict, and the very first one said “Do not hurt animals.” That made this the fourth time the cat had stopped me from burning down the warehouse. I suppose I should have been grateful, but . . . I really needed to burn something. One of these days I’d take that cat and—no. I wouldn’t hurt the cat. I’d never hurt anyone again.

Breathe deep.

I set down the gas jug; I didn’t have time to wait for the cat, but I could burn something smaller. I grabbed a wooden pallet and dragged it outside, then went back in for the gas. The cat was still there, now sitting in a ragged square of moonlight, watching me.

“One of these days,” I said, then turned and walked back out. I drizzled a little gas on the pallet, just enough to make it easy, then placed the jug by my bike, far away from where the fire would be. Safety first. The stars were out, and the trees in the forest loomed close, but the warehouse was in a clearing of gravel and dead grass. Somewhere through the trees the interstate rumbled by, filled with late-night semis and the occasional drowsy car.

I knelt down by the wooden pallet, smelling the tang of gas in the air, and pulled out my matches. I didn’t bother to break up the planks or build a proper fire, I just struck the match and dropped it on the gas, watching it flare up bright and yellow. The flames licked up the gas and then, slowly, started in on the wood itself. I watched it closely, hearing the little snaps and pops as the fire found pockets of sap. When it had a firm grip on the board, I grabbed the pallet by a safe corner and turned it on its end, letting the fire spread, and then flopped it down on the other side so the flames could reach up and spread to the rest of the boards. It moved like a living thing, probing the wood with a thin yellow finger, tasting it, then reaching out greedily and lapping it up.

The fire caught well, better than I expected. It seemed a shame to waste it on just one pallet.

I pulled another pallet from the warehouse and dropped it on top of the fire. The blaze was big enough now that it roared and crackled, jumping on to the new wood with obvious delight. I smiled at it, like the proud owner of a precocious dog. Fire was my pet, my companion, and the only release I had left; when Mr. Monster clamored for me to break my rules and hurt someone, I could always appease it with a good fire. I watched the blaze tear into the second pallet, hearing the dull roar as it sucked in oxygen, and smiled. It wanted more wood, so I went inside for another two pallets. Just a little more wouldn’t hurt.

_____

“Please don’t hurt me.”

I loved it when she said that. Somehow, for some reason, I always expected her to say “Are you going to hurt me?” but she was too smart for that. She was tied to the wall in my basement, and I was holding a knife—of course I was going to hurt her. Brooke didn’t ask stupid questions, which is one of the reasons I liked her so much.

“Please, John, I’m begging you: please don’t hurt me.”

I could listen to that for hours. I liked it because it got right to the point: I had all the power in the situation, and she knew it. She knew that no matter what she wanted, I was the only one who could give it to her. Alone in this room, with this knife in my hand, I was her entire world—her hopes and her fears together, her everything at once.

I moved the knife almost imperceptibly, and felt a rush of adrenaline as her eyes twitched to follow it: first left, then right; now up, now down. It was an intimate dance, our minds and bodies in perfect sync.

I had felt this before, brandishing a knife to my mom in our kitchen, but even then I’d known that Brooke was the only one who really mattered. Brooke was the one I wanted to connect with.

I raised the knife and stepped forward. Like a partner in a dance, Brooke moved in unison, pressing back against the wall, eyes growing wider, breath growing quicker. A perfect connection.

Perfect.

Everything was perfect—exactly as I’d imagined it a thousand times. It was a fantasy become real, a scenario of such utter completeness that I felt it begin to gather me up and sweep me away. Her wide eyes focusing completely on me. Her pale skin trembling as I reached toward her. I felt emotions surging, roiling inside me, spilling out and blistering my skin.

This is wrong. This is exactly what I’ve always wanted, and exactly what I’ve always wanted to avoid. Right and wrong at the same time.

I can’t tell my dreams from my nightmares.

There was only one way it could end; only one way it ever ended. I shoved the knife into Brooke’s chest, she screamed, and I woke up.

“Wake up,” said Mom again, turning on my light. I rolled over and groaned. I hated waking up, but I hated sleeping even more—too much time alone with my subconscious. I grimaced and forced myself to sit up. I made it through another one. Only twenty hours before I have to do it again.

“Big day today,” said Mom, pulling open the blinds in my window. “After school you’ve got another appointment with Clark Forman. Come on, get up.”

I squinted at her, bleary-eyed. “Forman again?”

“I told you about this last week,” she said. “It’s probably another deposition.”

“Whatever.” I climbed out of bed and headed for the shower, but Mom blocked my path.

“Wait,” she said sternly. “What do we say?”

I sighed and repeated with her our ritual morning phrase: “Today I will think good thoughts and smile at everyone I see.” She smiled and patted me on the shoulder. Sometimes I wished I just had an alarm clock.

“Corn flakes or Cheerios this morning?”

“I can pour my own cereal,” I said, and pushed past her to the bathroom.

My mom and I lived above the mortuary in a quiet little neighborhood on the outskirts of Clayton. Technically we were across the municipal line, which put us in the county rather than the town, but the whole place was so small that nobody really noticed or cared where any of the lines were. We lived in Clayton, and thanks to the mortuary we were one of the only families that didn’t have at least one person working in the wood mill. You might think that a small town like this wouldn’t have enough dead people to keep a mortuary in business, and you’d be right—we were on the ropes most of last year, struggling to pay the bills. My dad paid child support, or more correctly, the government garnished his wages to pay it, but it still wasn’t enough. Then last fall the Clayton Killer had shown up and given us plenty of business. Most of me thought it was sad that so many people had to die to keep our business solvent, but Mr. Monster loved every minute of it.

Naturally, Mom didn’t know about Mr. Monster, but she did know that I had been diagnosed with Conduct Disorder—which is mostly just a polite way of saying that I’m sociopathic. The official term is Antisocial Personality Disorder, but they’re only allowed to call it that when you’re eighteen or older. I was still a month shy of sixteen, so Conduct Disorder it was.

I locked myself in the bathroom and stared in the mirror. It was encrusted with little notes and Post-its Mom left to remind us of important things—not daily things like appointments, but long-term words to live by. I could sometimes hear her recite them to herself as she got ready in the morning: things like “Today will be the best day of my life,” and other crap like that. The largest was a note she had written specifically for me, compiling a list of rules written on lined pink notepaper and taped to the corner of the mirror. These were the same rules I’d created years ago to keep Mr. Monster locked up, and I’d followed them just fine on my own until last year when I had to let him out. Now Mom had taken it upon herself to enforce them. I read the list while I brushed my teeth:

RULES:

I will not hurt animals.

I will not burn things.

When I think bad thoughts about someone, I will push the thoughts away and say something nice about that person.

I will not call people “it.”

If I start to follow someone, I will ignore them as much as possible for a full week.

I will not threaten people, even implicitly.

If people threaten me, I will leave the situation.

Obviously, the one about burning things had already been tossed out. Mr. Monster was so insistent, and my mom’s supervision so restrictive, that something had to give, and that was it. Lighting fires—small, contained fires that wouldn’t hurt anyone—was like a release valve that let out all the pressure building up in my life. It was a rule I had to break to have any hope of following the others. I didn’t tell Mom what I was doing, of course; I just left it on the list and ignored it.

Honestly, I appreciated Mom’s help, but . . . it was getting very hard to live with. I spat out the toothpaste, rinsed my mouth, and went to get dressed.

I ate breakfast in the living room, watching the morning news while Mom hovered in the hall behind me as far as her curling iron could reach. “Anything interesting going on at school today?” she asked.

“No,” I said. There was nothing interesting on the news, either—no new deaths in town, at least, which was usually all I cared about. “Do you really think Forman wants to see me for another deposition?”

Mom paused for a moment, silent behind me, and I knew what she was thinking—there were things we still hadn’t told the police about what happened that night. When a serial killer comes after you, that’s one thing, but when that serial killer turns out to be a demon, and melts away into ash and black sludge right before your eyes, how are you supposed to explain that without getting thrown into an asylum?

“I’m sure they just want to make sure they have everything right,” she said. “We’ve told them everything there is to tell.”

“Everything except the demon who tried to—”

“We are not going to talk about that,” said Mom sternly.

“But we can’t just pretend—”

“We are not going to talk about it,” said Mom. She hated talking about the demon, and almost never acknowledged it out loud. I was desperate to discuss it with someone, but the only person I could share it with refused to even think about it.

“I’ve already told him everything else twenty-seven times,” I said, flipping to another new channel. “He’s either suspicious or he’s an idiot.” The new channel was as dull as the last one.

Mom thought for a moment. “Are you thinking bad thoughts about him?”

“Oh, come on, Mom.”

“This is important!”

“I can do this myself, Mom,” I said, putting down the remote. “I’ve been doing this myself for a very long time. I don’t need you reminding me constantly about every little thing.”

“Are you thinking bad thoughts about me now?”

“I’m starting to, yes.”

“And?”

I rolled my eyes. “You look very nice today,” I said.

“You haven’t even seen me since you turned on the TV.”

“I don’t have to say sincere things, just nice things.”

“Sincerity will help, though—”

“You know what will help,” I said, standing up and taking my empty bowl into the kitchen, “is for you to stop bugging me all the time. Half the bad things I think about are caused by you breathing down my neck every second of the day.”

“Better me than somebody else,” she called from the hallway, unfazed. “I know you love me too much to do anything drastic.”

“I’m a sociopath, Mom, I don’t love anybody. By definition.”

“Is that an implicit threat?”

“Oh for the—no, it was not a threat. I’m leaving.”

“And?”

I stepped back into the hallway, staring at her in frustration. We recited it again: “Today I will think good thoughts and smile at everyone I see.” I picked up my backpack, opened the door, then turned around and looked at her one last time.

“You do look very nice today,” I said.

“What was that for?”

“You don’t want to know.”
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I left my mom and walked downstairs to the side door, where our upstairs home met the first-floor mortuary. There was a small space there, a landing between the doors and the stairs, and I paused there for a moment to take a deep breath. I told myself, as I did every morning, that Mom was only trying to help—that she recognized my problems and wanted to help me beat them in the only way she knew how.

I used to think that telling her my rules would help me follow them—that it would somehow make me more accountable to them—but her level of control was too overbearing, and now I couldn’t see any way out of it. It was driving me crazy.

Literally.

The rules I followed were designed to protect people—to stop me from doing anything wrong, and to keep me out of situations where I might hurt somebody. And the potential was definitely there.

I was seven years old when I first discovered my life’s greatest passion: serial killers. I didn’t like what they did, obviously—I knew that it was wrong—but I was fascinated by it, and by how they did it, and why. What intrigued me the most was not how different they were, but how similar—to each other, and to me. As I read more and learned more I started to check off all the warning signs in my head: chronic bedwetting. Pyromania. Animal cruelty. High IQs with low grades; lonely childhoods with few or no friends; strained parental relationships and dysfunctional home lives. These and dozens more are predictors for serial killer behavior, and I had every one. It’s a pretty big shock to realize that the only people you can identify with are psychopathic killers.

The thing about predictors is, they’re never set in stone: most serial killers show these signs as children, but most of the children who show these signs will never become serial killers. It’s a step-by-step process to move from one to the other, moving from one bad decision to another, doing just a little more and going just a little farther until finally you’re caught with a basement full of corpses and a shrine made of skulls in the den. When my dad left, and I was so mad I wanted to kill everyone I knew, I decided that it was time to do something about myself. I made rules to help me stay as normal and happy and nonviolent as I could.

A lot of the rules wrote themselves: “Don’t hurt animals.” “Don’t hurt people.” “Don’t threaten animals or people.” “Don’t hit or kick anything.” As I got older and understood myself better, I started making my rules more specific, and attaching self-punishments where necessary: “If I want to hurt someone, I have to compliment them.” “If I start to fixate on a specific person, I have to ignore them for a week.” Rules like that help me drive out dangerous thoughts and avoid dangerous situations.

Once I hit adolescence, my whole world changed and my rules had to change to keep up: the girls in school grew hips and breasts, and all of a sudden my nightmares were full of young, screaming women instead of old, screaming men. I instated a new rule, “Don’t look at breasts,” but in general I find that it’s easiest just not to look at girls at all.

Which brings us to Brooke.

Brooke Watson was the most beautiful girl in school, and she was my age, and she lived two houses down from me, and I could pick out her scent in a massive crowd. She had long blond hair, and braces, and a smile so bright it made me wonder why other girls bothered smiling at all. I knew her class schedule, her birthday, her Gmail password, and her social security number—none of which I had any business knowing. I had anti-stalking rules that should have prevented me from knowing any of that, or even from thinking about her at all, but . . . Brooke was a special case.

The thing was, my rules were designed to keep Mr. Monster in, but they had the brutally efficient side effect of keeping everyone else out. A guy who forces himself to ignore people anytime he starts to get to know them is not a guy who’s going to make a lot of friends. I used to be okay with this, content to ignore the world and stay far away from any temptation, but Mom had other ideas, and now that she was taking an active hand in my sociopathy she was forcing me into situations I wasn’t sure how to handle. She insisted that the only way to learn social skills was to practice them, and she knew that I liked Brooke, so she pushed us together every chance she got. Her latest ploy, now that I had my learner’s permit, was to loan me a car and tell Brooke’s parents that I could drive Brooke to school every morning. Brooke’s parents thought it was a great idea, partly because the nearest bus stop was about eight blocks away, but mostly because they didn’t know how many times a week I had dreams about embalming their daughter.

I pulled out my keys and went outside, walking to the car. Mom had bought the cheapest possible car she could find for me to use—a 1971 Chevy Impala, baby blue, with no AC and no FM radio. It was built like a tank and handled like a cruise liner, and I figured you could melt it down and make at least three Honda Civics, but I wasn’t complaining. It was good just to have a car.

Brooke came out of her house before I could even get the car in gear. I always wanted to drive to her house and pick her up—it seemed more polite that way—but every morning she heard me start the engine and met me halfway.

“Good morning, John,” she said, climbing in the passenger side. I didn’t look at her.

“Good morning, Brooke,” I said. “Ready to go?”

“All set.”

I pulled away from the curb and got up to speed, carefully keeping my eyes on the road. I didn’t look at her until the end of the block, stopping at the corner and catching a quick glance as I checked for traffic. She was wearing a red shirt, and the top layer of her hair was tied up in a pony tail. I stopped myself from looking at her clothes any closer, but from the flash of skin on her legs I knew she was wearing shorts. It was pretty warm this time of year, so she’d be fine by lunchtime, but it was just chilly enough this early in the morning that I reached out and flipped on the heater before continuing down the street.

“Are you ready for social studies today?” she asked. It was the only class we shared, so it was a frequent topic of conversation.

“I think so,” I said. “I didn’t want to read the chapter on peer pressure, but some friends convinced me to.”

I heard her chuckle at that, but I didn’t look to see her smile. Brooke was the big anomaly in my life—the twisted knot that messed up all of my rules and disordered all of my plans. Any other girl, of course, I wouldn’t even talk to, and if I ever had a dream about any other girl I wouldn’t allow myself to even think about her for a week. That was the safe way—that was the way I’d lived for years.

Because of our situation, though, I had to stretch my rules to accommodate my enforced proximity to Brooke. I’d made a long list of exceptions to cover the area between “ignoring her completely” and “abducting her at knifepoint.” I couldn’t ignore her, but I couldn’t just stare at her either, so I’d developed a set of acceptable options:

I could say her name once, in the morning, when she got in the car. I could talk to her while driving, but I had to keep my eyes on the road. At school I could look at her three times during class, and talk to her once during lunch, but that was it—between classes I had to avoid her, even if it meant going out of my way. I could not follow her, even if we were going to the same place, and I could not, under any circumstances, think about her during the day. If I started to, I made myself recite number sequences in my head to drown out the thoughts: 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34. Perhaps most important of all, I could not touch her or anything that belonged to her, for any reason.

Before I’d made that last rule I’d actually stolen something of hers, just to have it—a hair clip that managed to end up on the floor of the car one day. I kept it for a week, like a good luck charm, but it made the “don’t think about her” rule almost impossible to follow, so I’d put it back on the floor and pointed it out to her the next morning, as if I’d just found it. Now I shied away from everything, to the point that I didn’t even touch the passenger door—“her” door—unless I absolutely had to.

“Do you ever think he’ll come back?” asked Brooke suddenly, interrupting my thoughts.

“Who?”

“The killer,” she said. Her voice was distant and thoughtful. “We act like he’s gone, just because he hasn’t attacked anybody in months, but they still haven’t found him. He’s still out there somewhere, and he’s still . . . evil.”

Brooke usually avoided talking about the killer; she hated even thinking about the subject. Something must have been bothering her if she was talking about it now.

“He might still be out there,” I said. “Some serial killers can wait years between attacks, like BTK, but they’re usually a different kind of killer. Our killer was . . .” I almost looked at her, stopped myself, and glared at the road. I had to be very careful not to freak her out—people usually got really creeped out when they realized how much I knew about serial killers. Even Agent Forman had been surprised in our early interviews—he was a criminal profiler, and yet I’d read an essay on Edmund Kemper that he’d never even heard of. “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s hard to think about.”

“It is hard,” said Brooke. “I don’t like to think of it, but with Mrs. Crowley right there, it’s kind of hard to forget. She must be so lonely.” I checked my blind spot just in time to see Brooke look over at me. “Do you ever have nightmares about it?”

“Not really,” I said, but it wasn’t true. I had nightmares about it almost every night—it was the main reason I hated sleeping. One minute I’d be nodding off, fighting to fill my mind with happy thoughts, and the next I’d be back inside the Crowley’s house, beating Mrs. Crowley with a clock. I had nightmares about finding Dr. Neblin, my therapist, dead in the Crowley’s driveway. And I had nightmares about Mr. Crowley—the Clayton Killer himself—impossibly transformed into a demon, slashing and killing a long parade of victims before finally coming after Mom and me. I’d killed him then, but that only made the nightmares worse: most of them were about how much I enjoyed killing, and how much I wanted to do it again. That was a lot more frightening.

“I can’t imagine what it must have been like for you to find that guy,” said Brooke. “I don’t think I could have done what you did.”

“What I did?” Did she know that I killed the demon? How?

“Trying to save Neblin,” said Brooke. “I would have just run.”

“Oh yeah.” Of course: she wasn’t thinking about killing, she was thinking about saving. Brooke always saw the positive side of everything. I’m not sure I had a positive side, but at least around her I could pretend.

“Don’t think too much of it,” I said, pulling into the school parking lot. “I’m sure you’d have done the same, and probably done a better job. You have to remember, I didn’t even save him.”

“But you tried.”

“I’m sure he appreciates the effort,” I said, and pulled into the one parking spot that still had enough room for my massive car. It was kind of funny, actually—this thing probably outweighed 99% of the vehicles here, even though half the kids drove trucks. “Well, here we are.”

Brooke opened the door and stepped out. “Thanks for the ride,” she said, “I’ll see you in social studies,” then ran off to join a friend. I permitted myself one long look as she walked away, jogging to join a friend on her way to the building. She was gorgeous.

And she was so much better off without me in her life.

“Shut up,” said Max, walking up next to me and dropping his backpack on the ground. Max Bowen was the closest thing I had to a friend, though it was more a matter of convenience than actual friendship. Serial killers tended to be withdrawn from the world as children, with few if any friends, so I’d told myself that a best friend, even a fake one, would help keep me normal. Max was the prefect candidate—he had no friends of his own, and he was just self-absorbed enough to not care about my various eccentricities. He was, on the other hand, very annoying—like his new habit of starting every conversation with “shut up.”

“You are just a delight to be with these days, you know that?” I said.

“This from the walking dead boy,” said Max. “We all know you’re a goth waiting to happen—why don’t you just wear black and get it over with?”

“My mom buys my clothes.”

“Yeah, so does mine,” he said, forgetting the string of insults and squatting down to open his backpack. “Pretty soon I’m going to fit into my dad’s clothes, though, and then I’m going to look awesome—I can wear his combat fatigues and everything.” Max worshiped his dad, even more so now that he was dead. The Clayton Killer had ripped him in half just after Christmas, and everyone in town had been extra nice to Max ever since, but I figured he was better off this way. His father was a jerk.

“Check this out,” he said, standing up and opening a thick cardboard folder. Inside were several comic books, carefully sealed in plastic, and he gingerly took one out and handed it to me. “This is a limited edition,” he said, placing it carefully in my hands. “Convention-only Green Lantern issue number zero—it’s even got a foil stamp in the corner. It’s numbered.”

“Why do you bring these to school?” I asked, but I knew the answer. Bragging about his expensive comics was the whole reason Max bought them—they weren’t any good to him if they stayed at home in a locked drawer where no one could see how cool he was for owning them.

“What this?” asked Rob Anders, stopping next to us. I sighed. Here we go again. This happened almost every day: Rob would mock Max, I’d mock Rob, he’d threaten me, and we’d go to class. Sometimes I wondered if I bugged him on purpose just to feel the thrill of danger again—to feel just a taste of the driving terror I’d felt over the winter. But Rob was not a killer, and he was definitely not a demon, and his threats were thin and hollow. He was sixteen years old, for crying out loud. What was he going to do?

“Good morning, Rob,” I said. “It’s always good to see you.” Mr. Monster desperately wanted to stab him.

“I wasn’t talking to you, freak,” said Rob, “I was talking to your boyfriend.”

“It’s a comic book worth more than anything you own,” said Max, taking it back protectively. Max always knew exactly what not to say.

“Let me see,” said Rob, and shot out his hand to grab the comic book. Max was at least smart enough not to fight over it, and let go immediately.

“Hold it carefully,” said Max, “don’t crease it.”

“The Green Lantern,” said Rob, holding it up in front of him. His voice was different now—more deliberate than normal, and a little more dramatic. I’d learned through experience that a voice like that meant the speaker was mocking something. “Is this who you dream about at night, Max? The big, dreamy Green Lantern swooping down into your bedroom?”

“Is homosexuality really all you talk about?” I asked. I knew I shouldn’t antagonize him, but Rob never did anything to me, just to Max—I think he was still scared of me after the Halloween incident.

“I only talk about gays around gaywads like you,” he said, flexing the comic and its cardboard support.

“Please don’t bend it,” said Max.

“Or what?” asked Rob with a smile, “your commando dad’s gonna beat me up?”

“Wow,” I said, “did you actually just make fun of his dead father?”

“Shut up,” said Rob.

“So you’re tough because somebody else killed his dad,” I said. “That is a gutsy claim, Rob.”

“And you’re a fag,” he said, slapping the comic into my chest.

“You do realize that highly vocal homophobes are far more likely to be gay?”

Rob sneered. “And you realize that you’re asking me, in very plain terms, to beat your face in? Right here. You’re handing me a signed request form.”

Chad Walker, one of Rob’s friends, walked up behind him.

“It’s the freaks,” said Chad. “How are you today, freaks?”

“I’m wonderful, Chad,” I said, not taking my eyes off of Rob. “Nice shirt, by the way.”

Rob stared back at me a moment, then dropped the comic book into my hands. “Take a good look, Chad,” he said. “Living proof of how messed up fatherless children can get. Two dysfunctional families in action.”

“Having a father has obviously done wonders for you,” I said.

Something finally snapped in Rob’s mind, and he shoved me in the chest. “You want to talk about dysfunctional, freak? You want to talk about cutting people open? They bring you in to the police station almost once a week, John—when are they finally gonna arrest you for the psycho you are?” He was shouting now, and other kids stopped to watch.

This was new—I’d never pushed him this far before. “You’re very observant,” I said, struggling to find some kind of compliment. I couldn’t think of anything else to say, but Mr. Monster was whispering something in my ear and it slipped out before I could stop it: “But think about it this way, Rob—you’re either wrong, in which case all these people staring at you think you’re an idiot, or you’re right, in which case you’re physically threatening a dangerous killer. It doesn’t seem very smart either way.”

“Are you threatening me, freak?”

“Listen, Rob,” I said. “You’re not scary. I’ve been scared before—really, legitimately scared—and you’re just nowhere in the same league. Why do we have to go through this every day?”

“You’re scared of getting caught,” said Rob.

“We’ve got to get to class,” said Chad, pulling Rob away. His eyes said that he was worried—that Rob had gone too far, or that I had. Rob took a step back, flipped me off, then walked toward the school with Chad. I handed Max his comic book, and he studied it carefully for damage.

“One of these days he’s going to hurt one,” said Max, “and then I’m going to sue him for damages—my dad said these things are worth, like, hundreds of dollars.”

“One of these days you’re going to leave your hundred-dollar comic books at home where he can’t hurt them,” I said, angry at him for attracting Rob’s attention. I shouldn’t break any of my rules—not even the simple ones like this. A year ago I would never have provoked Rob like that. Mr. Monster was getting too strong.

Max slipped his comic back into his folder, and then into his bag.

“See you at lunch,” I said.

“Shut up,” said Max.
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School was, as predicted, uninteresting, and I spent my time thinking about Agent Forman. He was the FBI investigator assigned to the Clayton Killer case, and he’d been living in town since around Thanksgiving. Even after the rest of the FBI team left in March, Forman had hung around. He’d made us his pet case—he was one of the first people on the scene when we called to report Neblin’s body, and since that time he’d interviewed me half a dozen times at least. It had been a while since the last one, though, and I’d assumed we were done. What did he want now?

I’d already told him everything I could possibly tell him, all except for three important things. First, there was the unspoken secret between Mom and me: that a demon had attacked us, that I had stabbed it, and that it had melted away into sludge right there in the back room of the house. We figured no one sane would believe us, and we didn’t want to be “the weirdos who say they saw a monster,” so we just cleaned it up and kept it quiet.

The second secret was something that Mom didn’t even know: the demon who attacked us was actually my next-door neighbor, Mr. Crowley. He’d been killing people and stealing their body parts to replenish his own body, which was falling apart. I’d stalked him for weeks trying to find a way to stop him, though when I finally did it I was minutes too late—maybe just seconds too late—to save Dr. Neblin. Being partially to blame for your own therapist’s death is a tough thing to deal with, especially because you don’t have a therapist anymore to help you through it. Sometimes irony just kicks you in the teeth like that.

The third secret was good old Mr. Monster himself. Sure, Mr. Monster had come in very handy when I’d needed to kill a demon, and when I’d needed to lure the demon by threatening its wife, but how do you explain that to the cops? “I stopped a supernatural force you don’t believe in, and of which I have no evidence, by calling on the power of my inner serial killer and beating an old lady until she passed out. You can thank me later.” I may have some big mental problems, but I’m not crazy enough to tell that story to anybody.

So yes, I was keeping a lot of secrets from Agent Forman, but the story I did tell him made perfect sense without those secrets, and there was absolutely no evidence to link me to anything else—Crowley’s remains had never been found, so they couldn’t even prove he was dead, let alone that I had killed him. I’d even destroyed the cell phones the victims and I had used that night, just in case. What did I possibly have to worry about?

After school I drove Brooke home—stealing three good looks at her face—and then I drove alone to the police station downtown, where Forman had set up an increasingly permanent office. The front receptionist, a blond woman named Stephanie, greeted me with a smile.

“Hello John,” she said as I came in. She looked about my sister’s age, in her early twenties, but my sister, Lauren, was usually more somber and preoccupied. Stephanie was like a bubbling pot of cheerful.

“Hi,” I said. “Forman wanted to see me again?”

“Yes.” She looked at her list. “You’re right on time. Sign in and I’ll tell him you’re here.”

She handed me a clipboard with a piece of paper, mostly empty, and I wrote down my name and the time on the first empty line. The metal chain on the pen was broken, so I clamped it into the clipboard and set it back on the counter.

The Clayton County police station was small and sparse, really only designed to handle the occasional DUI or domestic abuse call. Behind Stephanie was the large glass window of the sheriff’s office, and inside I could see Sheriff Meier—a stern, weary man with a long, gray mustache—talking on the phone. The pane of glass was woven through with metal wires, like a chain link fence, and there was a bullet hole in the lower right section of it. I could never get anyone to tell me the story of how it got there.

“Hello, John, thanks for coming in.” Agent Clark Forman was a short man, balding, with glasses and a thin moustache. He reached out his hand and I shook it dully.

“What is it this time?” I asked, following him into the side room where he’d made his makeshift office. His “desk” was oversized and thick, and I assumed it had started life as a conference table. Under Forman’s care it had become covered with loose sheets, bulging folders, piles of photographs, and more. A map of the county hung on one wall, with each of the Clayton Killer’s probable crime scenes marked with a pin. It always pleased me to see that there was no pin out by the lake—that was one of Crowley’s victims that I knew about that they hadn’t found yet. I couldn’t tell them about it without incriminating myself, of course, but it’s not like I was impeding an important investigation. The killer they were looking for was already dead.

“Have a seat,” said Forman, pointing at one of the conference room chairs shoved into the corner. He smiled as I pulled up the chair and sat, and gestured to his window. “Pretty nice weather out there today. Is your mother waiting outside?”

“I drove myself.”

“That’s right,” he said, nodding his head. “You’ve got a learner’s permit now. You turn sixteen in . . . two more months?”

“One more.”

“Right around the corner then,” he said. “Don’t worry—you’ll have a real license soon enough, and then you’ll be out there terrorizing the streets.”

There was that phrase: “terrorizing the streets.” I’d never heard that phrase in my whole life until I started taking Driver’s Ed., and now I’d heard it four times in the past month. It was one of those filler phrases, like “hot enough for ya?,” that didn’t mean anything—they just spill out of people when they don’t take the time to think. I wondered how much of this conversation was going to be real thought, and how much was going to be parroted filler.

“What do you need me for this time?” I asked.

“Just a routine follow-up,” he said, then paused for a moment before reaching for a folder and pulling out a photograph. “Let me get your opinion on something first, though, as long as you’re here. This will be on the news in a few hours, so it’s not proprietary information.” He slid the photo across the table, and I could see even from a distance that it was the face of a corpse. The eyes were open, but dull and lifeless.

Another corpse. And that meant there was another killer. I felt a rush of excitement boiling in my chest and making me feel lightheaded. Another killer.

I looked up at Forman. “Here in Clayton?”

“She’s not from here, no, but we did find her here. Just this morning.”

I leaned forward to look more closely, noting the pale skin, the slack jaw, the stringy hair. There was a fleck of something black on her cheek, and another on her forehead. Pieces of bark, perhaps.

“She was underwater,” I said, peering at the photo. “There’s sediment all over. You pulled her out of the lake.”

“An irrigation canal,” said Forman.

“Do you know who she is?”

“Not yet,” said Forman, glancing down at the photo and then back up at me. “We really don’t know much at all, except that the body’s covered with small wounds: burns, abrasions, punctures, that kind of thing.”

“Are there any pieces missing?” I asked. The Clayton Killer had always taken something—a limb or an organ—from each of his victims. The police just thought he was a serial killer saving mementos of his victims, but in reality the demon was dying, and used the pieces of other people’s bodies to replace his own. Mr. Crowley was supposed to be dead—I had seen him die—but maybe he had come back? Maybe he could regenerate his body even better than I thought?

Or maybe it was another demon?

“Would you believe that missing organs were the first thing we looked for too?” asked Forman. “The victim was nothing like the Clayton Killer’s victims, the scene was different, the methods appeared to be different, but still . . .” He shook his head, then showed me another photo of a blackened foot. “Same victim—that crater in the sole we think is an electrical wound, and probably the cause of death. So no, there’s really no similarities at all, but we just . . . I think maybe we want this to be him, because that would mean there’s only one killer to deal with. But in the end, no—there was nothing missing. There’s no evidence to link this killing to any of this winter’s.”

I studied the photo, analyzing the situation in my mind. After a moment I looked up at him. “You said you wanted my opinion,” I said. “If this is unrelated to the other killings, what does my opinion have to do with it?”

“Just grasping at straws, really,” said Forman, picking up the photo. “You’re the only witness who got a good look at the Clayton Killer and lived. You’ve already stated that you didn’t see a weapon, but in light of this new corpse I’m wondering if maybe you can remember seeing any tools? Maybe a work belt?”

“What kind of tools?”

“Well,” he said, putting the photo back down and pointing to the corpse’s shoulder, “for example, we think this wound was made by a screwdriver.”

I looked closely; the wound was small, barely a blip on the skin, but if they suspected a screwdriver it was probably a deep puncture. An image flashed through my head, more visceral than visual, and I imagined myself stabbing someone with a screwdriver, feeling it sink into the muscle and jar against the bone. Mr. Monster smiled, but I kept my face blank and pushed the thought away.

Agent Forman was looking at me, waiting.

“Nothing I can remember,” I said. I knew for a fact that it wasn’t the same killer, but I had to play this carefully so I didn’t give myself away. “There was certainly nothing like a tool belt, but it was cold, and he had a big coat, like I said. He could have had anything in those pockets.”

“Think hard,” said Forman, watching me intently. “Try to remember everything, even things you might not think of as weapons: a box cutter, a pair of pliers, a cigarette lighter.”

I breathed deeply. Had this body really been wounded by all of those things? What kind of damage would they do, and how would you use them? Would they work in an attack, or would the victim have to be restrained first?

Forman was still watching me.

“I don’t remember seeing anything like that,” I said. “He was a just a man in a coat; I didn’t even see the blade that he used to kill Dr. Neblin.”

“I understand,” said Forman, taking back the photo and sliding it back into the folder. “It was a long shot, but I figured as long as I had you here I might as well ask.”

I wanted—I needed—to see this body up close. And even as open as Forman was being, there was no way he’d take me in to see it—but when they were done with their forensic autopsy they’d probably send it to the mortuary for embalming. If they did, I could see it then.

What if the autopsy found a missing organ? Would that mean this was a new demon? Mr. Crowley had killed because he was dying, and stealing organs helped keep him alive, but what if the new demon killed for other reasons? What if he just enjoyed it? My skin went cold at the thought.

But then, if he didn’t kill to stay alive, there would be no reason to steal organs at all. So it might be a demon even if nothing was missing.

I pushed the thought away. One body wasn’t even a pattern, let alone a serial killer, let alone a serial killing demon. It was probably just a standard murder—a botched robbery, or a domestic dispute gone wrong. It was common enough in the rest of the world, and even in a little town like Clayton people had to die sooner or later. After all, if we could have a supernatural serial killer, we could have anything.

I looked up at Agent Forman and saw him sitting calmly, watching me. “Sorry to take up all that time,” he said. “Do you still have a minute for the real reason I brought you in?”

I tried to focus on the moment, forgetting my thoughts of demons and corpses and serial killers. There would be time for that later.

“Sure,” I said.

“Just routine stuff, like I said.” Forman pulled another piece of paper from a stack and looked at it. “It’s a standard questionnaire, really; you just happened to have your follow-up scheduled on what turned out to be a particularly interesting day. Lucky you.”

Yeah. Real lucky.

“Do you remember anything new about the night you called the police?

“No.”

“Do you remember anything new about the man you saw that night, whom you believe to be the Clayton Killer?”

“No.”

“Do you remember anything new about the body you pulled from the car—Dr. Benjamin Neblin?”

“No.”

Forman looked up. “You’re absolutely sure? We’ve examined the body in detail of course, but you saw it before it was moved—was it arranged in any particular way, or was anything placed on it or in it?”

“No,” I said. “It was just slumped over in the passenger seat. The face was hidden, so I didn’t recognize him at first, but I told you that before.”

“You did,” said Forman, nodding. “Just one more question: Do you remember anything new about your own feelings that night—why you did what you did, what went through your mind, that sort of thing?”

“I probably remember it worse now than I did then,” I said.

“Then that’s it,” he said. “Sorry for the anticlimax, but that’s really all I’ve got for you today. If you do remember anything new, you’ll be sure to call me?”

“Absolutely.”

“Excellent,” he said, and stood up. “Well, until then.”

I stood up and shook his hand, my mind already racing with the possibilities. Was this new killer connected to Crowley, and through him, to me? Was it Crowley himself, back from the dead? Or was it something completely new? At the same time, Mr. Monster was thinking as well, sorting through the facts and building a plan; where I saw a danger, Mr. Monster saw a rival. I’d killed the last killer that came to Clayton, and Mr. Monster wanted more.
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In my dreams they hunted me, not with guns or knives or claws but with sheets of paper, thin and immaterial, which passed from person to person like a virus. It started with Agent Forman, who waved the paper in my face and I knew, through the iron logic of dreams, that it was my arrest warrant, my conviction, and my death sentence all in one. I turned to run but there was Sheriff Meier, waving the same paper, and beside him were Rob Anders and Brooke, each with a paper of their own. I ran out and found Max, my sister, my aunt, and even my mom—the whole town behind them—all advancing on me slowly with their intangible, invincible papers. They weren’t angry, they weren’t sad, they were . . . disillusioned, perhaps. Betrayed.

I did it for them, and now they were going to kill me.

I never slept much, but after my meeting with Forman I began sleeping even less. Mom and I would watch the news, hearing arguments and speculation and no real information about the new corpse, and then she would go to sleep and I’d stay up to watch a talk show or a late movie, and then when there was nothing tolerable left on TV I drifted into my room and read—books, magazines, anything I could find to keep my mind active, because as soon as I drifted off, I relinquished control, and something inside took over. Something deep and dark.

Because when I wasn’t using my mind, Mr. Monster was.

Mr. Monster’s thoughts were like the grating background static of my own thoughts. When there was something else to drown them out they were just a low buzz, but as my other distractions faded their static grew louder, harsher, and more chaotic. Random white noise devolved into nightmare shapes and sounds, bodies and limbs and screams that never let me rest. At three or sometimes four in the morning I’d surrender to them, hoping to get at least a little rest, however fitful, before Mom woke me up at six-thirty and I started a new day. During those few hours Mr. Monster reigned, and I was a captive audience to his thrashing horrors.

The police kept a tight lid on their investigation, revealing virtually nothing about the autopsy results. If there was a stolen body part to link this victim to another demon, I didn’t know. I was desperate for facts, but there were none to be had.

I’d have to go back to the warehouse soon. I really needed to burn something.

“Calm down,” said Margaret, chopping lettuce in the kitchen. She was my mom’s twin sister, and her partner in the mortuary. “You act like you haven’t seen her in years.”

“I barely have,” said Mom, tweaking the placement of a fork on the table. “Not socially, I mean—the mortuary doesn’t count, we barely talk.”

It was Mother’s Day, and my sister was coming. This was a big deal, because she never came to anything. I’d even baked a cake.

I’d taken up cooking as one of my many hobbies designed to occupy my mind and keep Mr. Monster down. Mom was a big fan of the Food Network, and I was a big fan of food, so one day when I was daydreaming about corpses and trying to clear my head I happened to catch a special on chocolate chip cookies, and decided to follow along. It grew pretty quickly from there, and soon I was making all kinds of food for every different meal. Mom wasn’t much of a chef anyway, so she didn’t mind.

The cake was already done and cooling on the counter, so I was browsing through the paper. I noted with pleasure that Karla Soder had been admitted to the hospital for extended care; she was one of the oldest people in Clayton, and I’d been waiting for her to die for a while now. We hadn’t embalmed anybody in more than a month.

“Lauren was here at Christmas,” said Margaret, laying out silverware, “and our birthday.”

“She got here half an hour late for the birthday party and left early,” said Mom. “Of course you’re not nervous—she likes you. Do you have any idea what it’s like to be estranged from your own daughter?”

“Just don’t overdo it,” said Margaret, placing the lettuce onto salad plates. “Don’t try to be her mother, just be her friend. Work your way up from there.”

“Maybe she needs a mother,” said Mom, garnishing each lettuce pile with a wedge of tomato. “I don’t even know what she does outside of work.”

A knock sounded from the door, and the two women froze. I shifted on the couch to get a better view of the door.

“Come on in,” said Mom, “it’s unlocked.”

The door opened and Lauren walked in, smiling bigger than I’d seen in a long time. Mom grinned back, wide-eyed, as if she didn’t know what was so wonderful but wasn’t willing to let it slip by uncelebrated.

“Guess what?” said Lauren, practically dancing. Mom shook her head in a daze, and Lauren gestured at the open doorway. I could hear someone waiting just outside. “I brought someone for you to meet. Please say hello to my boyfriend, Curt.”

A huge man barreled through the doorway and swept Lauren up in a massive hug. He twirled her around while she shrieked, then set her down and grinned wolfishly at Mom and Margaret. He was tall and wide, like a football player, with short sandy hair and a rough swath of sandy five o’clock shadow.

I hated him instantly.

“Lauren wanted to surprise you,” he said, “so I figured I may as well make it exciting. Holy hell, you really are twins.” He looked back and forth from Mom to Margaret, sizing them up, then laughed loudly. “I give up. Which one’s Mom?”

Mom stepped forward, trying to get her bearings, and extended her hand. “That would be me,” she said. “It’s very nice to meet you . . .” She trailed off, not remembering his name.

“Curt,” said Curt, “with a C, like Curtis, but I’ll smack anyone who calls me that.” He laughed again, gregarious and authoritative. This was a man who was accustomed to being the center of attention.

Mom’s face had become a mask—stiff and smiling, which meant she was upset and trying to conceal it. I glanced at Lauren to see if she saw the same thing, but she was too busy smiling at Curt. I looked back at Mom and saw her walk stiffly to the table.

“This is such a surprise,” she said. “We’ll have to . . . set another place. Margaret, could you get another plate, please?” While they shifted the table around, trying to find the best place for a fifth person, Lauren finally noticed me.

“John!” she said, grabbing Curt by the shoulder and turning him to face the living room. He resisted the pull, delaying just long enough to make it obvious it was his own choice to turn, and not Lauren’s. “Curt, this is my little brother, John. You’ve heard me talk about him.”

“Nothing good,” said Curt, and winked at me. I stared back, not certain what to say.

“Whoa, we got a shy one here,” said Curt, laughing. “Don’t worry, sport, I don’t bite . . . hard.” He laughed again, and elbowed Lauren a little harder than was strictly necessary. My reflexes kicked in and I started searching for something to compliment him on.

“That’s a very nice shirt,” said Mom, and I shot her a stunned look. She glanced back at me, shrugged, and turned back to her work. “John, honey, can you grab the folding chair by my computer?” I retrieved the chair from her bedroom while Curt loudly proclaimed the merits of his shirt.

I took the folding chair into the kitchen and set it up next to Lauren’s seat, leaving that side of the table just slightly crowded with two chairs. Curt, not even looking at me, sat down at the head of the table, on Lauren’s other side. I glowered and sat in the folding chair myself; it was an inch or so lower than the kitchen chairs, and I felt short and awkward.

Every rule I had seemed to cry out to me to do something—compliment him, shake his hand, show him how normal I was—but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Something about him made me so mad, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. He was rude and loud and boorish, certainly, but I knew a lot of people like that, and I could talk to them just fine. Why was Curt different? His comment that I was too shy to talk burned in my ears, but I didn’t correct him; if he thought I was shy he might leave me alone, and I could ignore him.

Ignoring him proved even more difficult than speaking to him, because he barely ever stopped talking.

“I can’t believe I’m still driving around in that old piece of junk,” he said, jerking his thumb in the general direction of the curb and shaking his head. “It was a nice enough truck when I bought it, but it’s ancient now—I’m embarrassed to be seen in it.”

“It’s only four years old,” said Lauren, “and it’s gorgeous.”

“It might be good enough for you,” he said, “but you haven’t seen the new ones. I know it’s Japanese, but that new model truck they’ve got at the lot makes this one look like a piece of crap. It’s like a luxury car in there—driver-side memory settings that adjust the seat and the steering wheel and the mirrors automatically, so I wouldn’t have to fix it all myself every time Shorty here drives it.”

He waved at Lauren with a smile. Lauren laughed at the comment, and Margaret seemed to be listening closely, but Mom was still at the counter carefully rearranging our four salads across five plates. I watched as she placed each leaf of lettuce slowly, deliberately, not stalling for time but honestly trying to make each salad the best it could be. Her mouth was a thin, frozen smile; she was determined to make this dinner work.

“The seats are all leather, and they’re heated,” said Curt, “and the stereo system has Bluetooth—standard, not optional—”

“Your seats are leather,” said Lauren.

“But not heated,” said Curt. He looked at me. “She wouldn’t know a nice car if it bit her, eh sport?”

Mom brought the reapportioned salads to the table, passing them out and then sitting down next to me—and as far from Curt as possible. It was the only seat left, of course, but I could tell by the way she sat subtly sideways, focusing on Lauren instead of on him, that she was grateful for the distance.

“Eat up,” she said. “The chicken’s ready to eat as soon as we’re done with the salads.”

“Lauren didn’t cook it, did she?” asked Curt, grinning like a cat. Lauren smiled and shook her head. “She’s beautiful,” he said, “but she can’t cook to save her life.”

Mom set down her fork abruptly, staring at Curt. “That’s no way to talk about your girlfriend.”

“Hey, I’m just calling it like I see it,” said Curt, stabbing another piece of lettuce and shaking his head dismissively. He’d already moved on; if he’d noticed how upset Mom was, he didn’t show it.

Mom started to talk again, jumping into the empty space while Curt chewed, but Margaret caught her eye and shook her head almost imperceptibly. Mom and Margaret could communicate completely wordlessly sometimes, after knowing each other for so long. Mom stared back, her nostrils flared, and I could tell she was mad. Lauren, when I glanced at her, was looking at Curt and ignoring the two women altogether.

“Course, she can do a damn fine bag of popcorn,” said Curt with a smile. “It’s just anything with a stove that gives her trouble.”

“You remember how bad I am with baking,” said Lauren. “Remember that time I tried to make brownies in junior high, and they ended up burned on the edges and raw in the middle?”

“Yep, she still does that,” said Curt, picking up his water glass and taking a long drink. I found it fascinating the way he responded to her in the third person, answering her comments directly but without addressing her or looking at her—or at anyone else, for that matter. He wasn’t talking to us, singly or as a group, he was simply talking, and we were the nearest audience. Mr. Monster perked up his ears, shifting restlessly inside my mind. He wanted to crush this blowhard’s veneer of security and confidence and make him cry in terror; he wanted to make him beg for mercy.

I retreated deeper into myself, forcing myself to ignore Curt and the dinner. I thought about Agent Forman instead, wondering what his plan was; was he focused on me as a suspect, or did he have others? Was he even suspicious at all, or just trying to scare me into divulging some other information? Nothing that incriminated me, maybe, but something that might give him a clue he’d missed so far. There were unanswered questions galore in this case, and I knew they must have been bugging him more and more as time went on. How long had Mrs. Crowley been tied up? Could the same person have done that and killed Dr. Neblin? Why had Mr. Crowley’s body never been found, when all of the previous killings had left behind a dismembered corpse? Even if Forman didn’t suspect that I did it, he must have suspected I knew more than I was telling.

“Actually,” said Mom, “John baked the cake.”

I looked up and saw all four people looking at me. How much had I missed?

“Jim?” said Curt.

“John,” said Mom, Margaret, and Lauren in unison.

I nodded.

“Well I’ll be damned,” said Curt. “Home Ec assignment or something?”

“He does most of the baking around here,” said Mom. “He’s really very good, and he loves to do it.”

“Baking,” said Curt, balling his fist in a show of mock solidarity. “It’s a manly pursuit.”

“It is,” said Lauren. It was the first time I’d heard her take a defiant tone with Curt. “I wish you’d cook for me sometime.”

“That’s because there’s no good restaurants in this podunk town,” said Curt.

“And,” insisted Lauren, “it’s because women appreciate it when men take time to do things for them.”

“I bought you that pair of shoes,” said Curt.

“I love those shoes,” said Lauren, rolling her head back in ecstasy.

“I hope so,” said Curt with a laugh, “they were expensive.”

“We’re going to have girls beating down our door once they find out how well John cooks,” said Mom, getting up to clear the salad plates.

“Well, bring it on,” said Curt, spreading his arms. “Guy food’s usually better anyway, right? No whining about calories and fat and crap like that—just great big piles of the good stuff.” He looked at the counter and sniffed deeply. “He make the chicken too?”

Mom and I looked at each other, suddenly wary of what to say. I’d stopped cooking meat six weeks ago because it ruined the whole point—instead of getting my mind off of dead bodies, it made me think of them more and more, chopping up soft red meat with a cleaver and squishing my fingers into bloody mounds of ground beef. I’d stopped eating meat altogether.

“John’s a vegetarian,” said Mom.

I didn’t really think of it in those terms; “vegetarian” seems so much more zealous than “doesn’t eat meat.” I didn’t think meat was murder or anything, I just . . . well, actually I guess I did. For me, anyway. But how many other vegetarians fantasized about murdering their own meat?

“A vegetarian!” cried Curt. “What on Earth would possess a sane man to do that?”

It’s so I don’t hurt idiots like you, I thought.

“He bakes the desserts and I do most of the meals,” said Mom, serving chicken breasts from a baking pan one by one onto plates at the counter. “I barely eat meat anymore these days, either, just because it’s easier than making two meals, but I still like it for special occasions.” She gave each plate a scoop of rice and placed them two-by-two on the table; the last to come was mine, the meat replaced by a lentil soup I’d really started to like.

“Dude,” said Curt, leaning seriously over the table. He was staring at me intently. “That’s not even food. That’s what food eats.” He burst into laughter at his own joke, and Lauren laughed along. Margaret smiled politely, and I could see now from the way she smiled—curling the edges of her lips, but without moving a muscle around her eyes—that her close attention was all an act, and she really didn’t care about anything Curt said. I smiled, and ate a piece of broccoli.

“Seriously, though,” said Curt, glancing at Lauren. “Maybe you ought to be eating the same as him; you’re never going to fit your skinny jeans if you keep eating like this.”

“Honestly!” said Mom, slamming down her fork again. “Who talks like that?”

“It’s true!” said Lauren, “I haven’t fit my skinny jeans in months—Curt’s never even seen me in them.”

“That’s no excuse for talking to you that way,” said Mom.

“I don’t need an excuse when it’s true,” said Curt. I could see from the way he was grinning that he thought he’d said something funny; a joke to cut the tension. Amazing—even I knew that was a stupid thing to say.

“She’s sitting right here,” said Mom, gesturing to Lauren. “Show a little courtesy, for crying out loud!”

“I knew this was going to happen,” said Lauren, closing her eyes. “Dammit, Mom, why can’t you be civil for one meal? For even half a meal? We’ve only been here twenty minutes.”

“I’m the one who’s not being civil?” said Mom. “He hasn’t stopped insulting you since you got here.”

“Oh come on!” said Lauren, throwing down her napkin and standing up. “He’s trying to liven this place up! The rest of you are dead in here—John hasn’t said word one the entire time!”

That’s not because I’m dead, it’s because I’m smart.

“She told me you two didn’t get along,” said Curt, glaring at Mom, “but I had no idea how bad she had it.”

“Amazing,” said Mom, folding her arms and staring at Lauren. “He’s the most sensitive man in the world. Where did you find such a catch?”

“Don’t you dare talk to me about choosing men,” said Lauren, jabbing her finger at Mom. “Don’t you dare tell me you’re some kind of expert at the dumbest thing you ever did!”

“I don’t have to take this,” said Curt, standing, “and neither do you.” He took Lauren by the elbow and herded her to the door.

“Don’t you walk away from me!” shouted Mom.

“Why on Earth would I stay?” shouted Lauren. She broke away from Curt’s grip and stomped back to the table. “You have been cutting me down my entire life, like I’m some kind of . . . what do you even think of me? Can I make any good decisions at all? Am I just a . . . mistake machine that spits out stupid all day?”

Mom folded her arms. “How am I supposed to talk to you when you take that attitude?”

“You talking to me is the last thing I need,” said Lauren. Curt took her elbow again and guided her to the door, ominously quiet now that the two women were fighting. This time Lauren didn’t break away, and he led her outside and closed the door behind him.

“Come back here!” shouted Mom, then whirled around and slammed the palm of her hand as hard as she could into the door of a cupboard. “Not again,” she sobbed. “I’ve lost her again.” She hid her face in her hands, leaning against the cupboard, and cried.
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It was nearly six hours later when Mom finally went to bed and I slipped out of the house, pedaling my bike in a beeline for the old warehouse. She’d spent the afternoon sobbing and talking to Margaret, going over the situation a thousand times: Lauren was right, Lauren was wrong, Lauren was making a huge mistake, Mom had made a huge mistake, and on and on and on. I hid in my room and pulled my ski mask down to cover my ears and muffle the noise.

It was just like the old days, when everyone fought and everyone cried and everyone walked out of our lives as fast as they could go. Just like the old days but worse—I had Forman trying to get inside my head, and Mr. Monster desperate to claw his way out. I didn’t know how far I could stretch before I snapped. Plans seemed to form themselves in my mind: how to find out where Curt lived; how to incapacitate him; how to cut him, slowly and carefully, in order to cause the most pain I could possibly cause. I started pacing the room and singing snatches of whatever music I could remember—old songs my dad used to listen to, new stuff Brooke played on the radio in the mornings—anything to fill my mind and keep my thoughts as far from death as possible. Nothing worked.

It was the need—the desperate urge that built up inside of a serial killer and drove him to kill. What was it? Where did it come from? I had always been able to control my dark side before, keeping it locked up for years, but it was stronger now. I’d killed the demon, and Mr. Monster had gotten his first taste of death, and now he wanted more. Could I still control it? How strong would it get? How intense would the need get before it exploded and killed somebody else—my mom, or Margaret, or Brooke?

I paced back and forth in my bedroom, feeling caged; the slats of my blinds were like bars, and looking out between them I could see Mr. Crowley’s house, large and dark. How many nights had I spent creeping around the walls, peeking in the windows, studying my prey? I missed that part of my life—I physically missed it, like a severed limb that still itched intrusively. Couldn’t I do it again? But Crowley had been a demon, not a person; it was okay to stalk him because it was all for the greater good. I had weighed the implications carefully, and I had made my decision, and now I couldn’t justify that kind of behavior for anything less.

But what if there was a new demon?

It was foolish to assume that Crowley was the only one, but it was also foolish to assume that they all worked in the same way. The new body didn’t have any pieces missing, but it did have dozens of minor wounds and a single huge wound on its foot. Was there some kind of new supernatural menace that needed to electrocute people to stay alive? And did the fact that the victim was a woman suggest, somehow, that the demon was also a woman?

But no—just as I was misleading myself by assuming that the demons’ methods would all be the same, I couldn’t assume that their motives would be the same. Mr. Crowley had killed men who matched his own physique because he needed to replace pieces of his own body. It was about survival. The new demon might be killing for food, for sport, for personal expression; there were any number of reasons. Just like me, the demon would have a need—some kind of emotional hole that needed to be filled.

How could I discover the demon’s need if I didn’t even know my own?

I thought about Curt again, and how satisfying it would be to electrocute him, like the dead woman had been electrocuted—watching him scream and writhe until the charge had burned a massive crater in his flesh. I shook my head to clear the thought. I couldn’t go on like this. I needed to burn something.

It was time to visit the warehouse again.

On my way out of the house I grabbed some chicken from the fridge—no one had finished their dinner, after all—and sealed it in a plastic bag and shoved it into my coat pocket. That cat wouldn’t stop me this time.

It was just after midnight, and dark enough to make my bike a bad idea, but the car would make noise; it might wake up Mom, and it would definitely make me easier to trace if the arson was investigated. I rode my bike through the darkened streets for nearly a mile, then got down and walked along the uneven trail through the trees, feeling my way through the dark patches where the moon couldn’t penetrate. The tank of gas sloshed in my hand.

The fire was calling to me.

The warehouse reflected bright gray moonlight from its cinder block walls, shining dully in the clearing. I was grinning now. This was the time when the lines inside of me blurred, and Mr. Monster became simply John Cleaver: not a killer but a boy; not a monster but a human being. Fire was my great catharsis, but this prelude moment was my purest freedom—the one brief respite when I didn’t have to worry about what Mr. Monster wanted to do, because he and I wanted the same thing. Once I’d made my decision to light a fire, I wasn’t at war with myself anymore; I was just me, and everything made sense.

The cat greeted me with a silent stare, perched in the sill of a shattered window that granted him a lordly view of his entire domain, both inside and out. I dropped my bike by the trees and walked forward quietly, pulling out the chicken and tearing off a small piece. The fibers separated cleanly, layers of cooked muscle peeling away from each other in easy strips. I reached up to the window and waved the chicken as close to the cat as I could, letting him smell the meat, then dropped the torn-off piece on the ground and tossed the rest several feet away. The cat’s eyes tracked the meat as it arced through the air. He focused on it like a laser. I slipped into the warehouse through the empty doorway.

When I glanced up at the window again the cat was still there, and it turned to look at me as I came through the door. It watched me for a moment, then turned back to stare at the meat outside. That’s right, I thought, go and get it.

I pulled the old mattress out from behind the stack of pallets. It was thick and musty, covered with dirt and animal tracks, and the bottom was damp; the smell when I flipped it over was a slow, moldy cloud. I flipped it back, dry side up, then thought better of it and flipped it back over again. I could use some of these other pieces, like the wooden pallets, to prop up the mattress and create an oven underneath it. The dry bottom side would catch quickly and help dry out the top, and the smoke from the wet patches would escape into the air without suffocating the flames below.

The cat was still perched in the window, watching me with interest. I stopped moving, trying to make myself as uninteresting as possible, and stared back at it. It didn’t move.

I waited a moment longer, but the cat stayed still. I started gathering material for my oven; the cat had to move sooner or later.

Along one wall of the warehouse there was a row of metal barrels, though as near as I could tell they were all empty. They weren’t flammable, and they didn’t contain any flammable chemicals, so I ignored them and moved on. The far corner held a pile of paint cans, and more were placed around the rest of the room seemingly at random. On previous visits I’d managed to catalog them all: most were latex paint, which wouldn’t burn, but there was a nice stack of white enamel paints that would go up like rocket fuel. I used my keys to lever one can open, and smiled at the acrid puff of alcohol that rose up from inside. The paint was old—several decades, probably—and the pigment had settled out and congealed on the bottom, leaving a thick alcoholic soup on top. I hauled the cans over to the center of the room, two at a time, dreaming about the massive blaze I would create.

The cat was still in the window, watching me. I frowned. I went outside and found the chicken breast, untouched in the scrub and gravel. The little piece I’d torn off was untouched as well. I picked it up and held it out to the cat.

“Don’t you want it?”

It stared at me.

“It’s food, cat, don’t you eat food?” I had to stop myself from calling it a name—any abuse, even verbal, was against the rules. I tossed the food up in front of it, letting it arc right in front of the cat’s face and then fall back to the ground. “Get out of the window.”

My chest felt tighter, and I took a deep breath. Don’t freak out, I told myself, it’s still okay. You can still have your fire. The cat will go away and everything will be fine. I was breathing more heavily now, and squinted my eyes harshly against . . . I don’t know what. I just needed to squint them, two, three, four times in a row. I walked back inside quickly, casting around for something to do. Wood! There was some wood in the center; I could stack it up.

The construction company that used to own this place had left behind several boards and planks, two by fours and one by eights, and over twenty-something years of seasonal cycles the wood had grown warped. Some were slightly curved, other were bloated, and some had cracked and split. Past visitors had moved some of them around, restacking them or simply knocking them over, but most were still stacked in their original piles. To build my oven I grabbed three of the one by eights and propped them up on six open cans of enamel paint—the paint wouldn’t do much until the fire got really big, but when the flame finally reached them they’d flare up spectacularly. I arranged these in neat rows and laid the mattress over the top, working so quickly that I knocked all the boards off the cans the first time I tried to lift it. The cat, still sitting in the window, was making me too nervous. I needed to calm down. I reset the boards and then raised the mattress more carefully, dry side down, before setting it on top of the boards. The mattress was wetter than I thought, soaked through, and I ran my hand through my hair uneasily. After a moment I simply picked up my gas can and poured some over the top of the mattress. It wasn’t the most elegant solution, but it was probably the simplest.

The cat was still there. I dropped the gas can and kicked a stack of two by fours. “Get out!” The noise echoed through the empty room, and the cat hissed and arched its back aggressively.

I squeezed my eyes shut again, feeling sick. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I took a few steps, then turned and stepped back, pacing erratic patterns in the dirty floor. I turned back to the cat and looked it straight in the eyes. “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. “I’m not going to let anything hurt you.” I paused. “Maybe I can help—maybe you just don’t know what to do.”

I could climb up and carry the cat out myself—gently—but I’d need something to stand on. I ran to the metal barrels and grabbed one by the top rim; even empty it was still heavy, and I braced myself against the wall to tip it over. It hit the floor with a hollow clang, and I rolled it impatiently to the other side of the room, navigating carefully around the piles of wood and cans and garbage that filled the warehouse.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I repeated, rolling the barrel, “I’m just going to help you. I’m going to take you somewhere safe.”

I pushed away a couple of pallets leaning against the wall under the window, and maneuvered the barrel into place. It seemed nearly impossible to stand it back up, but I steadied it against the wall and got my hands under it, heaving it up into place. The cat watched everything impassively.

I carefully climbed on top of the barrel, standing up slowly from a crouch. When I drew close to the cat it hissed again, baring its fangs and staring me down. I paused, trying to reassure it.

“Don’t be scared. I’m just going to pick you up, very gently, and take you outside.” I stood up straighter and it hissed a third time, louder. “Listen, this whole place is about to be on fire, and you don’t want to be here. You don’t understand fire, but it’s very scary. It’s very bad.”

I straightened further and the cat arched its back, hair standing on end. Standing this close I could see the familiar lines of a housecat in its face, but there was something deeper; traces of leopard and tiger burned through from inside, reawakened remnants of the cat’s primal ancestry. Wherever the cat had come from, whatever civilization it may once have had, it was all gone now. The creature threatening me was a wild, dangerous animal.

I held myself motionless, peering into its face like a well of memory. It hissed again, crouching on its forelegs in preparation to pounce.

I backed away.

I shouldn’t be doing this. I allowed myself to break one rule—to burn things when I needed the release—but this was going too far. I couldn’t break any of my other rules, and if I touched this cat it would attack me, and I’d fight back, and by hurting it I’d be breaking my biggest rule of all. I couldn’t do it, and I was going to stop.

I jumped down from the barrel, edgy and drained. I felt light-headed, and sat down on a stack of boards to catch my breath. I wasn’t going to hurt anything.

I wasn’t going to burn anything.

My tension was still there—my rage, my fear, my desperation—but I couldn’t let it out. Not like this. This was too loose and uncontrolled; I think somewhere, deep down, I’d wanted to provoke the cat to attack so I’d have an excuse to hurt it. But I would not allow myself to hurt it.

Trying to release my tension in safe, little doses like this was becoming too dangerous; there had to be a better way. But bottling it up, never to be released at all, wasn’t working either, and I definitely couldn’t just pull out the stops and let it run uncontrolled. There had to be a middle ground.

What I needed was another demon.

I’d never been as comfortable as I had been over the winter, hunting the demon that stalked my town. I’d had focus and direction; I’d had a purpose that gave everything meaning. I’d been able to let Mr. Monster out, and because of that, I’d been able to live at peace with myself for the first time in years. Now that the demon was gone, my psychological outlet was gone, too.

I walked out of the warehouse slowly, breathing in a controlled, steady rhythm. We had another victim, but no killer to hunt; it was not a demon, it was not a serial killer, it was just a drunk husband or a jealous boyfriend . . .

A jealous boyfriend. Forman had said that the body was covered in small wounds—stabs and scrapes and burns and blisters and who knew what else. An angry, jealous boyfriend could have done that easily; an angry, jealous boyfriend who had no respect for women and, as such, treated them like dirt. A man like that would have no qualms about inflicting that kind of pain on a woman.

And I knew exactly where to find a man like that.

It was a long shot, I knew, but it was something. It was a clear, attainable goal: to follow a man who might be the killer to determine if he really was. I could live the way I had before; I could serve Mr. Monster’s needs without endangering my own.

It was time to get to know Curt much, much better.
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The victim was eventually identified as Victoria Chatham. Since she hadn’t come to us for embalming, there was no chance to examine the body or study the wounds. That left me no direct way of learning more about the man who had inflicted those wounds, so my study of the killer would have to begin elsewhere.

And since I was stuck in school for a few more weeks, “elsewhere” meant a lopsided conversation with Max in the lunch room.

“The central question of criminal profiling,” I said, “is ‘what does the killer do that he doesn’t have to do?’ ”

“Oh please, not again,” said Max, rolling his eyes.

“This really works,” I insisted. “And it works better to have someone else to bounce ideas off of. You were really helpful last time.”

“If I was so helpful, why didn’t you catch the bad guy?”

Actually, I did.

“The FBI agent at the police station called me in and showed me the crime scene photos before they went public,” I said. “He asked for my help.”

“Shut up.”

“No, seriously.”

“John, we are two tables away from three incredibly hot girls in incredibly short shorts, and I so don’t have time for another analytical conversation with you.”

I closed my eyes. Brooke was sitting just two tables down with two of her friends, Marci and Rachel, but I’d already used up my one allowed lunchtime conversation and my two allowed lunchtime looks. Brooke had her hair up in a ponytail, tied with some kind of pink ribbon or elastic. She was wearing a pink T-shirt with white stripes, and a pair of jean shorts that showed off her long, slender legs. I wasn’t even allowed to think about her anymore, which was the whole point of analyzing the killer instead.

My fingers itched to burn something.

“The body was covered with wounds,” I said. “They said it on the news and I saw it in the photo. The killer hurt her before he killed her; he tortured her. Why would he do that?”

“I don’t know,” said Max, “you’re the scary weirdo. Why would you do that?”

“That’s insulting, but yes, putting ourselves into his place is more or less what we’re doing here.”

“I’m serious,” said Max. “If you were going to kill someone that way, which I’m not entirely ruling out, why would you do it?”

This is better than nothing. “Because I want something,” I said, “and killing her, in that manner, would help me get it.”

“So what do you want?”

“I don’t know what I want,” I said. “That’s the whole thing we’re trying to figure out. We have to work backward.”

“Okay,” said Max, looking at the ceiling and waving his hands slowly. “What do you . . . get, when you . . . kill someone in a way that . . . gets you whatever it is that you want?”

“What do I gain by killing someone in this way,” I said.

“That’s what I said.”

“I gain . . . satisfaction.”

“That’s really sick,” said Max.

“It’s not really me. The killer gains satisfaction.”

“It’s still sick,” said Max. “What else?”

“The killer gains revenge. The killer gains power.”

“The killer gains peace and quiet,” said Max.

“Probably not,” I said. “If all you want to do is shut someone up, there are easier ways to do it than torturing them to death.”

“What if it’s someone who’s been nagging you your whole life, and you just can’t stand it anymore, and you want to make them suffer for it before they die? Then your reward is peace and quiet.”

“Actually,” I said, “in that case your reward would be power, revenge, and satisfaction. You’d be taking control of your life, and getting revenge on the person who’d taken it away from you.”

“And when you’re done with all that,” said Max, “you’d have peace and quiet. I’m telling you, it keeps coming back to that.”

“Does it, though?” I asked. “If I want peace and quiet, the last thing I’m going to do is dump a dead body in the middle of an ongoing serial killer investigation. This death is going to get more coverage, more attention, and a lot more investigation than any other dead body in any other nowhere town.”

“All right already,” said Max. “I give up, I don’t get peace and quiet. I get the exact opposite of peace and quiet; I get . . . war and noise. I get a noisy war; I’m a terrorist.”

Pieces clicked together in my mind. “Maybe you are,” I said, leaning forward eagerly. “I mean, not a standard terrorist, but it’s the same general idea—you use violence to get attention.”

“So I’m a four-year-old?”

“You’re doing this on purpose,” I said, “because you want people to notice you. You kill someone in a weird way, leave them in an obvious place, and that’s how you get your message out.”

“Why is this suddenly me instead of you?”

“Me then. Whatever. The killer. The killer is trying to say something. ‘I hate women,’ or ‘I’m better than you,’ or something like that.”

“ ‘I can do whatever I want.’ ”

“Exactly.”

Max took a bite of his sandwich. “So who’s he talking to?”

“I . . . don’t know. Everyone, I guess. The police. The FBI. We have an agent in from out of town who does this for a living, he might be talking to him.”

“What if it’s the Clayton Killer?”

“The methods are completely different,” I said.

“No, I mean what if he’s talking to the Clayton Killer?”

I stared back. The Clayton Killer was dead, but Max didn’t know that. Nobody did. Including the new killer.

What if this was one killer’s way of saying “Hi, I’m new in town?” to another?

“Holy crap, here she comes,” said Max.

“Who?” I looked up sharply and saw Brooke coming straight toward us. That was three looks during lunch; I wasn’t allowed that many. I had to follow my rules as strictly as I could, even if she initiated it. They were my first and last defense against Mr. Monster, and if I could do anything I wanted, then so could he. I couldn’t let that happen.

“If she asks what we’re talking about,” said Max, “please say cars.”

Brooke stepped up to the table. “Hey John.”

“Hey.” I wasn’t allowed to talk to her again during lunch either, after saying ‘hi’ on the way into the lunch room.

“You have English next?” she asked.

“Yeah.” I tried to be as polite as I could, watching the wall behind her, looking just to the right of her face.

“Mrs. Barlow said we’re starting the same new unit as your class,” Brooke said. “Beowulf and Grendel.”

“Yeah,” I said, hoping for the conversation to end. Then, desperate not to seem rude, I added, “They sound really interesting.” I gritted my teeth. I shouldn’t have said that.

“They do,” said Brooke. I could see in my peripheral vision that she was smiling. I glanced down at the table, then back up at the space just beyond her other shoulder.

“I think it would be great to talk about it,” she said, “you know, like in the car and stuff. Since we’re there everyday anyway.”

“Sure,” I said. I wasn’t supposed to contribute to the conversation, but . . . what else could I do? “That would help a lot in class, since we’re in different classes.”

“Exactly,” said Brooke. “We can share all the brilliant insights from each other’s classes, and then sound like geniuses in our own.”

I looked down at the table again. “Yeah.” Please leave.

“Great!” she said. “I guess I’ll see you in the car?”

“Yeah.”

“All right, see you there!” She walked away. Finally.

Max stared as she walked away. “Goodbye, beautiful butt. I’ll miss you.” He turned back to me and clapped his hands silently. “Effing brilliant, by the way. I’d never picked you for that kind of romantic subtlety.”

“What are you talking about?” I said, shaking my head. It felt prickly and wrong, like it was caught in a spiderweb.

“Brushing her off like that,” said Max. “If the second-hottest girl in school walked up to me, wearing those shorts and begging to be my study partner, there’s not a chance in hell I could have played it so cool. I don’t think anyone in school could have played it that cool.”

“ ‘The second hottest girl?’ ”

“She’s no Marci,” said Max. “But seriously: I’m very impressed. You’ve got her wrapped around your finger.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

“Don’t be modest, dude, it’s a great plan.” Max leaned back and gestured broadly with both hands. “You give her just enough attention to show what a nice guy you are, and then you back off and let her fill in the blanks herself. It’s really starting to work; the ‘hard to get’ thing is paying off.”

“That’s not what that was.”

“Oh come on,” said Max. “You think nobody notices? You drive her to school every morning, you gaze longingly as she walks away, and then you practically avoid her the rest of the day. Yesterday at lunch you walked up to her, chatted about her shoes, of all things, and then just one period later you walked right past her in the hall and pretended not to notice when she smiled at you.”

That was the break between fifth and sixth period; English and math. She had a class right on my path from one to the other, so I usually walked around the other hallway to avoid her. That day I’d been held up talking to the teacher and didn’t have time, so I walked straight down the hall staring at the floor, just so I wouldn’t see her.

And apparently she liked this? How could I ever hope to understand people?

It had to stop. I couldn’t let her get any closer to me than she was now; not like this. Mr. Monster wanted her so much it hurt.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” I said. “She’s just the girl I drive to school, nothing more.”

“Are you kidding me?” asked Max. “I think even people in other countries can tell you’re in love with her.”

“I spend too much time with her already.”

“What does that mean?” Max asked. “She’s a fox, man. When I say that she’s the second hottest girl in school, I assure you that I have devoted a lot of time to a detailed comparison. You need to get over yourself and ask her out.”

I stared at him. “Are you crazy?”

“No,” said Max, “You’re crazy. I actually think you’re playing hard to get a little too well. She probably would have asked you out herself by now if you made yourself a little more available.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I pay attention,” said Max. “She is, as mentioned, very hot. And when you’re busily ignoring her she sends a lot of interested glances in your direction. I think she finds you mysterious, though I’m starting to think you’re just a clueless idiot.”

I didn’t need this. I had enough trouble keeping Mr. Monster under control—living through his fantasies at night, and then spending my days building a cage of rules and behavior patterns to keep those fantasies from becoming reality. He wanted to hurt people, sometimes very badly, and the things he’d planned for Brooke were almost too horrific to think about. He wanted to possess her, wholly and completely, and he couldn’t do that until she was dead. It was all I could do to look at her and smile with this black pit of intent roiling inside me. And now here was my friend, my only friend, telling me I should focus on her even more—spend more time with her, think about her more often, and do more things to attract her to me.

Something had to change, and soon, or nobody around me would be safe.
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For my sixteenth birthday I got a dead body to play with: Mrs. Soder, the oldest woman in Clayton County, finally died. The corpse was laid out on the stainless steel embalming table, the body bag removed and the body motionless. It had died in the hospital, and they’d shipped it to us in a hospital gown. This made it a lot easier; rather than wrestle with real clothes, or try to get the family’s permission to cut them off, we could just snip a tie here and there and have the hospital gown off in seconds. The embalming would be almost too easy—I wanted to take as much time as possible, so I could really enjoy it.

Mom was in the office, signing some papers with Ron, the coroner, and Margaret wasn’t here yet. Lauren was technically our office assistant, but she still wasn’t speaking to Mom and, naturally, wasn’t here either.

All the more time for me.

I touched its hair, long and white and very fine, like corn-silk. Mrs. Soder had been nearly a hundred years old when she died, and the body curved oddly on the table thanks to the old-age hump in its spine. The first thing you do with a body, naturally, is to make sure it’s dead: it’s definitely going to be dead by the time you’re done with it, so you’d better make sure it’s not alive when you start.

We had a small makeup mirror in one of the drawers, and I held it in front of the body’s nose. A living body, even in a coma, would start to mist it up with its breath. I counted to twenty as I held the mirror, but nothing happened. It wasn’t breathing. I put the mirror back and pulled out a sewing needle, small and sharp but large enough to keep a solid grip on. I poked the body in the fingertip—not deep enough to break the skin, but hard enough to shock the nerves and spark an involuntary reaction. Nothing moved. It was dead.

I pulled over a portable sink, basically just an elevated bucket on wheels, and placed it under the head. Step two in an embalming was to wash the body, and the hair was one of the most important parts because it was one of the most visible. It didn’t look like anyone had washed or brushed this body’s hair in a while, but that was fine with me. More time for me. We had a small rubber hose hooked up to our stationary sink, and I pulled it over and sprayed it just enough to wet the hair. We didn’t have a special shampoo for corpses, just a bottle of the same stuff we used upstairs, and I squeezed a bit onto the upper side of the head, near the forehead. Then I started to brush it through.

“Hey John,” said Mom, bustling into the room in green medical scrubs. She had on her flustered face—eyes slightly wide, mouth slightly open, teeth clamped together—but she was moving loosely, almost casually. Sometimes I think she enjoyed being flustered, and acted like it even when she was relaxed. “Sorry to leave you alone so long; Ron had some kind of new state form I’d never seen before.”

“That’s okay,” I said.

Mom paused, turned, and looked at me. “Are you okay?”

“Sure,” I said. “I’m just washing its hair.”

“Her hair,” said Mom, turning back to the counter.

“Her hair,” I repeated. “Sorry.”

I always called corpses “it,” because . . . well, obviously. They’re dead. But apparently that kind of thing really bothered normal humans. It was just so hard for me to remember.

“Where’s Margaret?” I asked.

“I told her not to bother,” said Mom. “This is an easy one—you and I can do it without her, and she can take care of all the service planning with the family.”

“Don’t you usually do that?”

“Maybe I just want to spend some time with my son,” she said, scowling in what I had come to learn was a humorous way. “You ever think of that?”

I looked at her earnestly. “My favorite part of family togetherness is when we aspirate body cavities. What’s yours?”

“My favorite part is when you don’t talk like a smart aleck,” she said, and pulled a bottle of Dis-Spray down from a shelf. “Check for cradle cap. She was in the hospital nearly two weeks, and goodness knows if they washed her hair at all.”

I looked at its head—her head—and parted the hair to peer in at the scalp.

“There’s some kind of muck in there.”

“Cradle cap,” said Mom. “It’s oil and dead skin cells, and it’s a bear to get off. Try this.” She stepped over and squirted the area with Dis-Spray. “That should eat through it. Just keep brushing.”

I pressed a little harder with the brush, scraping gently at the scum on her scalp. After a few minutes the Dis-Spray started to break it down, and I brushed it out. When I was content that the hair was mostly clean I sprayed it again with water, soaking it more thoroughly this time, and brushing it even more to help rinse it all clean.

I timed my brushes to the beat of my own heart, one stroke per beat. Both were slow and measured; calm for the first time in weeks. Embalming was a job, like any other, but the people who did it for a living each had their own way of going about it. For my dad it had been a form of respect, a way to honor the lives of those who had passed on. For my mom it was service—she got to spend hours helping someone who was truly helpless, and even more time with the family helping to arrange the funeral and the burial and the services that went with each. For both of my parents embalming was a good thing—an almost reverent thing. It was their shared sense of deference for the dead that had brought them together in the first place.

For me, embalming was a form of meditation; it brought a sense of peace that I had never found in any other aspect of my life. I loved the stillness of it, the quietness. The bodies never moved or yelled; they never fought or left. The dead simply lay there, at peace with the world, and let me do whatever I needed to do. I was in control of myself.

I was in control of them.

While I brushed the hair, Mom cut away the hospital gown and replaced it with a towel for modesty. She washed the limbs and body, and when I finished the hair I pulled out a razor. We shaved the face of every corpse, no matter the age or gender, because even women and children had a bit of peach fuzz here and there. I massaged a dab of shaving gel into the cheeks and upper lip, and gently slid the razor across the skin.

A few minutes later I set the razor down. “I’m done shaving,” I said. “Are we ready to set its features?”

“Her features,” said Mom.

“Her features,” I repeated.

“We go through this every time, John,” she said. “You have to think of them as people, not objects. You of all people should recognize how important that is.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, putting away the shaving things.

“Look at me, John,” she said. I turned to look at her. “I’m not kidding about this.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Her. Let’s set her features.”

“Don’t slip up again,” she said, and I nodded.

She had died so recently that her body was still stiff from rigor mortis, and before we could arrange her face we had to massage her body back into mobility. Rigor mortis was caused by a natural buildup of calcium in the muscles; living bodies used that calcium for various things, but in dead bodies it just built up and built up until the muscles grew rigid. In a day or so she’d be loose again from decay, but for now we had to knead the calcium out by hand, stroking and pressing and rubbing the flesh until it was soft and pliable.

Once we could work with her again we started on her features: positioning her head, closing her mouth, and so on. We put tufts of cotton under the eyelids to keep them from looking sunken, and then sealed them closed with cream. We embedded two small hooks in her gums, one behind her upper lip and one on her jaw, and then cinched the mouth closed with a small black string. It was important to place the hooks carefully, and to tie the string just right: too loose and the mouth would flop open; too tight and the nose would look pinched and unnatural. The last thing a family wanted to see at a viewing was their dead grandmother sneering at them from her coffin.

Once the features were set we started the first internal phase of the process, called arterial embalming. While Mom gathered the proper chemicals and mixed them in the pump, I used a scalpel to cut a small hole near the body’s collarbone, then used a blunt hook to fish out a pair of slick purple blood vessels. Each was about as wide as a finger, and I cut them open carefully to avoid slicing all the way through. The whole process was very bloodless, since there was no beating heart to provide pressure and pump the blood out. I attached each vessel—one artery and one vein—to a metal tube, then connected the arterial tube to the pump when Mom wheeled it over. The tube in the vein connected to a hose, which we snaked down to a drain in the floor.

Mom turned on the pump and it went to work, pumping in a cocktail of detergents and preservatives and perfumes and dyes, and forcing as much of the old blood as possible down the drain. I looked up at the ventilator fan as it churned steadily overhead.

“I hope the fan doesn’t give out on us,” I said. Mom laughed. It was an old joke—our old ventilator was so bad, and the embalming chemicals were so toxic, that we used to have to step outside while the pump worked. The fan never actually gave out, but Margaret said the same thing every time. After all the extra business we’d had over the winter, though, Mom and Margaret had invested some of their profits in a new ventilation system. The new fan was high-tech and reliable, but we still had to make the same comment. It was practically a ritual.

Cavity embalming has the same general purpose as arterial embalming: you take the old fluids out and put new fluids in, to kill bacteria and halt decomposition long enough for a viewing and a funeral. But whereas arterial embalming used the body’s natural circulatory system to make the job easy, cavity embalming involved a lot of individual organs and unconnected spaces that had to be dealt with one by one. We accomplished this with a tool called a trocar—basically a long, bladed nozzle attached to a vacuum. We used the trocar to puncture a body and suck out the gunk, a process called “aspiration,” and then once we’d sucked everything out we cleaned the trocar and attached it to a different tube, so it could drizzle in another chemical cocktail similar to the one we put in the arteries.

A trocar, overall, was a very handy tool. I’d even used one to kill Mr. Crowley.

I hooked up the vacuum hose while Mom added a second modesty towel, rearranging them both to expose the body’s abdomen. I put my hand on her stomach, feeling the rough, wrinkled skin, and probed for the right place to insert the trocar. The ideal spot is above the navel, a few inches up and to the right. I braced the skin with my fingers spread, placed the tip of the trocar in the right place, and drove it in—just a little at first, enough to prick the skin and anchor the blade, then deeper into the abdomen, shoving hard to punch through one layer of muscle, then another. A small bloom of red bubbled out of the hole, then sank back in as I thumbed the button and activated the suction. The vacuum wasn’t strong enough to suck up an organ, but it would suck out fluids, gasses, and even bits of food in the stomach and intestines. I probed around in the body, listening to the gurgle as the cavity contents trickled up through the hose.

This was good. This was how life was supposed to be: simple, peaceful people doing the things that made them happy. The troubles of the last few weeks seemed to melt away, and I was calm. There was a sense of rightness to the world that made me smile for no reason at all.

I could do this; I really could. Not just the embalming, but life—I felt, in that moment, that I had a handle on it. That I could control it. Even Mr. Monster seemed to fade, until he was so small I almost forgot about him. What had I been so worried about? I was strong, I was in charge of my own mind, and nothing bad was going to happen. I wasn’t a threat to anyone.

I thought again about Brooke, and about what Max had said. Maybe he was right—maybe it was time to ask her out. I liked her, and she apparently liked me, so what was the problem? I’d spent years training myself to look and act completely normal. And normal teenagers went on dates. In a way I owed it to myself to go on a date.

I adjusted my hand on the stomach of the corpse, moving the sharp trocar carefully and puncturing another organ. Yes, I would ask Brooke on a date.

In a way, I owed it to her.

_____

All night I tried to come up with a plan, and all day at school I wracked my brain for ideas. I had to move carefully, saying the right words at the right time; I decided it was best to wait a few days and come up with something perfect. I am not, as you may have noticed, an impetuous person.

Brooke was silent on the way home from school, which was normally fine, but today it worried me. Was she sad? Was she angry? I checked my blind spot on the next street, stealing a glance at her as I did. The sun lit up her hair like a halo of white gold. What would I do just to touch that hair? The thought terrified me.

A few blocks before our street she spoke up suddenly.

“Do you think the killer’s back?” she asked.

“You mean because of the body?” I asked. “I . . . well . . . It doesn’t seem like the same killer at all, I mean, the victim is different, the methods are different; you know what they say on the news. It’s probably just a random murder.”

Brooke tapped her finger on the window, softly. “But what if it is the same guy?” She tapped again. “What would you do?”

“I think I’d. . . . Well, if he was just back, in general terms, I don’t know that I’d do much of anything. Not anything different, I mean—just live my life as normal.”

“And if he came back here?”

We turned another corner and I glanced at her again, catching a quick look at her face—thin and delicate, eyes intense, mouth closed and thin. She was looking right at me, but what was she thinking? There was some kind of emotion behind those eyes, but what was it? She was a cipher to me. How could I explain what I was thinking if I wasn’t even sure how she was perceiving it?

The Crowley’s house came into view ahead, lonely and ominous at the end of the street. All the memories came flooding back—a night of darkness and violence, and of victory. “If the Clayton Killer came back here,” I said, “and he was attacking someone I knew, then I’d fight back.” I was being more honest than I usually allowed myself to be. Why? I glanced at Brooke’s face again, involuntarily, and saw her staring back earnestly. She was listening. It was intoxicating. “If it came down to him or us, to kill or be killed, then I’d kill him. If it would save somebody, I’d kill him.”

“Huh,” said Brooke again.

I pulled up in front of Brooke’s house—it was only two doors away from mine, but I never wanted to make her walk all the way back when it was just as easy for me to let her out here. I wanted more time, but I didn’t know how to ask for it.

Brooke didn’t move. What was she thinking about me? About what I’d said? I let the tension grow until I got too nervous—just a couple of seconds, really, and then turned toward her. I kept my eyes on her door handle, avoiding her face and body.

“It’s so weird,” she said, as if prompted by my look. “You live in a small town like this and you think you’re so safe, and then something like that happens right here, right on our own street. Like a horror movie come to life. I was terrified when I found out what happened, but I was a hundred, two hundred feet away. You were right in the middle of it.” She paused, and I stared silently at her door. “You never know how you’ll react to something like that until it happens,” she said. “I guess I just . . . feel safer, knowing that people—that you—are ready to do what you have to do. To do the right thing. You know?”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah.” This was not what I’d expected.

“Does that make any sense?” she asked. I could tell that she was staring right at me, so I pushed my rule a bit and turned my eyes to meet hers. She was so beautiful.

“Yeah,” I said again. “It makes perfect sense.”

“Anyway,” she said. “Thanks again for the ride.” She unlatched her seatbelt and pushed open the door, but before she could step out I spoke up to stop her. It was now or never.

“Hey,” I said, “are you going to the Bonfire?”

The Bonfire was a big party they held every year at the lake, on the last day of school. Only sophomores, juniors, and seniors were invited, and here I was, asking Brooke to go with me. I was asking her on a date.

“I was thinking about it,” she said, smiling. “It sounds like a lot of fun. Are you going?”

“I think so,” I said. I paused. This was it. “Do you wanna go together?”

“Sure,” she said, smiling even wider. “I’ve been hearing about the Bonfire since kindergarten, you know? I can’t wait to see what it’s really like.”

“Cool,” I said. Was I supposed to say anything else?”

“Cool,” she said. We sat there a minute, unsure what to do. “Awesome,” she said, laughing and getting out of the car. “I’ll see you then.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll see you then.”
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They found the second woman’s body on Saturday, lying in a ditch on Route 12, covered with a similar array of torture wounds. It was the same place where the Clayton Killer’s second victim was found, less than ten feet from the exact spot. It was now obviously a serial killer, and it seemed just as obvious that this new killer was trying to communicate something, but what? Was he saying “I’m the same,” or “I’m different”? Was he telling us he wanted to be like the first killer, or was he hinting that he already was? More than anything else, I wondered who he was talking to: the police? The whole community? Or was he sending this message to the only other killer in town?

Was he talking to me?

I needed to see the body up close, to see what, if anything, the killer was trying to tell me. It could be as simple as “I’m here,” or as dangerous as “I know what you did, and I’m coming for you.” If I could examine the corpse I’d know just what to look for: claw marks, missing organs, specific lacerations that would point to a knowledge of the previous crimes. The previous body’s location had been all over the news for days, and anyone in the world with a good Internet connection could have looked it up and planted this body in the same place, but the specific details of the previous attack had never been released to the public. If certain things were the same, I’d know for sure the attacks were related.

Unfortunately, the police weren’t likely to release the details of this attack either, so I had to wait for an embalming—if we got to do one. I spent Saturday waiting, trying to be patient, but by Sunday afternoon it was too much. I had to know something about the body—anything—and I didn’t dare just sit around until the body was shipped away like the last one had been. My only hope was Agent Forman: he’d talked to me about the last one, and maybe he’d talk to me about this one, too. It was worth a shot, but I had to be careful not to look too interested. I couldn’t give myself away. I needed an excuse, but what?

A memory—he’d specifically asked me to contact him if I remembered anything new about the night Neblin died. I’d ignored the request, because I didn’t want to share anything else about that night, but now it was the perfect excuse to get into the station and talk to Forman. All I needed was a memory, either real or very plausible. I pored over my memories of that night, analyzing each bit of information, comparing what was true to what I’d already told them.

I’d gone into the house through the cellar door, using a key I’d stolen previously, but I’d locked it afterward and no one had ever known. I could point them down there, but any evidence they might find would point to me. I discarded the idea and moved on.

After the attacks that night I’d smashed and hidden all three cell phones: Mrs. Crowley’s, Mr. Crowley’s, and Dr. Neblin’s. If I suddenly “found” one of the pieces, by accident, I could take it in and identify it as a piece of Crowley’s phone . . . but that was no good either. No one but the police, and me, knew that the phones were a key part of the investigation. My mom didn’t even know. Turning them in would look too suspicious.

What could I do? What could I tell him? I’d described the killer in vague terms, describing a large, dark shape that suggested neither Mr. Crowley nor a demon. I’d described my own actions, hiding Mr. Neblin’s body behind the Crowley’s shed and hoping the killer didn’t find me. I’d described the sound the killer made that brought my mom out of the house to find me—a kind of strangled roar. These were things they already knew, and they were virtually the only things I felt confident enough to reveal. Anything else would point back at me as a liar, or as a criminal in my own right.

What I needed to do was to find more details in the information I’d already given. If seeing the killer from my bedroom window was innocent, then suddenly remembering an extra detail—the style of coat he was wearing, maybe—should also be innocent. I needed something specific, so I got on the Internet and looked up a few department store catalogs, browsing through men’s coats until I found a good one—thick and rugged, like a rancher’s coat, all straight lines and sturdy fabrics. It would look imposing on a large, shadowed figure, and had no bulges or hoods to make it distinctive; it should be entirely acceptable that I’d forgotten it until now.

Now all I had to do was tell Forman. I didn’t bother waiting; I just got in my car and drove straight to the police station.

“Hey John,” said Stephanie the receptionist. I’d come in often enough since January that she, and many of the cops, knew me by sight. I didn’t know much about her because I did my best not to look; she was very attractive, and my rules against looking at women were just as strict with women as they were with high school girls.

“Hey,” I said. “Is Forman around?”

“He is,” she said. She spoke more slowly than normal, and her words trailed off a bit at the end. She was probably tired from the frenzy of activity over the weekend; normally she didn’t even come in on Sundays, but a corpse like this one was sure to mean a lot of extra hours. “He’s very busy,” she said. “Do you need to talk to him?”

“I do. He told me to contact him if I remembered anything new about the Clayton Killer case, and I did. I know you’re busy right now, but he told me to come in as soon as I had anything new.”

“Sure thing,” said Stephanie. “Sign in.” In my peripheral vision she picked up a phone and held it between her ear and her shoulder. One hand dialed while another one made a few clicks with her mouse. “Hello Agent Forman, I have John Cleaver here to see you.” Pause. “He says you asked him to come in. Apparently he remembered something important?” She glanced up at me and I nodded. “Thank you, I’ll send him in.” Stephanie hung up the phone and pointed at his door. “He’s only got a few minutes, but you can head on in.”

I nodded and walked to his office, in an old conference room just off the lobby. Forman looked up briefly when I entered, then dropped his eyes back down to the stack of papers in front of him. The conference table was still covered with files and folders, just like always.

“Have a seat, John,” he said. “You say you’ve got something new?”

“I do,” I said, sitting at the end of the table. “I know you’re busy, but you seemed really anxious to hear anything I might remember, so I thought I’d better come in.”

Forman looked up and watched me for a second, his head cocked to the side. “I did,” he said after a moment. “I did indeed. I was actually going to call you yesterday, but then we found this new body and things went all haywire.”

“You were going to call me?”

“A new avenue of inquiry has opened up in our investigation, but that can wait. What did you want to tell me?”

“A new avenue of inquiry?” I didn’t want to play my hand just yet, in case he was thoroughly unimpressed and sent me away; better to draw him out and try to learn as much as I could first.

“Yes,” he said, “even before the new victim was found. That makes two solid leads just this weekend. You could say it’s been a great week—just please don’t say it in front of the victim’s family.”

“So you’ve already identified the new victim?”

He smiled. “Just a tasteless joke. Thanks for not calling me on it.”

He paused, as if waiting for me to say something. I decided the easiest way to avoid suspicion was to ask the most obvious question.

“Everyone’s saying the Clayton Killer’s back, because of where the body was found. Do you think it’s the same person?”

“I don’t,” he said, still watching me, “but I do think it’s someone who was involved in the earlier killings. Maybe not the Clayton Killer himself, but someone who knew him. Maybe someone who worked with him.”

“Serial killers don’t often have accomplices.”

“Not often,” he said, “but it’s not unheard of. And a relationship between them doesn’t have to imply a close one, or even a good one. They could have been antagonists, or maybe rivals. It may be that the new killer is showing the old one how he would have done it better.”

I started to ask another question, but Forman cut me off.

“Enough small talk,” he said. “What have you got?”

I laid it out for him, hoping that a smooth flow of conversation might get him talking about the new victim again later. “The killer’s coat,” I said. “He was wearing a big coat, like a workman’s coat. I can’t remember the color, because it was so dark, but the outline was pretty recognizable.” The real killer, Mr. Crowley, didn’t actually have a coat like that, but I wasn’t trying to help the investigation—just build trust with Forman.

“Interesting,” he said. “What sparked this memory, if I may ask?”

I’d prepared for that question. “It was in a commercial—some people caroling in big heavy coats in the middle of summer. I don’t remember what it was for, probably a cell phone or a truck or something, but as soon as I saw the coat on one of the guys it struck some kind of chord in my head, and I knew I’d seen it before.”

“Interesting,” said Forman. “So you’re saying the guy in the commercial is the Clayton Killer?”

What? “No, of course not; there’s probably a million coats like that,” I said. “Of course I’m not saying that. But you asked what sparked the memory, and that was it.” His comment worried me—it meant he probably wasn’t taking me seriously. Why not? Had I said something to tip him off that I was lying?

“Yes, yes,” he said, “I know. I’m just in an odd mood today, honestly; lack of sleep. Just forget about it.” He swiveled in his chair and picked up a thick folder from a low table behind him. “Now we’ll be happy to follow up on that information, but first I wonder if you have a minute to discuss this other item?” He swiveled back to face me, holding the folder.

I nodded warily. “The new avenue of inquiry.”

“Exactly. You see, we’ve subpoenaed Dr. Neblin’s case files.”

His expression was flat and passive, but his words hit me like a sledgehammer to the gut. Dr. Neblin was the man who’d diagnosed me with Conduct Disorder, and one of the three people in the world who knew about it; if they had his files, the confidentiality laws I’d been hiding behind for months had just evaporated. I can only imagine Forman’s surprise when he found out that a key witness in his case was also a sociopath.

“There are a lot of interesting things in there,” said Forman, setting down the folder and opening it carefully. “I kind of wish we’d been able to pull this sooner.”

“I’m kind of surprised it took this long,” I said, trying to sound casual.

Forman nodded. “How much of this were you planning to tell us?”

“Only the parts that have a bearing on this case,” I said.

“And how much is that?”

“None of it.”

Forman nodded again. “Dr. Neblin was found dead across the street from your house. You were covered in his blood, though you claim you were trying to help him escape the Clayton Killer. That all seemed pretty believable, especially given that you were the one who called the police that night. But this . . .” He tapped the paper. “This changes everything.”

“Now that I’m a sociopath I’m suddenly a suspect? Isn’t that some kind of disability discrimination?”

Forman smiled. “Yes, he does suggest that you may have sociopathic tendencies, but there’s a lot more than that in here. Neblin points out several major changes in your behavior after the killings started last fall. Changes that could be read, in a certain light, as being common to the behavioral shift between a potential killer and a practicing one.”

I wanted to protest immediately, to tell him I was not a killer, but I stopped. If I protested too much I’d look guilty. It might be better to go straight for the sarcastic approach.

“You’ve got me,” I said. “I killed Dr. Neblin. With an axe. Dipped in poison.”

“Very cute,” he said, not smiling, “but no one is accusing you of killing Dr. Neblin.”

“Most people don’t use poison,” I said, ignoring him, “because they think a big axe blade can do the job on its own. And they’re right, but I say they have no style.”

Forman shrugged his shoulders and spread his hands out. “What are you doing?”

“Confessing,” I said. “Isn’t that what you want?”

“Dr. Neblin wasn’t killed with an axe.”

“Then it was a good thing I put that poison on there.”

Forman studied me, as if he was watching for something—or listening, to something only he could hear. After a moment he said, “Did you ever want to kill anyone?”

“You’re going to have to arrest most of Clayton County if wanting to kill someone is suddenly a crime. They practically lynched one of the suspects, you know.”

“I was there,” he said, and an odd look came into his eyes. “Mobs can make people think and feel some pretty crazy things. Your case is different, though, as I think you have to admit.”

“I didn’t kill anybody,” I said, trying to sound as casual as possible, like I was letting him in on a joke instead of protesting my innocence. “I’d be pretty stupid to come straight in to the police station if I had.” I knew as soon as I said it that it was a bad argument—serial killers often involved themselves in their own investigations. Edmund Kemper even volunteered at the police station, and was good friends with most of the cops on his case. I waited for Forman to call me on it, but he didn’t mention it.

“What fascinates me the most,” he said, almost to himself, “is that I didn’t see it earlier.” He was furrowing his brow and scrunching up a corner of his mouth, which usually meant the person was confused. “I’m a criminal profiler, John—I identify sociopaths for a living. How were you able to hide it from me?”

Because of my rules, I thought. I don’t want to be a killer, so I have rules to help keep me just as normal as everyone else.

Well, normal on the surface. Somewhere inside, Mr. Monster was just waiting for me to make a mistake. And so, it seemed, was Forman.

“I’m not really a sociopath,” I said, hiding behind the definition. “I have Conduct Disorder, which is much less developed. People my age almost never become serial killers.”

“Almost never,” he said, “but sometimes.”

“I was in therapy to deal with it,” I said. “I follow strict rules to help me avoid temptations. I’ve been completely open about my involvement in this case, and I’ve involved you at every step of the way. I’m trying to be the good guy here, so don’t hold this one thing against me.”

Forman stared at me for a while, for much longer than I expected, then grabbed a notepad and started scribbling something on it.

“Thanks for the tip about the killer’s coat,” he said, then tore off the note paper and handed it to me. It was a phone number. “If you remember anything else you don’t need to bother coming in; just call.”

He was sending me away, and I still hadn’t learned much of anything about the new corpse. I thought about asking another question, but it was too dangerous—he was letting me go now without any further questions, which meant I might have convinced him I was innocent. There was no reason to rouse his suspicions again by asking questions about a corpse.

I took the note, nodded, and left.

“How could you do this!” Mom shouted, pacing back and forth in the living room. I was sitting on the couch, wishing I were somewhere else. “After everything we’ve done—after all the rules and the therapy and everything we do to help you fit in, now Agent Forman thinks you’re a suspect.”

“Technically, therapy was the main culprit here,” I said.

“The main culprit was you,” she said, stopping and staring at me sternly. “If you’d never gotten involved with this to begin with, the FBI wouldn’t even know who you were.”

“I was trying to help,” I said, for what seemed like the millionth time over the past five months. “Was I just supposed to sit there?”

“Yes!” she shouted. “Yes, you can just sit there—you don’t have to right every wrong you see, just like you don’t have to run out in the middle of the night so a killer can chase you home.”

So that’s what this was really about—she was afraid that I was going to chase another killer and get myself killed. How many fights had we had about this? I rolled my eyes and turned away.

“Don’t you ignore me,” she said. She walked around into my new field of view, her eyes wide and imploring. “I’m not asking you to never help—you know I want you to be a good person—I just want you to stay away from certain things. It’s one of our rules, even: ‘when you think about killing, think about something else.’ Anything else. But don’t run out and get right in the middle of it!” Her face fell and she grimaced. “I just—I can’t believe you did this!”

“And I can’t believe you’re asking me to stand by while people get killed,” I said.

“That is not what this is about!” she shouted. “This is about staying out of trouble—”

“Which is going to leave other people in trouble,” I said. “I went outside that night to try to save our neighbors from a killer.”

“And it was very brave, and it was very stupid. You don’t chase a killer for the same reason that you don’t run into a burning building.”

“You just stand outside and listen to the screams?”

“You call the police!” she said. “You call the fire department, you call the paramedics; you let the people who know what they’re doing do their job.”

“It was a monster, Mom, the police couldn’t have—”

“John—”

“You saw it!” I screamed. “You saw it with your own eyes, so stop pretending it wasn’t real! It was a monster, with fangs and claws and I stopped it, and instead of a hero you’re treating me like I’m crazy!”

“We don’t talk about that—”

“Yes we do!” I felt a sharp pain every time she denied it, like a knife in my chest. I could feel a hole inside of me growing wider, deeper, darker—the need to kill, unsated for so long, growing harder and harder to resist. “I can’t pretend it wasn’t real any more than I could sit here doing nothing while it killed everyone we know!”

“We don’t know for sure—”

“You saw it!” I shouted again. My eyes felt hot. “You saw it! Please don’t say you didn’t; please don’t do this to me.”

She fell silent now, staring at me. Watching. Thinking.

The phone rang.

We stared at it. It rang again.

Mom picked it up. “Hello?” She listened for a moment, shaking her head. “Just a minute,” she said, then covered the mouthpiece and looked at me. “This discussion is not over,” she said. “I’ll be right back so we can finish talking about this.” She uncovered the phone and walked into her bedroom. “Just a moment, ma’am,” she said, and closed the door.

I left immediately, struggling to sneak out quietly when all I really wanted to do was smash something. I ran to my car and started the engine, pulling out in a wide curve to head back out of our one-way street. Mom was watching through the curtains, shouting something through the glass but not coming after me. Did she think I was running away, or did she know the real reason?

That I was leaving to stop myself from hurting her?

The roar of the engine was dark and hungry, like a beast breaking free of a cage. Mr. Monster wanted to ram every car he passed; to run over every person he saw; to wrap the engine around every pole on every corner in town. I fought him back as I drove, keeping my hands steady and the speed low.

There were times when I needed to be alone, but more important than those were the times when I wanted to be alone but knew it was a bad idea. Alone—on the shores of Freak Lake, lighting fires at the warehouse, hiding outside of someone’s window—I couldn’t trust myself. Not tonight. I needed other people, and I needed the ones who wouldn’t judge or threaten or condemn. What I needed was Dr. Neblin, but he was gone forever.

Brooke? Her presence would probably calm me down, but how long would it take, and how much would she see in the meantime? I couldn’t risk horrifying her, not when she was finally starting to like me. I could visit Max, and sit back while he droned on about himself, or his comics. But he was sure to eventually start talking about his dad, and I didn’t want to deal with that tonight. Unfortunately, that was pretty much everyone I knew.

Except for Margaret. I turned and headed toward her neighborhood, taking deep breaths and driving slowly. I didn’t want to risk an accident, and I didn’t want to let reckless speed become a temptation to slam the car into a target of opportunity. Margaret was the happy one in the family; the simple one, the rational one. We could all talk to Margaret because she never took sides and never started fights. She was our refuge.

When I pulled up in front of her apartment I could see her through the window, talking on the phone. It was probably Mom, warning her that crazy old John was out causing problems again. I swore and pulled away again. Why wouldn’t she leave me alone?

There was one place I was sure to get away from her: Lauren lived just a few blocks away, in an apartment of her own. She and Mom hadn’t spoken since Mother’s Day, and only barely spoke before that. There’s no way Mom would call her, and if she did Lauren wouldn’t answer.

I paused in front to look for Curt’s truck, but he wasn’t there, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. This was not the night to seek him out; I needed to stay calm and forget all about the bodies and the investigation and everything. I parked and walked into the complex, trying to remember which apartment was hers. I’d only been here once before. The stairs were crumbling concrete slabs embedded in a rusty metal frame, and the brick walls burned red in the early evening sun. It was either the third door or the fourth . . . the third door had a rolled-up newspaper thrown against it, wrapped in dirty plastic. I skipped it and knocked on the fourth.

Lauren opened the door, and her mouth smiled almost as soon as her eyes widened in surprise—almost as soon, though not quite.

“John! What are you doing here?”

“Just driving around,” I said, concentrating on breathing slowly and evenly.

“Well come in,” she said, standing back and gesturing inside. “Make yourself at home.”

I stepped through the door and into the room, unfocused and uncertain. I wasn’t here for anything specific, just because I needed to be somewhere, and this was the only place to do it. Now that I was here, I didn’t know what to do.

“You thirsty?” asked Lauren, closing the door.

“Sure,” I mumbled.

Her apartment was clean and bare, like a well-kept shell. The kitchen table was scratched, with the veneer peeled back in places to expose the plywood beneath, but it was washed and spotless, and all the chairs matched. The glasses in her cupboard were few and mismatched, and the water from the tap sputtered erratically when she turned it on. She handed me the glass with a smile.

“Sorry there’s no ice.”

“It’s fine,” I said. I didn’t really want the drink, but I took a sip to be polite.

“So what you up to?” Lauren asked, moving to the living room and flopping down on a couch.

I followed her slowly, feeling the tension that swirled inside of me slowly beginning to seep away. I sat down mechanically. “Nothing,” I said. “School.” I wanted to talk, but it felt better simply to sit here, saying nothing.

Lauren watched me for a moment, her energy visibly draining away as she studied my face. She spoke knowingly. “Mom?”

I sighed and rubbed my eyes. “It’s nothing.”

“I know,” she said, pulling her feet up onto the couch and resting her cheek on her knees. “It’s always nothing.”

I sipped the water again. There was nowhere to put the glass, so I took another sip.

“Is she still mad?” asked Lauren.

“Not at you.”

“I know,” she said, gazing at the wall. “She’s not mad at you either. She’s mad at herself. She’s mad at the world for not being perfect.”

Lauren was blond, like Dad, while Mom and I had jet-black hair. I’d always seen the two women as polar opposites, both in looks and personality, but in this light she looked more like Mom than I’d ever noticed before. It might have been the shadows in her eyes, or the way her mouth turned down at the corners. I closed my eyes and leaned back.

There was a knock on the door, and my insides twisted instantly back into a tight knot.

“That’s probably Curt,” said Lauren, jumping up. I heard the door open behind me, followed by Curt’s voice.

“Hey sexy—oh, Jim’s here.”

“John,” said Lauren.

“John. Sorry man, I’m crap for names.”

He walked around my chair and sat on the couch, pulling Lauren with him. I wanted to get up and leave, right on the spot, but something stopped me. I took a sip of water and stared straight ahead.

“Still quiet?” asked Curt. “You realize I’ve never heard him actually talk? Say something, dude, I don’t even know what your voice sounds like.”

There were so many things I wanted to say to him, so many insults and put-downs and threats I’d come up with since the last time I saw him. None of them came out now. I wasn’t afraid of anyone—I’d mouthed off to the bullies at school, I’d challenged an FBI agent right to his face, and I’d gone toe to toe with a demon, but for some reason I was completely cowed by Curt. Something inside of me went completely inert around him. Why?

“He gets a drink and I don’t?” asked Curt. “What, no love for the boyfriend?”

Lauren slapped him playfully on the shoulder and stood up to get him a glass of water.

“And put some ice in it this time.” Curt grinned at me. “Your sister’s like the lava queen—she’s probably going to put it in the microwave.” Lauren turned on the tap and Curt turned to yell into the kitchen. “Not water, babe, soda.”

“I’m all out,” said Lauren. “Shopping’s this weekend.”

“Whatever,” Curt called, then turned back to me. “She’s always forgetting something. Women, eh kid?”

That’s what it was—the thing that kept me down. It was all around him, in his words, his attitude, and even the way he smiled.

He was exactly like my dad.

It was the way he treated people, gregarious and cheerful but completely removed. Aloof. He was so excited about himself that there wasn’t room for anyone else—we were an audience for his jokes, and a mirror to reflect his actions, but we were not friends and we were not a family.

And if we made our own actions instead of reflecting his, would Curt explode like Dad did? Did he yell at Lauren? Did he hit her?

“You still haven’t said anything,” said Curt, taking the glass from Lauren’s hand and settling back into the couch. Lauren snuggled up under his arm.

“I was just leaving,” I said, standing up. I couldn’t stay with him any longer. I stood there a moment, as if waiting for his permission, then forced myself to turn away and walk into the kitchen.

“You just got here!” said Lauren, jumping back up. “Don’t go yet.”

“Don’t let me scare you off,” said Curt.

I set my glass down on the table, then thought better of it and moved it to the counter. It had left a moisture ring on the table, and I wiped it away with my hand.

“We could watch a movie,” said Lauren. “I don’t have very many, but there’s . . . there’s that cheesy kid one Dad sent me for Christmas. The Apple Dumpling Gang.” She laughed, and Curt groaned.

“Please no!” he said.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I have to go.”

“Now your movie’s scared him off,” said Curt, still lounging on the couch. “Hey Lauren, you want to get a pizza?”

“Bye Lauren,” I said, and hurried outside.

“Bye John,” she called, her voice higher than normal. She was worried. “Come back soon.”

Mr. Monster promised, silently, that he’d come back to visit Curt as soon as he could.
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The night school ended, I stood in the bathroom and stared at the mirror, gripping the sink. Another teenager might have been looking at himself, I guess, or combing his hair or dabbing on some Clearasil or making his collar perfectly straight. It was the night of my date with Brooke, after all, and I needed to get ready, but that meant something very different for me than for anybody else. I wasn’t trying to look good; I was trying to be good.

“I will not hurt animals,” I said, ignoring the rule sheet and staring straight into my own eyes. “I will not hurt people. When I think bad thoughts about someone, I will push the thoughts away and say something nice about that person. I will not call people ‘it.’ I will not threaten people. If people threaten me, I will leave the situation.”

I peered deeper into the mirror, searching. Who was staring back? He looked like me, he talked like me, his body moved when I did. I swayed to the right, then left, then back to center; the person in the mirror did the same. This was the thing that terrified me the most—more than the victim, more than the demon, more even than the dark thoughts. It was the fact that the dark thoughts were mine. That I couldn’t separate myself from evil, because most of the evil in my life came from inside my own head.

How long could I live like this? I was trying to be two people—a killer on the inside, and a normal person on the outside. I made such a show of being a good, quiet kid, who never caused problems and never got into trouble, but now the monster was out, and I was actually using him—I was actively seeking out another killer. I’d given in. I was trying to be John and Mr. Monster at the same time.

Was I fooling myself, thinking that I could split my life like this? Was it possible to be two people, one good and one bad, or was I forced to be a mix of both—a good person forever tainted by evil?

My throat grew cold, and I threw up in the sink. I shouldn’t be going out with Brooke—it was dangerous. She was the one thing that Mr. Monster and I both wanted, and that made her the gap in my armor. She was the link between us, and anything that strengthened that link would make Mr. Monster stronger. I could only hope that it would make me stronger as well. I was starting a battle that only one of us could win.

But was Brooke the prize? Or was she the battlefield?

“Hey John!”

Brooke opened her front door quickly; she must have been waiting for my knock. She was dressed in shorts, as usual, even though we were going to be out late. It was supposed to be pretty warm tonight, so she’d probably be fine, but if she got too cold we could hang out by the bonfire. Win-win. Despite the shorts she did have a jacket, though I stopped myself from looking at her shirt, to avoid looking at her chest.

What kind of crazy date would this be, if I didn’t even know what kind of shirt my date was wearing? Was this really as insane as I thought it was? How long would it be before she realized I was crazy? The only thing to do was the thing I always did—fake it.

“Hey Brooke,” I said. “Nice shirt.”

“Thanks,” she said, smiling and glancing down at it. “I figured it was appropriate, since this is kind of a school thing.” I kept my eyes on her hair, which she wore long and loose like a blond waterfall. She looked like a shampoo commercial. I imagined myself washing it, brushing it gently, gently, while she lay still on the table.

I forced the thought out and smiled. “This should be fun. You ready to go?”

“Sure,” she said, and started to pull the door closed, but someone called her from down the hall.

“Brooke?” It was her dad.

“Yeah Dad,” she called back. “John’s here.”

Mr. Watson stepped into the doorway and smiled. “Headed for the bonfire tonight?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Well, you be careful out there,” he said. “A bunch of kids get together in the middle of the night, you never know when one of them’s going to do something stupid and hurt somebody. But then I suppose my baby’s in good hands with you, right?”

It was frightening how much most people didn’t know about me.

“We’ll be fine,” said Brooke, smiling at me. “Besides,” she said, looking back at her dad, “there’s teachers there too—it’s like a real school activity.”

“I’m sure everything will go fine,” said Mr. Watson. He stepped onto the porch and put a hand on my shoulder, guiding me a few steps to the side. I glanced at Brooke, and she rolled her eyes. “I always imagined what I’d do the first time my daughter went on a date,” he said.

Brooke groaned behind us. “Dad . . .”

“I always kind of imagined myself threatening the boy that took her out, you know? ‘I have a gun and a shovel,’ kind of thing. But I don’t imagine that would really be all that scary to you, after what you’ve been through.”

He didn’t know the half of it.

“The thing is,” he said, facing me directly, “the things you’ve been through recommend you pretty highly for the job. Every time I imagined this in my head, she was hopping on the back of some gangbanger’s Harley and ignoring me as I waved goodbye.”

“Oh my gosh,” said Brooke, turning red and covering her face.

Mr. Watson kept going. “I guess what I’m saying is, given the options, I’m glad she chose the local hero instead.”

What?

“Hero?” I asked.

“And humble to boot,” he said, slapping me on the shoulder. “Well, I won’t take up any more of your time—you asked her out, not me. Brooke, you remember the rules?”

“Yes,” she said, turning to go.

“And?”

She rolled her eyes again. “No drinking, no driving fast, home by midnight.”

“And you have your phone?” he asked her.

“Yes.”

“And you will call home if . . . ?”

“If we get lost or stuck somewhere.”

“And you will call the police if . . . ?”

“If we see drugs, or if someone starts a fight.”

“Or if he tries to kiss you,” he said. Brooke turned bright red, and Mr. Watson laughed and winked at me. “Hero or not, you’re still out with my baby.”

“Holy crap,” Brooke muttered, grabbing my arm and dragging me toward the car, “let’s get out of here. Bye Dad!”

“Bye Bubba!” he shouted.

“He calls you Bubba?” I asked. Brooke was thin as a rail.

“Baby nickname,” she said, shaking her head, though I could see that she was smiling. We crossed around the car to the passenger side and stood by her door.

And stood by it a while longer.

I realized abruptly that she was waiting for me to open it for her. I glanced at her quickly, then stared at the door. This was her door. One of things I never touched. I glanced at her again, just long enough to see that her eyebrows were scrunching down a bit—she was confused. If I delayed any longer, or if I made her do it, what would she think? She’d seen me look at the door, then back at her—I couldn’t feign ignorance or bad manners at this point, unless I wanted to look like a complete jerk. I reached out my hand and opened the door, imagining as I did all the times her hand had touched the same door, her fingertips pressed against the same handle. When it was unlatched I let go and grabbed the top of the door instead, pulling it open that way.

“Is there something wrong with the handle?” she asked.

“There was a wasp in there earlier,” I said, thinking quickly. “I think it was trying to build a nest.”

“That seems like a weird place,” she said.

“That’s because you’re not a wasp,” I said, holding it open as she sat. “It’s all the rage for wasps these days.”

“And you’re up to date on wasp trends?” she asked, smiling mischievously.

“I read one of their magazines,” I said. “Not mine, of course, I saw it at the barbershop. It was that or Moose Illustrated, and I had to read something.”

Brooke laughed, and I closed her door. How long could I keep this up? It was six o’clock now, and her dad wanted her back by midnight. Six hours?

Trying to look normal when I was one in a crowd was easy. Trying to look normal one-on-one was going to be very hard work.

I went to my door and climbed into the car.

“It’s going to be weird seeing a big fire that you didn’t start,” said Brooke.

I froze. What did she know? What had she seen? Her voice had sounded so casual, but . . . maybe there was some hidden cue underneath that I hadn’t picked up on. Was she accusing me? Was she threatening me?

“What do you mean?” I asked, staring ahead.

“Oh, you know, like the big fires the Crowleys used to have in their backyard, like for neighborhood parties and stuff. You’re always the one who tends those.”

I sighed in relief—literally a sigh, as if I’d been holding my breath without knowing it. She doesn’t know anything. She’s just making small talk.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

I started the car and smiled. “I’m great.” I need an excuse quick. What would a normal person say in this situation? Normal people have empathy; they would react to the people in the story, not the fire. “I was just thinking about the Crowleys,” I said. “I wonder if Mrs. Crowley’s still going to have those parties.” I pulled away from the curb and drove toward town.

“Oh!” said Brooke, “I am so sorry; I didn’t mean to bring that up like that. I know you were really close to Mr. Crowley.”

“It’s okay,” I said. I had to force myself to continue—talking to her had been against my rules for so long, it was hard to just speak freely. “Now that he’s gone, I look back and I think I didn’t really know him at all.” Nobody did. Not even his wife.

“I feel the same way,” said Brooke. “I’ve lived here for most of my life, and he lived right there, two doors down, and I didn’t really know him at all. We’d see him at those parties, of course, and trick-or-treating and stuff, but I feel like I should have . . . I don’t know, talked to him more. You know? Like, where was he from, and what was he like as a kid, and stuff like that.”

“I would love to know where he came from,” I said. And if there are more like him.

“I love talking to people and hearing their stories,” said Brooke. “Everyone’s got their own story to tell, and when you sit down with someone and really talk to them, you can learn so much.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but that’s really kind of strange too.” I was starting to fall into a rhythm, where words came more easily.

“Strange?”

“Well—it’s strange to look at people and think that they have a past,” I said. How could I explain what I was trying to say? “I mean, obviously everybody comes from somewhere, but . . .” I pointed to a guy on the side of the street as we passed. “Look at that guy. He’s just some guy, and we see him once, and then he’s gone.”

“Oh, that’s Jake Symons,” said Brooke. “He works with my dad at the wood mill.”

“That’s what I’m talking about,” I said. “To us he’s like . . . like scenery, in the background of our lives, but for him, he’s the main character. He has a life and a job and a whole story. He’s a real person. And to him, we’re the background scenery. And that guy,” I pointed at another person on the street, “he’s not even looking. He might not notice us at all. We’re the center of our own universes, but we don’t even exist in his.”

“That’s Bryce Parker,” said Brooke, “from the library.”

“Do you know everybody in Clayton,” I asked, “or am I just picking bad examples?”

Brooke laughed. “I go to the library like every week, of course I’m going to know him!”

“So how about that guy?” I pointed at a man mowing his lawn about a hundred feet ahead.

“No, I don’t know him,” said Brooke, staring closely. We drove past him and he turned at the last minute, giving us a clear view of his face, and Brooke laughed out loud. “Okay, okay, I do know him—he’s the guy from Graumman’s Hardware, uh . . . Lance!”

“Lance what?”

“Lance Graumman, I assume,” said Brooke. “It’s a family business.”

“You know a lot more about the hardware store than I would have guessed,” I said.

Brooke laughed again. “We remodeled our upstairs bathroom last summer, and I don’t think we ever bought the right size stuff on the first try. I was in there a lot.”

“That would explain it.” It felt odd talking to her, chatting so freely about nothing. I’d fantasized about her for so long, and forbidden myself to communicate with her in any depth, that even this simple small talk felt powerfully intimate. Intimate and empty at the same time. How could such meaningless drivel feel as if it meant so much?

I turned out of town, on the road toward the lake, and fell into line behind a couple of other cars full of high school kids. I studied the backs of their heads, hoping I could recognize them and show Brooke that I knew other people too, but even though I knew I’d seen them before, I couldn’t think of their names. They were a few years older than us, so I’d never really interacted with them.

“Hey!” said Brooke, “That’s Jessie Beesley! That’s not her boyfriend, though, I wonder what happened there.”

The sun was still high, and I adjusted my shade flap thingy to block it. “You know every single person in town,” I said, “and I don’t even know what this thing is called.”

“It’s the . . .” Brooke grimaced. “The thing that blocks the sun?” She laughed. “What is that thing called? It’s a . . . shade. It’s a blocker. It’s a very small awning.”

“It’s a flat umbrella.”

“You could put lace on it and call it a parasol,” said Brooke. “It would be precious.”

I glanced over and saw she was smirking. I’m pretty good at reading people, for a sociopath, but sarcasm is so hard to identify.

Looking at her, my mind drifted back to her dad’s words, and the trust he had placed in me to take care of her. He’d called me a hero—me, the crazy, death-obsessed sociopath who worked in a mortuary and wrote all his class papers on serial killers. A hero. It stirred up thoughts I’d almost forgotten—I’d been so focused on how to kill the demon, and on the psychological aftermath of actually doing it, that I’d almost forgotten why. I focused so much on “killing the bad guy” that “saving the good guys” had been pushed aside and forgotten.

But nobody knew I’d killed a demon. Even Mom did her best to forget what little she understood about the real story behind that night in January. All Mr. Watson knew was that I had been outside that night, that I’d moved Dr. Neblin’s body, and that I’d called the police. Was that enough?

“I wonder what food they’ve got,” said Brooke, and I realized suddenly that my thoughts had left a void of silence in the car. “I assume it’ll be hot dogs; I don’t know what else you’d eat at a bonfire.”

Crap. It hadn’t occurred to me that the food would probably be meat. What was I going to eat?

Just say something, I told myself. “They might have s’mores.” It was all I could think of. “Those are good bonfire food. Also squirrels, with very poor senses of direction or self-preservation.”

Brooke laughed again. “That would have to be a really mixed-up squirrel to just wander into a bonfire.”

“Or a really cold one.”

“They could just build the fire on top of a gopher hole,” said Brooke, “and then they could pop out pre-cooked, like a vending machine.”

Wow. Did she really just make that joke?

“Sorry,” said Brooke, “that was kind of gross.”

I looked at her with new eyes, watching her as she talked. She glanced over at me and smiled. Did she think I was a hero?

Did she think I was good?

We pulled off the road at the end of a long line of cars—there was a field up ahead, of sorts, where big groups could park for parties by the lake, but the Bonfire always drew a massive crowd, and the sparse parking was overflowing by nearly half a mile. As we walked toward the party I looked at each person we passed—other students that I’d known for years—as if seeing them for the first time. Did this one think I was a hero? Did that one? It was the first time in my life that I’d assumed people were thinking good things about me, rather than bad ones, and I wasn’t sure what to think.

But I liked it.

“I love this smell,” said Brooke, walking with her hands in her jacket pockets. “That cool breeze off the lake, mixed with the smoke from the fire and the green from the trees.”

“The green?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said, “I love that green smell.”

“Green isn’t a smell,” I said, “it’s a color.”

“Well, yeah, but . . . don’t you know that smell? Trees and reeds and grass sometimes just smell . . . green.”

“I can’t say that I’m familiar with the smell of green,” I said.

“There’s Marci,” she said, “let’s ask her.”

I looked where Brooke was pointing and immediately looked away; Marci was wearing a low cut tank top that practically screamed ‘look at these!’ I watched Brooke’s feet as she hurried to meet her, keeping my gaze down—just because I was breaking a few of my rules to be with Brooke didn’t mean I was going to throw caution to the wind and break them all. Looking at a girl’s chest was strictly prohibited.

“Brooke!” shouted Marci. “Lookin’ hot! I love the shirt.”

Man, I really wanted to know what her shirt looked like.

“Good to see you,” said Brooke.

“And John,” said Marci. “I didn’t expect to see you here, that’s awesome.”

“Thanks,” I said, staring at her feet. Then, because I didn’t want to seem like a freak, I glanced up—first at Brooke’s face, then at Marci’s. Her line of cleavage was prominent in my peripheral vision, and I looked out across the lake. “Nice night.”

“You gotta answer this question,” said Brooke. “Do trees smell green?”

“What?” asked Marci, laughing.

“Green!” said Brooke. “The trees here smell green.”

“You are insane,” said Marci.

“Who’s insane?” asked Rachel Morris, joining the group. I smiled at her politely, grateful that she was dressed more modestly than her friend.

“Brooke says the trees smell green,” said Marci, struggling not to laugh out loud.

“Totally,” said Rachel, nodding her head. “This whole place smells green—and a little brown, because of the smoke.”

“Exactly!” cried Brooke.

“Can you believe these two?” asked Marci, looking at me. I focused on her ear, trying not to look at anything else.

“Must be a shared delusion,” I said, then stopped myself before getting any deeper into a psychological hypothesis. That was probably not the kind of small talk that would go over well in this crowd.

It felt strange to be talking to Marci—partly because of the way she was dressed, but mostly because of the simple fact that we didn’t know each other well. Just like the people in the car ahead of us, Marci was someone that I “knew,” in theory, but in practice we had never really talked or interacted. I glanced around quickly at the mass of teenagers, all people I had grown up with, but with whom I’d had virtually no direct contact—no shared experience. It seemed unbelievable that we could have been born and raised in the same small town, going to the same schools in the same grade year after year, and yet we’d never really had a conversation. Max would have been delighted to talk to Marci—and to ogle her—but I was more bothered than anything else. My life had been just fine without all of these extra people in it.

“Can you smell other colors?” asked Marci, folding her arms for a mock interrogation of Brooke and Rachel.

“It’s not the color,” said Brooke, “it’s the trees. Green’s just a good word to describe what a tree smells like when it turns green.”

“It’s like spring,” said Rachel, “except ‘springy’ sounds dumb.”

“And ‘green’ sounds totally normal,” said Marci. “Uh huh.”

The breeze off the lake was cool, and I could see goose bumps on Marci’s arms. Before I could stop them, my eyes wandered to Brooke’s legs; they had goose bumps too.

“Why don’t we head toward the fire?” I asked. Brooke nodded, and Marci and Rachel followed us through the loose crowd of people. The bonfire itself was visible through the trees ahead, a rough parabola of orange flame, though the sky was still too light for the fire to really stand out. The forest here was sparse and patchy, with more scrub than trees, and the fire itself had been made in a large, round clearing just a few dozen feet off the road. As we drew near I could see that the party organizers, whoever they were, had spared no expense on the fire—there were huge logs in its heart, and stacks of cordwood and split logs waited in the background, piled high against the trees. In the fire wood cracked and split, sap popping and hissing at the center, and behind it all was the dull static roar of oxygen being sucked into the center of the greedy flames. It was talking to me.

“Hello,” I whispered, answering back. I stepped closer, holding out my hands to probe the heat. Just right in some places, but too cool in others and too hot at the peak. The structure at the base was more open than it needed to be; the fire would be hot and powerful, but it would burn itself out too quickly. Logs like that could last all night if you set them carefully and tended them just so with the other pieces of wood.

There didn’t seem to be anybody in particular in charge of the fire. There was a five-foot branch with a blackened tip laying just to the side, which I assumed had been used to poke and position the wood, so I picked it up and adjusted the blaze; knock this piece down, stand that piece up. A fire could tell you what it needed, if you knew how to listen. I felt the heat; I listened to the growl of the air; I watched the lines of brilliant white heat on the surface of the wood, shining out as if something radiant and perfect were stretching out from within, ready to be born into a dull and lifeless world. Another tweak, another push.

Perfect.

A split log sailed past me in a tight arc, crashing into the fire and making it flare up with a roar.

“Yeah!” Someone screamed beside me, a thick senior with close-cropped hair and a meaty red face. “Let’s get this fire going!”

“You’ll get a better flame if you . . .” I tried to talk to him, but he turned and shouted to someone.

“Clayton Crusaders!”

Several voices hollered back, and he shook his fists triumphantly in the sky before heading back for more wood.

“It works better if you plan it out,” I said, mostly to myself. I turned back to the fire and poked it again, trying to repair some of the damage, when a second log crashed into the middle, then a third.

“Clayton Crusaders!”

“You know,” said Marci, standing next to me, “some things you just can’t plan.” I looked at her quickly, surprised, and she smiled. “You know?”

Where had she come from? I’d been so caught up in the fire I’d lost track of the girls completely.

“No hot dogs yet,” said Brooke, walking over from somewhere. “They’re not breaking out the food til around 6:30. Wanna hit the lake?”

“Well I’m definitely not going in,” said Marci, “but I wouldn’t mind taking a look.” The three girls started walking away, then stopped and looked back.

“Are you coming?” asked Brooke.

But . . . there’s a fire.

I looked back at the bonfire, still strong and powerful despite the chaos from the new logs. I didn’t need the fire; I was here for Brooke.

“Sure,” I said. “We’ll be back at 6:30 anyway, right?” I put down the branch and walked toward them.

“Thanks,” said Rachel. “We need our brave protector.”

“No kidding,” said Marci. “With all these dead women they’re finding, even a huge group like this gives me the creeps.”

There it is again: John the brave. How many people see me as some kind of hero? And how did I go so long without noticing?

“We used to come out here to go fishing,” said Brooke, watching the clear line of water emerge through the thinning trees. The sky was still light, but muted, and the lake reflected the clear blue of the sky like the bottom half of a giant, lacquered shell. We stopped on a low ridge where the trees parted and the ground turned down sharply to the glassy lake beyond. Brooke stepped up onto a sharp rock to get a better view, teetered for a moment, then put her hand on my shoulder for stability. It felt electric, like a sudden surge of energy flowing in at the point of contact. I pretended to stare out at the water, but my whole being seemed focused on Brooke’s hand.

“It’s beautiful,” said Rachel.

A couple of guys splashed by in wet shorts and T-shirts, hip-deep in the water.

“Come on in!” they shouted at us, though I had a feeling they were thinking more about the girls than about me. The girls ignored them, so I did the same. The guys saw another group up the shore and slogged toward them through the reeds, leaving us alone again.

Brooke sighed. “What are you guys gonna do?”

“Just hang around, I guess,” said Marci. “See who shows up; see who’s with who.”

“Did you see Jessie Beesley?” asked Rachel. “I wonder what happened to Mark.”

“Not that,” said Brooke, “I mean, what are you gonna do with your lives? With the future?”

Marci laughed. “You’re very cute when you’re deep, Brooke.”

“What, you don’t have dreams?” asked Brooke.

“Oh, I’ve got dreams,” said Marci, “believe me. And they have nothing to do with Clayton County.”

“I’m getting out of here so fast,” said Rachel. “A town with only one movie theater barely counts as civilization.”

I stared at the lake, remembering the dead body the demon had sunk below the ice in November.

“Are you going anywhere specific?” I asked. “Or just running away from here?”

“College,” said Brooke. “Travel. The world.”

“Nobody wants to stay here,” said Rachel.

“I don’t mind the summers,” said Marci. “But sometimes I wonder how we got here in the first place.”

“The logging industry,” I said.

“Yeah, but why us?” asked Marci. “Why are we here and not somewhere else?”

“It’s not that bad,” said Brooke.

“It’s worse,” said Rachel.

“Who were the first ones?” asked Marci, staring at the lake. “Are we all just children of children of mill workers, who grew up and lost their dreams and got stuck forever? Somebody came here first, when there was nothing else, and they built a city in the middle of nowhere and made money out of nothing and they did it.” She looked up at the sky. “I guess I just don’t understand, if that’s the kind of people we come from, why we all just sit here doing nothing.”

Rachel opened her mouth to answer, but a shriek cut her off—loud and piercing, and just up the shore. We spun around to look, Brooke tightening her grip on my shoulder, and saw the two guys from before splashing frantically out of the water. The group of girls they’d been flirting with was backing up in terror, and now all of them were screaming. Brooke jumped down and ran toward them, and I followed close behind.

“She’s dead!” someone shouted. “She’s dead!”

More people were coming now, from all around through the trees. It looked like the group by the shore was backing away from a wild animal, like they were afraid of being bitten, but as we drew closer I could see what they’d been screaming about—there was a rotted log half in and half out of the water, surrounded with reeds, and poking out from beneath it was a human arm and hand.

“Call the police!”

“She’s dead!”

“I’m going to be sick!”

As soon as we saw the hand Brooke stopped, hanging back, but I kept moving forward. When I reached the line of retreating students I paused, wary, then made up my mind and broke through to the inner circle. It was just me and the hand.

It was a woman’s hand, her body floating just below the surface and hidden in the reeds. Somehow they’d jostled the log and dislodged her, and the arm had popped out into the air. Her hand was poking up, twisted like a claw; her chipped, broken nails were painted bright red.

It’s the new killer, I thought.

There was a voice behind me, deep—a man’s voice. It seemed to echo through a vast, empty room.

“What do we do?”

I had to see it; I had to know if it was covered with the same little wounds as the others. “She might be alive,” I said, splashing into the lake. “We’ve got to check.” The exposed hand was soggy and covered with flecks of mud and rotten wood; there was no way she was alive. “We’ve got to pull her out.”

There was another splash behind me, faint and distant. It was hard to hear with my own heartbeat suddenly roaring in my ears.

I grabbed the arm and pulled; it shifted, but it was heavier than I expected. Another pair of hands, rough and old, reached in next to me and we pulled again. The body shifted and the arm rose further out of the water, stiff and pale.

“It’s been weighted down,” I said.

“She’s pinned under the tree.”

“No,” I said, “the body slides too easily to be pinned. Don’t try to pull up, just drag it sideways toward the shore.” We pulled together, dragging the body into shallow water where it could float closer to the surface. It was indeed a woman’s body, stark white and naked except for a few bright nylon cords. The nakedness didn’t bother me—dead bodies never did. I pulled on one of the cords, lightly at first, then harder as I tested the resistance. It was very heavy. With two hands I heaved it up and found a cinder block tied to the other end.

I looked at the person helping me. It was Mr. Verner, the social studies teacher.

“Someone weighted it down,” I said again. The shore behind him was lined with students and other teachers, many of them turned away from the dead woman bobbing in the water. Beyond them I could see the bonfire raging, distant and bright.

“What do we do?” asked Mr. Verner again. Of course he was asking me; I knew more about this situation than anyone here. Did they know that? Was I revealing something secret?

“Call the police,” I said. “Call Agent Forman of the FBI; he has an office in the police department.”

I looked again at the body, twisted like a sculpture. Her limbs were stiff and crooked. “This is rigor mortis,” I said. “It means it’s only been dead a few hours, maybe a couple of days at the most.” There were red marks on the wrists, and cuts and blisters on the chest and back, just like what we’d heard about the other bodies. “Did you call Agent Forman?”

Mr. Verner shouted to the shore. “Who has a phone?”

Rachel waved her hand and pointed at Marci, standing next to her with her cell phone to her ear. “She’s on the phone with her dad,” said Rachel. Marci’s dad was a policeman. I looked at them, more directly now than I had all night, then looked back at the dead body, bobbing obscenely in the wavelets coming off the lake. It shouldn’t be easier to look at it than at the girls, but it was.

In my peripheral vision teachers were herding the students away, and someone was bringing a blanket. Mr. Verner waded over to get it, then brought it back and draped it over the body.

“Come in to shore,” he said, putting a hand on my arm.

I stumbled in, leaving the body in the water. The party had become a loose web of chaos, with some students pulling back, others dumbstruck and motionless, and still others crowding forward for a better view. Teachers were trying uncertainly to herd them in a knot of different directions.

Brooke met me at the top of the ridge, white as a corpse. “Who is it?” she asked.

“Do you have your phone?”

She nodded mutely and fished it out of her pocket. I dialed Agent Forman’s cell number and sat stiffly on the ground, breathing slowly.

“This is Forman,” said the voice on the other end, crisp and direct. There were sirens in the background.

“You’re already on your way,” I said.

“Dammit John, are you tied up in this?”

“Rigor mortis,” I told him, “fully rigid. That means at least twelve hours, maybe more. The lake’s pretty cool and that might have slowed it down.”

“What are you doing, John?” Forman asked. “You’re not a cop; you’re not an investigator.” He paused. “And yet you’re always the one who finds the bodies first.”

“Someone else found it,” I said, closing my eyes. I could see the contorted body in my mind, stippled with angry red blisters. Had she been burned? “I’m just here by coincidence, Forman. The entire school is here, and everyone in town has known for weeks that we would be. If he left the body here recently, right here by the bonfire, he knew we’d find it. I think he wanted us to find it.”

“Who’s ‘he’?” asked Forman.

“The guy who killed it,” I said. Was it a man or a demon? “There’s no missing body parts,” I said, staggering to my feet, “and no major lacerations that I could see. I’m going to look again.”

“No, John, leave it—”

Before he could finish something hit me from behind, slamming me between the shoulders, and I tumbled to the ground. I rolled onto my back and looked up: it was Rob Anders.

“What is wrong with you?” he said. “You dive in there like it’s Christmas morning, you haul her right out where everyone can see her, you know the damn FBI agent’s phone number by memory—”

“What?” I asked, shaking my head.

“Nobody innocent acts the way you act,” he said. “Nobody normal knows the things you know. What’s all that crap about rigor mortis?”

He was shouting, red-faced, waving his arms. He was far angrier than I would have expected. Why is he so upset? Think, John, think like a person with empathy. Maybe he has a connection to the victim.

“Did you know her?” I asked.

“What kind of a sick question is that, you freak?”

“Leave him alone, Rob,” said Brooke, stepping in to help me to my feet. Rob shoved her away, knocking her to the ground—

—and I snapped.

I leapt up at Rob, taking him by surprise and knocking him down, pinning him under me. I’d never been in a fight—not with anyone who could fight back, at least—but I’d knocked the wind out of him, which gave me a moment to raise my fists and slam them clumsily into the top of his head. He swung a punch that hit me right in the eye and knocked me off the side. I staggered to my feet, ready for another swing, but Mr. Verner and another teacher were already there, pulling us apart.

“It’s okay,” said Brooke, pulling me back, “he’s just a jerk, just ignore him.”

I turned to face her, realizing what I’d done: she’d been threatened, and instead of trying to help her I had attacked the assailant. Just like I did with the demon. I didn’t even help her stand up.

What’s the right answer? I thought. When do you help the good guys, and when do you stop the bad guys? I don’t know what to do.

I don’t know which one I am.

I felt light-headed and sat down, finding Brooke’s phone on the ground where it had been knocked out of my hand.

“He’s a part of this,” Rob was saying, arguing with Mr. Verner as he pulled him away. “He’s a sick freak. He might even be the killer!”

I held the phone to my ear; Forman had already hung up.

“Call your dad,” I said, handing Brooke the phone. “Tell him you’ll be home late. This is going to take a while.”
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I spent all night trying to talk to Forman, but instead we were shuttled from cop to cop, giving our testimony over again for each one. At last I was given a sheaf of carbon copy papers and asked to fill out an official witness report. I spread it flat on the trunk of a police car and filled it out as thoroughly as I could, being sure to include the times and locations of my own actions as far back as school that day. Any more would have looked like I was trying too hard to look innocent. When I was done I turned it in and sat down by the dying bonfire, waiting to be excused. It was 11:30.

They wouldn’t let us anywhere near the body, so I studied my memory of it as closely as I could. The wrists had been scratched and red—more ropes, maybe? But the ropes around its body hadn’t left the same marks, so the ropes on its wrists must have been there longer, probably before it died. Someone—the killer, I assumed—had kept it bound. How long?

And the rest of the marks: red welts and blisters on pale white skin. There may have been deeper cuts as well, slices and stab wounds, though the water had long since washed the blood away. There were none of the huge, feral gashes that marked the Clayton Killer’s victims. Could it be a new demon? One whose fingers turned to flame instead of claws, who left its victims scarred and mutilated but whole? Did demons work that way? Did they follow any rules at all?

I had seen one demon, or whatever it was, but that didn’t mean that everything was connected to them. Humans were more than capable of murder all on their own. It was stupid to try to make this a demon when I knew so little. I needed to be patient—I needed to get her in the mortuary, where I could examine the wounds in detail, and read everything they knew about her in the file from the coroner. If only I could get to Forman, find out what he knew—

“I’m all done,” said Brooke. “They said we’re free to go.”

I looked up and saw her standing above me, her arms folded tightly around her stomach, wrapping herself in her thin jacket. Her long legs were stippled with goose bumps, and she was shivering.

“That’s it?” I asked. “They don’t want to talk to us anymore?”

“It’s almost midnight,” said Brooke. “We’ve been talking to them for hours.”

“But they haven’t told us anything yet.”

“I don’t think they’re going to,” said Brooke. She picked up the fire-tending branch and poked the coals, sending up sparks and exposing the bright red heat beneath.

“Don’t put it out,” I said, stopping her. It was something Mr. Crowley had said once: “I never kill a fire, I just let them go out by themselves.” He’d killed ten people, maybe countless people in his life, but he wouldn’t kill a fire. What was he, really?

“Are you ready to go?” asked Brooke.

I stared at the blackened firepit, a bank of half-dead coals in a six-foot circle of burned-out wreckage. It had been great once, massive and hot and glorious, but it had burned itself out early, and now it would linger for hours—most of a fire’s life, maybe 80 percent, was just this: a long, slow death.

“Can we watch it a little longer?” I asked.

She stood, silent, limned with soft orange light. After a moment she set down the branch and took a seat next to me, cross-legged on the ground.

We watched for another hour, until the cops cleared the scene, put out the fire, and sent us home.

They announced the dead woman’s name on TV the next morning: Janella Willis. She’d gone missing eight months before, somewhere on the east coast, but no one had any theories about how she ended up dead in Freak Lake. My guess on time of death turned out to be pretty accurate—she’d died almost exactly 24 hours before she was found, and had spent most of that time in the lake, under the log. The police and the news came to the same conclusion I had—that the body had been left there specifically for us to find—but I began to suspect something more. It seemed increasingly likely that the body had been left specifically for me.

The first two bodies had been left in spots that were easy to find—the second was even in a spot directly connected to the previous killings. So we knew the killer wanted them to be found, and we knew he was trying to say something. Now we had found a third body, carefully placed in a location that, on that one specific night, had a greater concentration of people than anywhere else in town. It was obvious he wanted it found. But more than that, it was a place full of teenagers—a place and time where I was guaranteed to be. If the bodies were messages from one killer to another, this last one had practically been left on my doorstep.

Messages on a door. . . . I felt my skin grow cold as soon as I thought of it. I’d left Mr. Crowley a long series of messages, trying to scare him and put him off guard. To draw him out and let him know he was being hunted. These bodies were exactly the same thing: the first corpse said “Here I am;” the second corpse, found at the scene of an earlier slaying, said “I am a part of what happened here.” The third, left where I was certain to find it, said very clearly, “I know who you are.”

I was being hunted.

School was out now, so I had nowhere to go, and I spent the entire day in my room poring over what little evidence I had. If I was being hunted, I needed to know who it was, and what they wanted. I didn’t have much to go on, but you could learn a lot from even a single corpse—if you knew what to look for.

The central question of criminal profiling is: what did the killer do that he didn’t have to do? This killer had tied up the victim, before death and after death. Were the two facts related—some kind of psychological need to bind people? That would be a control issue, which pointed, at least simplistically, to a serial killer. Or were the two tyings simply pragmatic—a way to keep her imprisoned before death, and weighted down after it? She’d been missing for eight months before she died, so the imprisonment theory had merit. So why put weights on her when it would have been so much easier to just leave the body in the mud on the shore? If you want your victim to be found, why go through the pretense of hiding it in the first place?

Don’t just ask, I told myself, look for an answer. What would have happened if he’d left it out, just lying there? A couple of kids in student government would have found it when they showed up to prepare for the Bonfire, and they would have called the police, and the Bonfire would have been cancelled or moved to the football field or something. Hiding it poorly meant that it would still be found, but not until later when there were plenty of witnesses.

What else? What did the killer do to the body that he didn’t have to? He burned it. He cut it. Had he done anything else? The body might have broken bones, bruises, and who knows what other kinds of internal damage that I couldn’t discover without a close examination. Speculation wouldn’t help me—I needed real details. What was I forgetting?

Her nails! Her fingernails were chipped: did he do that, or had she chipped them herself by fighting back? Was she trying to dig her way out of something? They still had nail polish on them, after as many as eight months of imprisonment. Did nail polish last that long? If it did, it would mean nothing, but if it didn’t, it would mean that she had been imprisoned relatively recently—or that the killer had given his prisoner luxury items, like nail polish, while she was still locked up. Why? That might say something very important about the killer’s mindset, and his attitude toward his victims. I had to find out.

No one had mentioned the chipped nail polish on the news, so Mom didn’t know about it, and I could ask her without arousing suspicion—well, not the dead body kind of suspicion. She might have plenty of weird questions about why her son was asking about nail polish. It would be best to find out some other way, like looking it up online.

I opened the door to my room and heard the TV; that meant the computer would be free. I slipped into Mom’s room to use it but she was there, a manila folder spread across the desk, working. She looked up when I came in.

“Hey John, do you need something?”

“I just wanted the computer,” I said. “I thought you were watching TV?”

“That’s Margaret,” she said. “I’m just paying bills. I’ll be finished up in a bit.”

“Okay.” I wandered in to the living room, where Margaret was watching some travel show.

“Hey John,” she said, shifting on the couch to make room. I sat down and stared at the TV.

“Hey.”

“I heard you had a big night a few days ago.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“That’s wonderful,” she said. “Took a lot of guts, but I bet you’re glad you did it.”

I looked at her. “I just looked at it—I wasn’t even the one who pulled it out of the water.”

“I’m not talking about the body,” she said, “I’m talking about the date. You finally asked Brooke out.”

The date. I’d been so excited beforehand, but now it seemed like a lifetime ago. The body felt so much more important. So much bigger.

“It’s too bad it got interrupted,” she said. “You gonna ask her out again?”

“I guess so. I haven’t really thought about it.”

“What have you been thinking about?” Margaret stared at me a moment, then shook her head. “I don’t know what kind of teenage boy would let a dead body distract him from a babe like Brooke. Haven’t we had enough death for a while?”

“Do we have to talk about this?” I asked. The last thing I wanted was another lecture.

“You’re sixteen,” she said. “You should be thinking about live girls, not dead ones.”

There was one quick way to turn this conversation around.

“Why didn’t you ever get married?” I asked.

“Whoa,” she said, taken aback. “Where did that come from?”

“You’re talking about how I should be dating,” I said, “but you’re single and happy. Can’t I be too?”

She raised one eyebrow. “You are a devious little bugger, aren’t you?”

“You started it.”

Margaret sighed, looked at the ceiling, then back at me. “What if you don’t like my answer?”

I nodded. “Aha. That means it was my dad.”

Margaret smiled grimly. “You’re entirely too clever for a boy your age. Yes, it was your dad. What you probably don’t realize is that I used to have a crush on him.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Why wouldn’t I? He was handsome, he was polite, and he and your mom and I were the only morticians in town. I think we both fell in love with him the day he showed up.”

Margaret looked out the window as she spoke, and I wondered what she was seeing in her head. “You father could charm the oil off a snake,” she said. “Our business was struggling until he got here, probably because no one took twenty-two-year-old twin sister morticians seriously. I don’t even take us seriously, looking back. We interned with Jack Knutsen, and when Knut died we took over his business, but it wasn’t until your father got here that things really took off.”

“How could the only mortician in town not get any business?” I asked. “Either people died or they didn’t—when they did, they’d have to come to you.”

“Embalming is hardly a requirement,” said Margaret, “and even today we only do about half the funerals here—the rest are in the local churches. No, we needed your father because he convinced Clayton County that they needed us. So he saved us, first of all, but it was more than that. He was . . . exciting. He was debonair. It was too good to believe that such a wonderful man had just dropped right into our laps, and the day I realized he loved your mother instead of me I could have died. And I would have, and gladly, if he’d looked at me the way he looked at her.”

Her mind was somewhere else now—I could see it in the way her eyes focused so intently on something invisible and lost. When her eyes refocused on me and she smiled wanly, it was almost as if I could see her consciousness flow back into her body like a ghost.

“Of course,” she said, “it didn’t take long to realize I’d dodged a bullet. The sister who got left behind quickly became the pillar of support for the sister who thought she’d gotten everything she wanted. That was the only good thing to come of it, I guess—if your dad had been as good a person as we all thought he was, I probably would have stormed off and never forgiven April for stealing him.” She looked at me a moment, mulling something over, then shook her head. “I shouldn’t talk bad about your father in front of you,” she said.

“What?” I asked. “You think I didn’t notice what a jerk he was?”

“I know you did,” she sighed. “I just wish it could have turned out differently.”

“So are you telling me to date Brooke because you believe in the dreaminess of young love, or because you want to live vicariously through the relationships of others?”

Margaret raised her eyebrows, then laughed. “This is why your mother’s going crazy,” she said. “How can she live with someone who deserves a slap and a hug at the same time?”

“I’m a precious snowflake,” I said.

“Computer’s free,” said Mom, coming into the room. “What are you guys talking about?”

“Nothing,” said Margaret, turning back to the TV. I excused myself and went into the other room.

I didn’t find anything specific, but I learned enough to know that an application of nail polish didn’t stand a chance of lasting eight months. Assuming that Janella Willis had been a prisoner ever since she disappeared eight months ago, bound at the wrists and ankles, the killer had for some reason seen fit to give her nail polish. What was going on in this guy’s head?

I needed to see that body. I cleared the Internet cache and locked myself in my room, staring at the wall and studying my memories of the body one more time. A killer was hunting me, sending me signals, but what did he want? If he knew who I was, why not just come and get me? Maybe he actually didn’t know who I was, and this was his way of testing me to see how I reacted, to draw me out. Maybe he was waiting for a response.

John would never respond, but Mr. Monster would, and that’s who this killer was really looking for. Mr. Monster is the one who’d killed the demon, and the one who dreamed about the new victims every night. He was the one who longed to send a message back to this new killer, though thus far I’d been able to stop him.

When this new killer finally did make his move, who would he find? John, or Mr. Monster?
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I was in a dungeon, nailing someone to a thick wooden board, when the phone rang. I opened my eyes and sat up in my bedroom, listening to Mom’s footsteps as she walked to her cell phone. It was five a.m. I’d been asleep for almost two hours.

“Hello?” she said. Her voice was muffled, but there was only one plausible reason for a phone call at this hour. The coroner was bringing the body, and they needed it worked on quickly. They were probably flying it back to the family this afternoon. I got out of bed and pulled on a shirt.

“Bye.” I heard the soft snap as Mom closed her phone, and the creak of the floor as she began to move. Faint footsteps told me she was walking into the hall, and a moment later she opened my door. “Wake up, John, the . . . oh. Do you ever sleep?”

“Was that Ron?” I asked, pulling on socks.

“Yeah, they’re bringing the . . . how do you do that?”

“I’m a genius,” I said. “You probably ought to call Margaret if they’re in this much of a hurry.”

She stared at me a moment, then flipped open her phone. “Get something to eat,” she said, walking back to her room. “And stop knowing everything.”

Within half an hour Ron pulled up in the coroner’s van, along with a couple of policemen. I stayed upstairs, watching through the window, as they met Mom by the back door and carried the body in.

Margaret pulled up as the van was leaving, and we all met downstairs to pull on our masks and aprons. Mom was leafing through the papers.

“No body parts reported missing,” she said. We’d learned to check that before we got started, after a bad experience last fall. “They performed a full autopsy, bagged the organs, and sewed her back up.” She set down the papers. “I hate these.”

“Dibs on the cavity embalming,” said Margaret, pushing open the door. The cavity embalming was where we used the trocar to suck all the gunk out of the organs and replace them with embalming fluid; with an autopsy case like this, where the organs had been removed, she could do that off to the side of the room while Mom and I did an arterial embalming on the rest of the body. The trouble was, an arterial embalming for a body with no organs was like trying to carry water in a sieve—there were too many holes, and the fluid leaked everywhere. We’d have to embalm it in at least four sections, possibly more.

The body was laid on the metal table, still in the body bag. I washed my hands quickly and pulled on a pair of disposable gloves, then zipped the bag open. The coroner had wrapped her in towels for modesty, and to soak up any blood that leaked out during transit, but there wasn’t much blood left at this point. The body was white and empty, like a doll.

“Grab her head,” Mom said, putting one hand under the small of the woman’s back, and another under her legs. I supported the head and shoulders, and on three we lifted the body up while Margaret pulled the body bag out from underneath. We set the corpse back on the table and Mom started peeling away the towels. “Close your eyes,” she said, and I did, waiting patiently while she stowed the transport towels in a biohazard bag and draped new ones over the chest and groin. I kept my eyes closed until she said, “all done.”

The body’s chest was cut in a Y-incision: two cuts from shoulder to breastbone, and one long cut from breastbone to groin. The top half had been stitched back up, but the bottom was still loose and a bright orange bag peeked through. Margaret carefully pulled the abdomen open and extracted the heavy bag, setting it on a metal cart and then wheeling it to the side counter by the trocar. Mom handed me a warm rag and a bottle of Dis-Spray, and we went to work cleaning the outside of the corpse.

Embalming usually relaxed me, but this time little details kept jumping out and spoiling the calm. First it was her wrists—no longer red, for there was very little blood left in the tissue, but obviously worn and tattered. They’d been bound for some time, and very tightly; portions of the skin were worn away completely to expose the muscle underneath. I imagined the body alive—a living, breathing woman, struggling desperately to escape her bonds. She twisted and turned, fighting back the pain as the ropes bit into her skin and tore it away. She couldn’t escape.

I thought about the lake, calm and desolate, and pushed the thoughts of struggle away. I’m just cleaning—nothing more, nothing less. Let me spray some more on this part, and scrub it gently. Everything is quiet. Everything is fine.

The skin was smooth for the most part, but marked here and there with cuts, scabs, and blisters. Now that the body was cleaned, far more of these blemishes were evident than I’d seen at the lake—they speckled the body like bits of confetti, random and horrifying. What could do this? The blisters were obviously from burns—ominous patches where the skin had bubbled and swollen like a hot dog on a grill. I touched one softly, feeling the bumps and valleys. The center of the blistered patch was tough, like a callus, or like it had burned hotter than the rest. Someone had placed something on this person, intentionally burning it, over and over in different places.

Someone had tortured it.

The cuts and scratches on the body that had looked so strange before made better sense now—she hadn’t scratched herself by running through a forest or tumbling through the brush to escape, she had been deliberately stabbed and sliced numerous times. From the scabs that covered some of the wounds it was obvious that this had been going on for some time; I looked closer, searching for healed-over scars, and found some, thin and white, scattered all over her skin. How would someone make such small lacerations? A straight razor would make a long slash, unless it was used very carefully; these, on the other hand, were short, almost puncture-like wounds. I set down the Dis-Spray and examined one of the recent wounds in greater detail, stretching it apart with my fingers. It wasn’t deep. I looked at another one, a tiny hole in the muscle of her thigh, and this time it was deep—long and narrow, like a nail hole. I flashed back to my dream this morning, hearing a girl scream, and imagined what I would use to make these kinds of wounds: a nail here, a screwdriver there, a pair of scissors somewhere else. It looked chaotic, but there was a pattern to it as well—a mind guiding the procedure, trying different tools to see what each one would do, and what reaction each one would get. Did a nail in the thigh provoke the same kind of scream as a nail in the shoulder? A nail in the abdomen? Which did the victim fear more when you came back the second time—a wound that pierced muscle, organ, or bone?

“John?”

I looked up. Mom was staring at me.

“Huh?”

“Are you okay?” It was hard to read her through the surgical mask, but her eyes were dark and narrow, and the skin around them was wrinkled. She was concerned.

“I’m fine,” I said, picking up the Dis-Spray and getting back to work. “I’m just tired.”

“You just woke up.”

“I’m still waking up,” I said. “I’m just groggy, I’m fine.”

“Okay,” said Mom, and went back to work on the body’s hair.

Except I wasn’t fine. Everything I saw, I imagined myself doing—every wound on the body I saw myself inflicting. This was not the serene death of an old woman who had passed away in her sleep; this was a brutal, violent death—a dehumanizing series of tortures and humiliations. This didn’t pacify Mr. Monster, it excited him. He was a shark who smelled blood in the water. He was a tiger who smelled fresh meat.

I was a killer who sensed a victim—not this body, but the thing that had attacked it. I was a killer of killers, and a new one in town meant it was time to kill again.

I slammed down the Dis-Spray, harder than I’d meant to, and left for the bathroom. I couldn’t be in there anymore. I peeled off my gloves and tossed them in the trash, turning on the sink and scooping handfuls of cold water into my mouth. I swallowed, wiping my face on my sleeve, then paused. After a moment I drank again.

I would not allow myself to think those thoughts. I am not a killer, I thought, Mr. Monster is the killer. I’m the one who stops him. I was scared.

But I had to get back in there. I had to know everything I could about the body, because that would tell me more about the person who’d killed it. But why did I need to know? Agent Forman’s words came back to me: “You’re not a cop. You’re not an investigator.” I didn’t need to study this body at all. I could ignore it completely.

I walked back in to the embalming room without thinking, as if my feet were moving by themselves. I turned to walk out but instead pulled two more gloves from the box on the counter.

“Everything okay?” Mom asked.

“Everything’s fine,” I said. I walked back to the table and picked up my rag, using it as an excuse to look closer at the cuts in the corpse’s arms.

“We’re all done with the top,” said Mom, “help me sit her up so we can do the back.” I took one shoulder, Mom took the other, and we pulled; rigor mortis had come and gone, and the body moved easily.

“Uh oh,” said Mom, freezing in place. The body was halfway sitting, but it was light and hollow and easy to hold up. I looked at Mom’s hand and saw her pressing against the skin of the body’s back. It moved strangely. “Tissue gas,” she said.

Margaret turned and looked warily at Mom. “You’re kidding.”

“Check it out,” said Mom, and moved her hand again. I peered closer and saw it—the skin moved over the top of the muscle freely, as if it were disconnected. That was bad.

“The skin is slipping,” said Mom. “The autopsy cleansers must have masked the smell.” She leaned in close to the back, sniffed, then pulled down her mask and sniffed again. She reeled back in disgust. “Oh, that’s horrible. Lay her back down, John.”

We laid the body down, minds racing. Tissue gas was an embalmer’s worst nightmare—a highly infectious bacteria that thrived on dead tissue and released a noxious gas inside the body. Smell was usually the easiest way to detect it, but sometimes—as with this body—the smell was buried under other chemicals, and the only way to identify it was the “skin-slip” Mom had found on the back, where interior gas bubbles separated the skin from the muscle. The gas itself was bad enough, because the stink would soon become so foul it would be all but impossible to cover up. That didn’t reflect well on us when people showed up for the viewing. Even worse than the gas, though, were the bacteria that made it—once they got into your workspace, you might never get them out again. If we didn’t put a stop to this right now, every body we embalmed would catch the same bacteria from our tools and table. It could destroy the entire business.

“Everybody stop and think,” said Mom. “What have we touched?”

“Rubber gloves,” said Margaret. “A scalpel to cut open the hazmat bag; the trocar.”

“Just one?” asked Mom.

“It was already attached to the vaccum,” said Margaret. “I didn’t even open the drawer with the others.”

“I touched the Dis-Spray bottle, three rags, the comb, and the shampoo,” said Mom. “John touched a bottle and a rag.”

“And the doorknob,” I said, “and the bathroom doorknob.”

“You didn’t take your gloves off first?”

“No.”

“John . . . ,” said Mom, annoyed. “Okay, anything else?”

“I touched the cart,” said Margaret, “and we should disinfect the counters as well, just in case.”

“And the table, obviously,” said Mom. “Let’s designate an infection zone by Margaret, and put all of our used tools there; we’ll keep the rest of it clean, and when we’re done embalming we can clean the room til it screams in protest.”

“And we need to call the police,” I said.

Mom and Margaret both looked up in surprise. “Why?” asked Mom.

“This might be important to the investigation.”

“You don’t think they already know?” asked Mom. “They’ve been studying this body for four days.”

“Was it in the paperwork?” I asked.

Mom thought, then glanced at Margaret. “He’s right. Ron would have told us if he knew. The bacteria might not have developed yet.”

“Plus Ron’s got to disinfect his whole lab,” said Margaret. “It won’t do us any good to keep clean if every body he sends us is already infected.” She rolled her eyes. “I have half a mind to go clean it myself—I don’t know if I trust Ron to do it right.”

Mom peeled off her gloves, threw them in the trash, then washed her hands with hot water and soap in the sink. She turned off the water, thought a moment, then turned it back on and washed the water handles and soap dispenser as well. When she was certain everything was clean she motioned for me to open the door, so she wouldn’t have to touch anything else in the room, and went to the office to call.

“Smart thinking, John,” said Margaret. “If they don’t know about the tissue gas, one of the wounds might be a lot older than they think it is. You’ve got a knack for this stuff.” She turned back to her pile of organs, and I went back to the body. Tissue gas was most common in bedsores—big, nasty ones on hospital patients, or on old people who never moved for weeks or months at a time. Gangrene was another possible source of the bacteria, and usually showed up in the same types of cases. It was possible that this body could have developed tissue gas in one of those ways if she’d been held in one place for months on end, without being allowed to move, but there was no evidence of that here—besides, both of those causes would leave massive exterior wounds. Most of hers were small, and any obvious infections had been cleaned away during the autopsy.

There was one other way to get the right kind of bacteria, that didn’t require a big wound. I put my hands under the body’s shoulders and lifted, feeling the skin slide sickly under my fingers. The back was covered with cuts and punctures and burns, just like the rest of the body, but some, as I’d noticed before, were bigger. More misshapen. The coroner had cleaned the body so well that there were no visible infections, but the shape of the wounds was enough if you knew what you were looking for: a series of wounds similar to the others, but irregular and distorted as if they’d been stretched out of shape. Just like a bedsore, but smaller. There were only a few ways that kind of thing would happen to an ordinary wound, and only one of them would result in tissue gas. Somehow, by accident or by design, these wounds had been infected with human waste.

I peered more closely at the wounds. She might have been kept for days in a cell with no toilet, or some feces might have been forced into the wounds manually by her attacker. Either way, the cruel, devastating dehumanization hit me like a wave, pulling me back down into the waking nightmare I’d been in ever since we started on the body.

I was in the embalming room, but I was also in a basement somewhere; I was with Janella Willis the corpse, but I was also with Janella Willis the crying, screaming victim—not just once but a dozen times, a hundred times, all at once, different realities lacing in and out of each other as they howled around me. I was stabbing her, I was burning her, I was breaking her bones. Sometimes I laughed, sometimes I cursed and raged, and other times I was simply there, blank and hollow. Part of my mind was enjoying the thrill of it, while another part was trying to analyze the possibilities; I tried to shut them both off, desperate to think about anything else, but it was too much. Instead I focused on the analytical side, trying to force myself to turn this into something helpful, hoping there was some way I could learn something or discover something by living through the scenario in my mind. Instead I found myself playing out the same scenarios with Brooke instead, simultaneously thrilled and repulsed by each piercing scream.

No! I refused to let myself sink to that. My eyes were open, but dark daydreams clouded my view and melded with the reality around me. The woman on the table was Brooke, her abdomen sliced wide open. No! Never Brooke! I tried again to push the thoughts away entirely, but again I was too weak. The best I could do was to twist them, to change them into something less intense.

Marci.

Marci was physically beautiful, but she was nothing to me—and that made her easier to bear thinking about. Fantasizing about Brooke felt wrong, like I was betraying her directly, but if I did the same for Marci . . . I had no attachment to Marci. There was nothing to betray. I latched on to the thought—Marci’s shape and her color, the dark brown of her hair—and then there she was on the table. I could breathe easier now.

With my mind under stronger control I realized that I was gripping the table with one hand, steadying myself against it. I needed to get out of there. The door opened and Mom came through, sighing, and I put another hand on the table, taking another step toward the door.

I can do this, I thought. I’m leaving a bad situation. I can barely control my own thoughts, but I’m still in command of my actions. Mom said something to Margaret, something about Ron and the phone. I ignored them. I needed to leave.

One more step. I was doing it.

And then the door opened again, and Lauren was standing there—her face bruised, her eyes puffy from damage and tears.

“What happened?” Mom cried.

Lauren was whimpering, a lost kitten in a vast and deadly wilderness. Her words were a wrenching knot of terror and confusion: “He hit me.”

And then the world shattered, and Mr. Monster roared so loud that Mom and Margaret and Lauren could all hear it. They looked at me in shock, and I ran from the room.

Death! Death!

Confusion became rage, and the deep, driving need to kill exploded in a torrent of red-hot emotion. No more waiting—it has to be now! I stumbled through the halls, lost in my own home, until at last I found my way outside and sucked in the fresh air like a drowning man.

Kill him! Make him scream!

NO!

It was still early, but the sun was rising and the town was infused with ghostly half-light. I paused for balance, holding the wall, then walked to my car and turned it on. I had to do something. The tires squealed as I pulled away, and in my mind Curt answered with a squeal of terror. At the corner I forced myself to turn in the opposite direction from his house, my driving wild and erratic, as if my own hands were fighting with me.

I will not kill!

Then what?

I pushed my foot down hard, pressing the pedal all the way to the floor, letting the pure animal thrill of speed wipe the fog away from my mind. When it cleared I slowed down and answered myself.

Fire.

I could feel the need boiling inside of me, a knot of angry tension that shook and struggled like a living thing. Fire would calm it. Fire.

I drove wildly to the old warehouse, sliding to a stop in the gravel outside. I climbed out of the car and slammed the door, loving the wrenching crash as the force of it shook the car. There was no one else there, and I stormed inside looking for fuel; I didn’t have my gas can, but there in the middle of the floor were the cans of alcohol-based paint. I picked up one of these and splashed the contents across the mattress and a pile of wood I’d built the other day. I picked up another and threw the whole thing; it bounced off a wall and hit the ground with a thud, spraying its flammable liquid all across the warehouse. I kicked a barrel to knock it over, but it stayed up and I kicked it again, then again and again, feeling a rush of adrenaline as the barrel resisted, resisted, and at last tipped over.

Then I thought of Curt beating Lauren, and I yelled again. It echoed madly in the warehouse, inarticulate and inhuman.

I fumbled in my pocket for a book of matches—the one thing a pyromaniac was never without—and pried a match out of it with trembling hands. I folded the matchbook over backwards, trapping the chemical head between the strike pad and the cardboard, then ripping it out violently. The head popped to life and the match lit, and with it I lit the entire book. I felt a thrill as it flared up, my breath growing fast and urgent, and dropped the ball of flame onto the fuel-soaked mattress. Fire rippled across it instantly, flashing brightly and then dying down as the initial fuel was consumed. Soon the mattress itself was on fire, not just the paint, and I stepped closer. It was beautiful.

The fire spread to other things—the pallets I’d stacked it on, the wooden planks nearby, the splash of paint on the floor. I watched it move from one object to the next, sometimes running, sometimes leaping, always moving and growing and crackling with joy. Was the cat here? I didn’t care—let it burn. I stayed until it wasn’t safe anymore, relishing the release. This was what I wanted! This was power! With fire itself doing my bidding, I was practically a god.

I backed out slowly, watching the flames dance behind the windows. As I stood in the doorway a flash of movement caught my eye, and I saw the white cat streaking out from a hiding place toward the open door. I timed its approach and slammed my foot into the door frame right as it passed, hearing it hiss and cry as my kick pinned it to the wall. I grabbed its tail in my hands and yanked it up angrily, pulling it across and slamming it into the wall. It cried again, desperate, and I windmilled it back into the wall on the other side of the door. It hit with a sickening crunch.

“Is this what you wanted?” I was screaming. “Is this what you wanted?” I leaned back and then whipped it forward, hurling the cat into the middle of the jubilant orange flames. It arced through the air and slammed sickeningly into a stack of wood. I heard it mewl again, weak and wretched, and then the heat was too much and I backed out of the building completely.
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“You saw what he did to her. Are you sure there’s nothing you can do?”

It had been two days since Curt had hit Lauren, but Lauren refused to press charges, and there was nothing the law could do. Mom had spent the first day yelling—usually over the phone, though we all got our share of her attention—but now she was tired and worn. She continued to call, begging for someone to intervene and save her daughter, but her protests were weak and fatalistic: everyone who could possibly help had already said no.

“Yes, ma’am, I do understand the law. I sued my husband with that law, so I know it very . . .” Pause. “No, they were not married. Why should that have anything to do with it? Is assault not a crime anymore unless you’re married?”

I’d spent the entire time hiding in my room, desperate to get out of the house but scared of being arrested. The entire warehouse had burned to the ground, and the flames had somehow spread to the surrounding trees; it had taken the fire department all day and most of the night to put it out. I’d left the scene before anyone got there, of course, but arson was suspected almost immediately. I was safer inside.

More than the fire, what scared me the most was the cat. I’d killed a cat. I’d never done that before, and it terrified me. I’d broken several of my rules in the past year, but it had always been for a reason: I decided very rationally that I should stalk Mr. Crowley, specifically to help me find a way to stop him from killing. I attacked his wife as part of a careful plan, because it was the only way to trap him, and I eventually killed him because it was the only way to save the town. These were all delicate, painful decisions, and I’d weighed each one carefully before taking that step and breaking that rule. But the cat—the cat was different. The cat was an impulse, an emotional urge, a heat-of-the-moment decision that I was barely aware of until it was over. In all of my previous decisions, I’d chosen to grant Mr. Monster power. That day in the warehouse, Mr. Monster had taken power for himself.

And if he’d done it once, he could do it again. I was terrified to think of where and when it could happen, and what I could possibly do to stop it.

“Please . . . my daughter was attacked. She was brutally beaten by a citizen of your community, who’s still out there right now. No, I’m not being unreasonable! May I please speak with your superior?”

I sat on the floor of my room, the door locked tight, my body squeezed into the gap between my bed and the wall. I had a pillow pulled down over my head, but I could still hear the shouting.

“Hello, Agent Forman? This is April Cle—” Pause. “Yes, I know, and I’m sorry to call you again, but—” Pause. “But I’ve already talked to them, and there’s nothing they can do.” Pause. “No, I’ve talked to her too—” Pause. “But there has to be something you can—”

There had been a lot of bugs in that warehouse, I thought. I probably killed them all. Were bugs against the rules? I bet I’ve killed plenty of bugs in my life—there were some dead ones on the windshield of my car, for crying out loud. Was I supposed to feel guilty about all of them? I turned the thought over in my mind, examining it. Bugs were probably fine. They didn’t feel anything, and they didn’t care what you did to them, and nobody else cared either, so I might as well do something. That’s practically why they’re here in the first place, right? They’re not doing anything else for us. I should go outside and find one—just one. I wouldn’t even kill it, just pull off a wing or a leg. Just something small. No one would ever notice.

“Hi, is this the domestic abuse hotline? My name is April, and I live in Clayton. . . .” Pause. “Yes, Clayton County.” Pause. “I know you don’t have an office here, I called long distance to reach you. . . .” Pause. “I’ve already called the police, and they won’t . . . yes, I’ll hold.”

I stood up to go outside. I only needed one bug—a tiny one, like a ladybug. There was usually a big pile of ants by one of the cracks in the sidewalk, and I could mush a whole footprint-full if I wanted, but that wouldn’t help. There’d be no satisfaction in a quick stomp. I wanted one bug I could spend some time on, and watch what happened as each leg came off. I wanted it to know that it was being hurt by me, by a purposeful mind, and not by some change in the weather. I unlocked my door and started down the hall, hoping I could get out without Mom stopping me.

I was just three steps from the apartment door when somebody knocked.

Mom looked up from the phonebook, red-eyed and gaunt. She stared at the door with a blank, uncomprehending gaze, as if she wasn’t sure what it was. The knock came again.

“Well, see who it is,” Mom snapped.

I opened the door and felt my stomach lurch; it was Lauren, her eye black and her face streaked with dry tears. She looked at me with a broken smile and reached for my face where Rob Anders had punched me.

“We’re twins,” she said softly. She rested her fingertips on my cheekbone, right below the thin scab where Rob’s punch had split the skin.

“Please tell me you’ve come to your senses,” said Mom, standing up. “You can stay here if you need to—”

“No, Mother, I’m here to tell you to stop,” said Lauren. “I tried to call you, but I can’t even get through because you won’t get off it. Stop calling the police!”

“But you need to report this!”

“No I don’t!” said Lauren. “Listen, I was just scared that day when I came here, and I didn’t know what I was thinking, but now I do. I know you don’t understand—”

“You think I don’t understand?” Mom asked, stepping forward. “You know what we lived through here! You know what your father did to me!”

“Stop trying to bring Dad into this!” cried Lauren. “It has nothing to do with him, because Curt is not Dad and I am not you. Curt really loves me, and we’ve talked about it, and we know that it’s never going to happen again, and—”

“Don’t be such an idiot, Lauren!” Mom shouted. “How can you possibly—”

“I didn’t come here to get yelled at, Mother!”

“No, you’ve got someone at home to do that for you!”

I turned to walk back into my room, but Mom grabbed my arm.

“Don’t walk away from this,” she told me, “you’re as much a part of it as any of us. Tell her she needs to call the police.”

“Don’t drag John into this. . . .” said Lauren.

“Tell her!” said Mom.

I didn’t know what to say, so I stared back helplessly and tried to think peaceful thoughts: Freak Lake in winter, alone and calm; our street at night when nothing moved; a body on the embalming table, perfectly still and silent.

“You can’t live like this,” Mom told her, then looked back at me. “Tell her she can’t live like this.”

“I don’t want to get involved,” I said quietly.

“You don’t want to get involved!” Mom shouted. “All you ever do is overreact to problems, and now you’re not reacting at all?”

“I don’t want to get involved,” I repeated.

“You’re already involved!” Mom shouted. “Am I the only sane person left alive? Am I the only person left in the entire world who thinks that my daughter getting beaten up is a big deal? That it’s something worth fighting back about? I mean . . . Lauren, baby . . . don’t you love yourself at all?”

“I don’t know why I came here,” said Lauren, turning to leave. “It’s like talking to the most hostile brick wall in the world.”

“You came here because you know that I can help you,” said Mom harshly, following her onto the stairway. “I’ve lived through this, and I know what you’re going through.”

“Just because you ruined your own relationship doesn’t mean you get to ruin mine,” said Lauren, her voice distant. She was halfway down the stairs.

Mom laughed—the kind of dry, brittle laugh that wanted to be a scream and a cry, and compromised somewhere in the middle. “You think I ruined my relationship? You think my black eyes and my broken ankle and the whole divorce were all my fault?” Her voice grew even more raspy and desperate. “Do you think your black eye is your fault? Is that what this is all about?”

The door opened downstairs, but instead of Lauren’s footsteps storming away I heard Brooke’s voice.

“Um, hi,” she said brightly. “It’s Lauren, right?”

“Yeah,” said Lauren slowly. She apparently didn’t recognize Brooke. “Are you here for John?”

“Hi Brooke,” said Mom at the top of the stairs, hastily wiping her eyes. “Come on up, sweetie.”

“I don’t want to interrupt anything,” said Brooke.

“No, no, it’s fine,” said Mom, gesturing toward the living room. “Everything’s fine. Come on in.”

“What happened to your eye?” Brooke asked.

“John’s got one just like it,” said Lauren, avoiding the question. “They run in the family.”

Mom glowered.

“I hope you’re okay,” said Brooke.

“I was just leaving,” said Lauren, and called out to me. “Bye John!”

I didn’t say anything for a moment, then shouted “Bye Lauren!” when I heard the door hinges squeak open louder. Footsteps creaked up the stairs, and Mom stepped aside to let Brooke in. She was dressed the way she typically was, in bright summer colors, and I slouched down in my black, rumpled pajamas; I hadn’t even bothered to get dressed yet.

“Hey John,” she said, her eyes lighting up. She laughed. “Wow, I wish I was still in pajamas.”

“Yeah,” I said. Mom was scowling behind her, eyeing the stairs, obviously wanting to chase Lauren outside and continue their fight.

“No!” said Brooke, suddenly embarrassed, “I don’t mean to . . . I’m not trying to make fun. Dangit.” She squeezed her eyes shut. There was an awkward pause, then Brooke smiled again. “Pretty crazy night the other night, huh?”

“Yeah,” I said. Outside, Lauren’s door slammed, and a moment later her engine roared to life.

“So anyway,” said Brooke, “I um . . . this is stupid, but . . . I wrote you a poem.”

I stared back. “You did?”

“I know it’s kind of cheesy,” she said, “but it was my mom’s idea. I mean, the poem was my mom’s idea, but the thing the poem’s about was my idea, I don’t want you to think that . . .” She rolled her eyes, embarrassed, and then grinned cheerfully. “I am really screwing this up, aren’t I?”

Mom was crying silently behind her.

I waited a moment longer. “So, did you bring it?”

“Oh!” said Brooke. “Sorry, I’m just kind of nervous. Yes; here.” She handed me a piece of paper. “It’s just a short poem, I don’t want you to get all excited about getting a big sonnet and then it’s just a little . . . so anyway, here you go.”

She grinned again, looking at me, not moving. “I was going to recite it for you,” she said, “but then I’d have to crawl into a hole and die of embarrassment, so you’re on your own. Sorry.”

I looked down at the paper. It was four lines, written in a curvy, slightly ornate handwriting that said she’d written it somewhere else and transferred the finished product here to make it look nice.

We went out to the Bonfire on a dark and stormy night.
We thought it would be lots of fun; instead we got a fright.
I still want to go out with you, so we should try again.
Come pick me up tomorrow night, if you’re not busy then.

She wanted to go out with me again—after everything that had happened, after every horrible thing I’d done in the last week, she still wanted a date. And I didn’t know if I trusted myself anymore.

“I know it’s a dumb poem,” she said, looking down. “But I thought it would be fun, since we didn’t really get to finish our last date . . . I mean, we barely started, really, and anyway . . .”

I couldn’t rely on the mortuary to let out pressure anymore, and the fire hadn’t worked at all—it had made me more anxious, not less. Brooke might be the best way to forget everything and feel normal.

She pursed her lips, and her face started turning red. I suddenly realized I hadn’t said anything yet.

“Yeah,” I said quickly. “That sounds great.” Her face brightened immediately. “Tomorrow night?”

“Yeah,” she said. “Around five?”

“Sure.” I paused. “What do you want to do?”

“Just let me take care of it all,” she said. “You just bring you. And your car.” She laughed.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll come get you at five.”

“Cool,” she said. “Great!” She turned around, smiled at my mom, then waved at me and clattered happily down the stairs. “See you tomorrow!”

“That figures,” said Mom, stepping in from the landing and closing the door. “The only member of this family with a normal relationship is a sociopath.” She laughed thinly and sat on the couch.

In the back of my head, a tiny voice told me that this was a bad idea.

That’s weird, I thought. Usually the voice tells me to follow Brooke, and I tell it to stay away. Huh.
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In the trees behind my house I made a pile of crickets, small and black, wings fluttering wildly, and next to them a pile of tiny cricket legs like thin plastic shavings. Without their legs the crickets wiggled helplessly, abdomens curling like stubby fingers, wings flailing against air and dirt and gravity. They couldn’t take off from the ground, it seemed—they needed legs to leap up and catch the air. It was fascinating to watch.

I thought perhaps their leg stumps would bleed, either blood or whatever was inside a cricket, but the joints popped apart like petals from a flower, separate and whole. There were no wounds.

I buried the squirming pile and brushed off my hands. I needed to get ready for tonight.

Brooke was in absolutely no danger from me—and for a lot of reasons. First were my rules: they stopped me from doing anything I shouldn’t do, and I’d been following them strictly for days without a slip. The second reason, related to the first, was the simple fact that Mom had been out of the house all day. She’d gone to Margaret’s, then to Lauren’s, to try once again to persuade her to file a report of domestic abuse. I had pushed them all from my mind, filling it instead with pleasant thoughts and calming mantras: 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21. I was at peace. Brooke had nothing to fear from a mind at peace.

The third reason, of course, were the crickets; any violent or dangerous tendencies I might have had were sated and still, buried with them in the dirt. Mr. Monster was happy, I was happy, the world was happy.

I paused in the woods behind my house. Brooke’s house was just a little ways off on the left; I could see the roof from here. During the winter I’d spent many hours in these woods, high up in a tree behind Brooke’s house, watching through her window. It was dangerous, but I was careful, and no one ever saw me. She never closed the curtains, probably because she never expected anyone to be back there—our street was right on the edge of Clayton, and there was nothing behind any of our houses but a mile or two of forest.

I’d stopped, of course—it was dangerous to spend that much time thinking about Brooke, which was why I’d started avoiding her in the first place. But things were different now. I was spending more time with her—and she wanted me to spend more time with her. I could think about her without feeling guilty. And I still had my rules, so nothing was going to happen.

There was at least one rule, though, that I really ought to change. It felt stupid, on our last date, that I hadn’t allowed myself to look at her shirt. It’s not like I was staring at her breasts or anything—I just wanted to know what kind of shirt she was wearing. There was nothing wrong with that.

I was standing behind her house now, still buried fifty yards or more in the cover of the trees. I could see her window from here, but it was too bright outside to see inside—and I wasn’t there for that, anyway, I was just passing by. Though if I could see in, I’d be able to know what she was wearing, and I could dress to match. I still had no idea what we were doing: something classy? Something messy? Something in between? I might dress completely wrong for whatever we were doing, which could ruin the whole date.

Don’t do it.

I caught a flash of movement in one of the lower windows. Maybe just a quick peek—I didn’t want to stalk her, like before, but a quick peek wasn’t stalking. I just happened to be in the area, and if I happened to see what she was wearing, there was no harm done. It would actually be a good thing. Considering how devastated she’d feel if I showed up in the wrong clothes, or in clothes that clashed with hers, I practically owed it to her to take a peek. She invited me on this date, after all—the least I could do was dress appropriately.

I crept closer, my eyes darting back and forth between the two rear windows. They had a sliding glass door in their kitchen, leading onto a low deck, and I could see someone moving around inside. Was it Brooke or her mom? The door opened abruptly and I stepped behind a tree as a small form dashed out. Brooke’s little brother, Ethan. What if I was found? Would she call off the date? I ducked down and began to walk backwards, crouching below the line of brush, when suddenly a voice rang out from the house, clear and beautiful.

Brooke.

I rose up slowly from my crouch, moving my head slightly to the side to peer through the trees. She was standing in the doorway, calling Ethan back inside. She was wearing jean shorts, as always, and a pink top with white flowers. She was gorgeous. Ethan ran back in, and Brooke slid the door closed again.

See? No harm in that at all. It was good to drop that rule and let myself look at Brooke freely.

This date was going to be perfect.

Back at home I picked out some clothes—nice, but casual enough to match what Brooke had been wearing—and then showered carefully, washing my hands five times to be sure the smell of dirt and crickets was gone. I’d been in the woods most of the day, and it was almost time to pick her up.

I dressed quickly and grabbed my wallet and keys from their spot on my dresser. Next to it was an old pocketknife, from my days in Cub Scouts; I’d started sharpening it over the last few days, just to fill the time. Should I take it tonight? I wasn’t likely to need it, of course, but you never know. What if I’d had it at the lake, for example, when we found the body in the reeds? I could have cut it out of the ropes. And after all, I still didn’t know what Brooke was planning for our date—we might very well come upon a loose screw, or one that was too tight; we might need to open a bottle or puncture a can. Brooke was dressed pretty casually, after all, and she’d said last time that she loved fishing at the lake, so for all I knew we were headed out there, and I might have to scale and gut a fish.

Don’t take it.

Nonsense; the knife was honed and sharp, perfect for sliding into the meat of a fish and slicing it clean from end to end. Brooke would love it. I patted the knife in my pocket and smiled. Time to go get her.

I arrived at Brooke’s house early and knocked on her door. There was a shout from inside, followed by the clomp of hurried footsteps on the stairs. When Brooke opened the door, smiling widely, she was in a different shirt: blue and white and black in jagged stripes. I frowned and stepped back.

“Hey John!” she said.

Why had she changed?

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah.” I smiled falsely. I thousand reasons ran through my mind: she knew I’d been watching, and changed her shirt as revenge; she guessed I’d been watching, and changed her shirt to gauge my surprise and learn the truth. It didn’t matter why—it was different, and it felt wrong. An afternoon full of imagined scenarios crumbled away, false and sickening in the face of this new, unseen, unplanned-for shirt.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked. “You look kind of sick.”

She was worried about me. Which meant she cared about me. Which meant that I was stupid to get so worked up. It wasn’t the shirt that bothered me, really, it was the change—the shocking difference between my vivid fantasies and the dull, brittle truth. And the new shirt was nice—it was fitted but loose, and complemented her figure without showing too much. I needed to get over it.

I smiled again and stepped forward. “I’m fine; the shirt’s fine.”

“The shirt?” She looked puzzled. I thought quickly.

“My collar was a little itchy earlier,” I said. “It’s fine now. Ready to go?”

“Yup.” She grabbed a canvas bag from inside the door and stepped out onto the porch. She wore pants now instead of shorts, and her long blond hair was loose and wavy. She looked wonderful, and I allowed my gaze to roll over her appreciatively as she shouldered her bag and closed the door. She was thinner than Marci, less curvy, but more elegant somehow; the difference between the two girls was stark in my mind—Brooke was on a higher plane, elevated and graceful. I followed her to the car.

“You’re lucky today,” she said, smiling. “Dad said he’d already grilled you once, and you did fine last time, so he didn’t need to do it again.”

“I did fine?” I asked.

“Everyone else freaked when they saw the body, but you were the only one brave enough to do anything about it.”

“That’s because dead bodies aren’t scary,” I said. “When you think about it, dead bodies are the least scary kind of bodies, right? I mean, there’s nothing they can do to you, unless I guess you don’t wash your hands or something.”

Brooke laughed and stood by her door. I opened it smoothly this time, anticipating it, relishing the forbidden touch of the door handle. She hadn’t ridden in my car since the end of school, but the door still felt special; it had been hers for so long that it could never go back. I got in on my side and pulled out my keys.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“First things first,” she said, holding her finger up in mock reprimand. “You’re not dressed yet.”

I looked down at myself. “I’m not?” It was exactly what I’d been worried about—and despite all my efforts, I’d still done it wrong. She was much dressier than I was; I must look like a disgusting jerk next to her.

“Well, John and Brooke are dressed, I guess,” she said with a smile, “but we’re not John and Brooke anymore—we’re tourists.”

What? That wasn’t what I’d been expecting at all. “Where are we going?”

“We’re going to the exotic town of Clayton,” she said, digging in her bag and pulling out a handful of clothes. She handed me a bright Hawaiian shirt. “Put this on.”

My expectations for the evening crumbled further—I’d been expecting an activity like fishing, or a trip to the movie theater, but this was completely different. I’d played the evening out in my head a dozen times or more, and it had never gone like this.

Brooke was pulling more clothes out of the bag—a loud Hawaiian shirt for herself, and a big black camera on a multicolored strap. I didn’t go on a lot of dates; this was my second ever, in fact. I’d never seen kids around town dressed as tourists, though; this couldn’t be a common dating scenario.

“Do you do any good accents?” Brooke asked.

“I’m afraid not.”

“I do a really stupid Russian accent,” she said, putting on a wide-brimmed sun hat. “I guess that will have to do.”

I wasn’t sure what to do, but it felt so good to be with Brooke—to look at her, to talk to her. Whatever I had to do to stay with her, it was worth it. I picked up the Hawaiian shirt and looked at it, trying to think of something funny to say.

“You mean your Russian accent’s stupid,” I asked, “or your accent sounds like a stupid Russian?” Wow, I needed to do a lot better than that.

“Don’t make fun of accent,” she said thickly, sounding for all the world like a villain in a Bond movie. She must practice a lot. “You are Boris and I am called Natasha. Put on shirt.”

I watched her pull her Hawaiian shirt on over her clothes. Being with her this way, being able to look with no restrictions, gave the same forbidden thrill I’d gotten from opening her door. She pulled her hair up and out of her oversize costume, and it flowed down her back in golden waves. It was an odd visual dissonance: she was still Brooke, the untouchable fantasy, but she was someone else, too. Someone real and, yes, very touchable.

Just stick to the rules.

“You know,” I said, “you’re really kind of strange once people get to know you.”

Brooke arched an eyebrow melodramatically. “You don’t like plan?”

“Are you kidding?” I asked, pulling the tourist shirt on over my own. It gave me the dizzying sensation of being somebody else, as if I’d stepped outside of John Cleaver altogether. I was Boris now, and Boris didn’t have any of the problems John did. “I think this sounds awesome.”

“Good,” she said, putting on a pair of gaudy plastic sunglasses. “Travel brochure say good things about Clayton. We start with local cuisine: Friendly Burger.”

“You sure you want to eat at Friendly Burger?” I asked. “There’s nicer places to go.”

“You do not know this,” she said sternly, wagging her finger. “Boris has never been to Clayton.”

I sat back and stared at her—she was really going to play this role, and be strict about the ridiculous rules of her scenario. Well, little did she know, I was an expert at ridiculous rules.

“If I’ve never been here,” I said, “then I don’t know where anything is.”

Brooke smiled triumphantly and pulled a sheaf of papers from her bag.

“Is okay,” she said, “I download maps from Internet.”

I laughed and started the car, and she started reading me driving directions. We followed them to the letter, feigning complete ignorance about the town, and arrived at Friendly Burger only slightly later than we would have otherwise. As soon as we parked Brooke jumped out and grabbed a woman on the street, pressing a camera into her hands.

“My friend and I visit from out of town,” she said, her Bond villain accent as thick as ever. “You take picture?” The woman stared at her in shock, then nodded her head uncertainly. Brooke and I stood in front of the weather-beaten Friendly Burger sign, pointing at it stupidly, and the woman took a picture. Brooke thanked her, took back the camera, and did the same inside with other people, getting pictures of us by the counter, the menu, and even the rickety old model train that ran around the borders of the ceiling. I watched her flow easily from one conversation to another, leaving each person confused but cheerful. Finally she ordered two ‘cheesy burgers with fries from France,’ and we sat down to eat. I bit into the burger, feeling the flesh in my teeth, and smiled.

“I like this place,” she said, biting a fry in half. “Is good American food. Make us fat, like Americans.”

The muscles in her neck moved slightly as she chewed, in and out, in and out, rippling sensuously beneath her skin.

“What’s next?” I asked.

“We go other places,” she said. “Places tourists would go if they came here. County Courthouse. Shoe Museum.”

“Ooh, a Shoe Museum,” I said, grinning at the idea. The shoe museum was pretty much just some crazy guy’s house, which he’d filled with shelf after shelf of shoes and other shoe-related junk he’d accumulated throughout his life. One of those classic “American Heartland” kind of places that survived on kitsch value alone. It was a laughingstock among the local kids, but it was the only real tourist location in Clayton, and going with Brooke might actually be fun. I imagined her breathlessly taking pictures of the shoe displays, pretending to be amazed at everything she saw, and I smiled.

“We are tourists,” she said innocently. “Billboard on highway says visit shoe museum, we visit shoe museum.”

“Awesome,” I said. “Or whatever we say in Russia when we mean awesome. Sputnik.”

She laughed. “Sputnik?”

“It’s Russian for ‘awesome,’ ” I said. “The name of the satellite was an accident, really: they built it, looked at it, and said ‘Sputnik!’ The name stuck. They’ve been embarrassed about it ever since.”

Brooke laughed again, then shook her head. “You mean we’ve been embarrassed about it ever since,” she said. “We are, after all, native-born Russians.” She fell back into her accent. “This is first time out of country.”

I smiled. It was fun to think of myself as someone else—it was liberating, as if all my baggage, all my fears, all my tension had disappeared. There were no worries.

There were no consequences.

I ate a fry and leaned forward. “So who are Boris and Natasha?” I asked. “How do we know each other?”

She looked back, meeting my eyes, studying me through her cheap plastic sunglasses.

“We grew up in same small town outside of Moscow,” she said. “Claytonograd.”

“So we’ve known each other our whole lives.”

“Most of our lives, yes,” she said. “We are old friends.”

“We must be pretty good friends if we’re on a trip together,” I said. “I mean, Boris doesn’t go to America with just anybody.”

A tiny smile touched the corner of her lips. “Neither does Natasha.”

I wanted to reach out to her—to touch her, to feel her skin under my fingers. I’d never allowed myself even to think about touching her, though that had never stopped the dreams, night after night, of her body on the embalming table. I washed and brushed her hair; I cleaned her pale, precious skin; I massaged her rigor mortis-stiffened muscles until they were loose and warm in my hands. There were other dreams, darker dreams, but I pushed them from my mind now just as I always had before. I would not think about violence. 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13.

“I think,” I said, “that this trip to America is going really well. Thanks for inviting me.”

“Thanks for coming.”

The entire world seemed coiled and tight, focused on this moment. I wanted—I needed—to touch her hand. I would never have dared before, because of the thoughts it brought, but that was the old John. That was the John who wasn’t even allowed to look at her—for him, touching was completely illicit. But not for Boris. Boris could look. Boris had no rules; he had no fear. There was no danger in touching a hand—it was just a hand, a thing on the end of her arm. Her hand had touched the table, the bench, the food—why couldn’t it touch me? I reached out, steady and even, and put my hand on hers. Her fingers were smooth and soft, just as they were in my dreams. I held it a moment, feeling the texture of her skin, the lines of her knuckles, the sharp crystals of salt from her fries. She squeezed back, trembling and thrilling and alive.

She smiled. “Sputnik.”

We stared at each other, stared into each other, feeling a hum through our fingers that made the entire world brighter—the colors deeper, the edges crisper, the sounds rich and resonant. We ate our food one-handed, grinning like idiots, neither acknowledging our clasped hands nor daring to let go. There was a connection between us, vibrant and charged and . . .

. . . Something wasn’t right.

I pushed the thought away, but once my mind became aware of it the feeling was impossible to ignore. As wonderful as this was, there was something . . . missing. Something that should have been there but wasn’t, like a dark hole in a beautiful jigsaw puzzle. Was it my expectations again, angry that they had only been met halfway? But no. I had imagined this moment, or one like it, a hundred times—a thousand times—and there was nothing missing. I felt excited; I was in control of myself and of the situation; Brooke was beautiful and just as eager as I was. What could possibly be missing?

But something was missing, and it ate at me like a canker.

I looked around the room, searching for something amiss. There was no one I knew—no one laughing or crying or yelling at me. I saw the TV droning in the corner; I saw the drink machine dripping slowly, drop by drop; I saw the napkins and the straws and the plastic knives, stark white in their dispensers.

And then I knew what it was.

My eyes fixed on the plastic knives and I knew, like a bolt of lightning through my mind, that the connection I felt to Brooke was just a shadow of the earth-shaking connection I had felt once before, in the kitchen of my house, holding a knife while my mother cowered in terror. We hadn’t been two people then, we’d been one, united in body and mind by an overwhelming emotion: fear. We had moved together, felt together, and together we thought two sides of the same thought. It had been a pure, unbridled rush of emotion, the kind of connection that sociopaths were never supposed to have, but I had felt it all, and it had been more real and more powerful than anything I’d ever experienced.

This should have been the same—it should have been even better—but it wasn’t. And that was the hole. In all my dreams of Brooke we had felt that same intense connection, and now that the moment was finally here the connection was not. Why not? Had I done something wrong? Had Brooke? I looked at her now and saw her staring back, no longer cheerful but concerned. The lapse of emotion made me flare with anger, enraged that she would break the already-tenuous link, but I calmed myself. She was just sensing the same hole that I had. But now that I knew what was missing, I could plan for it next time—I could force it out like a knot from a tangle of hair.

Holding hands wasn’t enough, it seemed. I needed more.

“I can’t believe it,” said Brooke, her voice flat. “I can’t believe it.”

Was she talking about me? But no, she wasn’t looking at me at all—it was the TV. Everyone in the restaurant was staring at the TV, silent and pale as corpses.

I turned to watch, already guessing what I would see.

“Police say the body is far more disfigured than the first three,” the reporter said, “but it was bound in a similar way. The police have not released any further details at this time, but they do urge everyone in the area to report any leads or information that they may have. You, the people of Clayton County, are the only ones who can stop this killer.”
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“We’re two for two,” said Brooke, standing on her porch. Two dates, and a dead body found during each of them. “Thanks again for coming, though. You want to risk a third?” She smiled sickly.

“Sure,” I said, trying not to think of her body floating in the lake. “It’s just a coincidence.”

“It’s a pretty terrible one,” she said. We stood silent for a moment. “Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow.”

She unlocked her door and went in, bag of tourist paraphernalia in tow, and I walked back to my car unsteadily. Another victim. Another message from the killer. What was he saying with this one? I needed to know more.

Forman had been on the scene—I’d seen him on TV. He would know more, but could I convince him to tell me? He’d asked for my help before; he might accept it now, in return for information. Even just hanging around the police station I could probably glean something. There was one way to find out, and I had to find out. I felt like my mind was eating me alive.

I climbed in my car and turned it around, heading back into town. Forman was probably still at the scene, but he would have to come back to the station with reports to file and evidence to register. I could wait all night.

From the outside the police station was dim and lonely, though I noticed with interest that Forman’s office was lit. The front was lit as well, and I could see Stephanie the receptionist inside, juggling phones with a tired, harried look on her face. I went in and waited for a break in her calls, but she quickly made eye contact and pointed toward Forman’s office. I hesitated, not sure what she meant, then she pointed again, mouthing “go in.” I waved a silent thanks and walked to Forman’s office; the door was unlatched, and I pushed it open.

“Hello?” Forman looked up from his desk, his face just as lined and harried as Stephanie’s. His notepad was full of intense doodles, dark and pressed deep into the paper. Mom did the same thing when she didn’t have an outlet for her stress. I figured the new body must have really bothered him.

“John,” he said tensely. “What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?” I countered. “Are you done with the crime scene already?”

“No, no,” he said, shaking his head. “The whole department’s still over there; probably be there all night. Did you need me for something?”

“Um, yeah,” I said, “I just didn’t expect to find you here.”

“Then why did you come?”

I looked at him oddly; this was not the way Agent Forman usually acted.

“I need you to tell me about the body,” I said, sitting down.

“Why?” he asked, furrowing his brow, “and why would I tell you? You’re not a cop.” He was still agitated, but as he spoke I could see the panic melt tangibly away: he sat up straighter, he looked more stern, and his voice seemed deeper. Within seconds he was sharp and assertive. “Maybe you can help,” he said, leaning back and eyeing me carefully. He seemed calmer now. Clearer. “Think about something for me; it will help us both stay sharp. Why did the Clayton Killer kill?”

“You think this is the Clayton Killer?” I asked. “Nothing matches.”

“Not at all,” said Forman, looking down at his paper, “but I do think they’re related. So tell me: why did the Clayton Killer kill?”

This was easy, freshman-level profiling. “How detailed do you want me to get?” I asked. “On the basic level, serial killers kill because they have a need, and killing fills that need.”

“Okay,” said Forman, still staring at his paper. “What did the Clayton Killer need?”

“Why are you asking me this?”

“To keep us sharp,” he said, “I already told you that.”

“Why ‘us?’ ” I asked. “Why do you keep saying ‘keep us sharp?’ ”

“Don’t you want to be?” He turned to look at the window, as if peering straight through the slats of his blinds. “You’re a very smart young man,” he said. “You can figure this out.”

Forman seemed completely different every time I saw him—suspicious, or laid back, or nervous, and now . . . what? Sharp? What did that even mean?

“The Clayton Killer took body parts,” I said. “So I suppose, on a basic level, we could just say that he needed body parts. But there’s usually more to it than that.”

“Indeed,” Forman mumbled. He was still facing the window, but he closed his eyes like he was meditating.

“The classic serial killer need is control,” I continued, watching Forman carefully. I wasn’t even sure he was listening. “Killing people and stealing their body parts may have been a way of exerting control over them. That’s why a lot of serial killers keep souvenirs—it gives them a measure of control over the person even after they die.”

“And you think the Clayton Killer was trying to control people,” he said.

It was hard to know how to answer, because I couldn’t let Forman know how much I really knew. I had to think like Forman, which meant I had to think only of the things he knew, and set aside all the things he didn’t. He didn’t know the killer was Mr. Crowley; he didn’t know Crowley was a demon; he didn’t know the demon was dead. As far as anyone else knew, the Clayton Killer was still out there.

Except, I realized, that Forman was talking about the killer in the past tense.

“You think the Clayton Killer’s dead,” I said.

Forman stood up and walked to the map, running his finger along certain roads and stopping now and then to tap a thumbtack or a pencil mark. He was ignoring me completely.

“You think the Clayton Killer’s gone for good,” I said louder. “You’re talking about him as if he’s dead, with no question. What do you know?”

“You’re doing fine,” he said, still studying the map. “Keep your mind focused.”

“Why do you think these victims are related if you’re so sure the killer’s already dead?” He ignored me. “Is there a copycat killer? Is there a . . . similar . . . killer out there?”

Forman paused and looked at me. “A ‘similar’ killer?”

I was talking about another demon, but I couldn’t very well say that. “An organ snatcher,” I said. “But nothing was taken from the first three bodies. Was something gone from the fourth?”

“Too many questions, John,” he said, turning back to his map. He tapped it one more time, near the wood plant—the approximate location, based on what I’d seen on the news, of the latest body. He sat down and pulled out a file. “Stop asking questions and start answering them; you’re only confusing things.”

“I’m asking because I don’t know the answers,” I said. “You’re not giving me anything.”

“And don’t get frustrated,” he said. He thumbed through the file.

“Are you just doing this to distract me?” I asked. “I’m here because I’m trying to help, I don’t want to get brushed off like a kid.”

“You are a kid,” he said, looking straight at me, “and the only person you’re here to help is yourself. You’re obsessed with death and you can’t wait ’til this corpse shows up in the mortuary so you want me to spill it all now; that’s why you’re here. Don’t pretend with me.”

I tried to think of a response, but he cut me off. “You can still help though, whether you realize it or not—I just need you to stay focused. Here’s a second question to keep you going: why did the Clayton Killer stop?”

He was playing me somehow, but for what? He couldn’t possibly want my opinion of the Clayton Killer—he was a professional serial killer investigator with all the resources of the FBI. My opinion was nothing he couldn’t come up with on his own. But then why so many questions? Where was he leading me?

I’d gotten his attention once; maybe if I kept talking I could get him back, and find out more.

“There were two possible reasons for him to stop,” I said, ignoring what I knew—that I had killed the killer—and spouting pure theory. “Either his need was filled, or he died. But serial killers’ needs are almost never filled—they just build up, and build up, until they’re completely uncontrollable and . . . the killer can’t stop himself.” I thought about the burning warehouse, and the cat.

“Good,” said Forman, paging through the file intently. “Keep going.”

“There are a lot of serial killers who go in cycles,” I said, “killing actively for a few months and then disappearing for months or even years. BTK came back like that, long after everyone assumed he was gone. Edmund Kemper just turned himself in one day because he decided he was done.”

“He did,” Forman mumbled.

“But you don’t think this one stopped on his own,” I said, leaning in and watching his eyes for a reaction. Maybe I could prompt a better response if I addressed him directly. “You’re pretty certain, though I’m guessing not 100 percent certain, that the Clayton Killer is gone. Dead. But none of the evidence suggests it, so you must know something else.”

Forman looked up. “What makes you so sure you know what evidence I have?”

His eyes were dark, but somehow bright and alive. He wanted to stay “sharp”—is this what he meant? I felt like I was dueling with him, mind to mind, and every time I thought I had the upper hand he was right there to block me, just as quick as I was.

Just as sharp.

I had his attention now; it was time to press the attack. “I was right in the middle of the final crime scene,” I said. “I saw everything, and there was nothing to suggest that he was done with killing—if anything, the fact that he never stole anything from Dr. Neblin suggests that he felt unfinished. He’d kill again just to get a sense of closure.”

Forman’s black eyes bored into me, and I stared straight back as I plowed ahead. “You said the new victims were connected, but why? Why would you assume a connection?”

“I’m sorry to break it you,” said Forman, “but you live in a very small town. It’s extremely unlikely that you’d have two completely unrelated serial killers, right on top of each other, in a place like this.” His focus had shifted from whatever had occupied him before, and it was now completely centered on me. Apparently my antagonism had rubbed off, and now it was his turn to press the attack.

This was what I’d been building toward—he was interested now, and he was talking. Just as he’d done to me, I gave him a question to direct his thoughts. “And what could that relationship possibly be?”

“The only logical one,” he said. “They crossed paths. One killer met the other, they saw themselves reflected, and only one survived—maybe it was territorial, maybe it was coincidental, maybe it was something else. My job is to find out.”

A chill ran through me; he was describing me, though indirectly enough that he might not recognize it. He was closer to my secret than I’d thought. Suddenly my obsession with the new victims had turned into a desperate need to protect myself. I had to know what he knew, and what he suspected, about this killer.

“Is there any evidence to support your theory?” I asked, “or are you just shooting in the dark? Serial killers follow close patterns, and it seems pretty unlikely that the guy who killed the large, male Clayton Killer has gone on to focus on small women.”

“A serial killer’s first kill is usually accidental,” said Forman. “It’s likely that the presence of the first killer triggered a preexisting psychosis in the second, catalyzing it, throwing both people into conflict. When the dust cleared the first killer was dead, but a second was created, and all of his subsequent kills were planned and carried out much more carefully. Those later victims would, naturally, be more in line with the new killer’s awakened psychosis.”

He was so close to connecting me to this—that profile was almost, but not quite, a perfect description of me. Why hadn’t he made the final link? Because there were four new bodies, and I had nothing to do with them. But he’d been investigating for months, and the new bodies only showed up to confuse him a few weeks ago. There had to be something more—something that happened months ago to throw him off my trail.

Of course. “You found a fifth body,” I said. “Or a first one, I guess. Months ago, maybe all the way back in January, you found another body from the same killer.” It made perfect sense—they’d been tracking this new killer longer than I thought because they’d known about him longer than I had. “Somehow you hid it from everyone,” I said. “You kept the whole thing a secret.”

Agent Forman smiled.

“I suppose you feel very clever,” said Forman, “guessing at the existence of another victim.” He pulled open the drawer of a filing cabinet. “You put all the pieces together, and you came up with that. Very interesting. Anyone else would have come to a very different conclusion.” He pulled a gun from the open drawer and laid it, very gently, on the table. “We’ve already established that the Clayton Killer is dead, so most people in your situation would have guessed that the other body we found was the Clayton Killer’s corpse—but that didn’t occur to you at all. Why is that, John?”

Think fast. Point this anywhere but at me.

“Because if you’d found the Clayton Killer you’d have told the whole world,” I said, keeping my breathing slow and steady. “He was national news—the whole country was holding its breath waiting for you to catch him. If you’d found his body, you could never have kept it this quiet.”

“The thing about sociopaths,” said Forman, “is that even though they’re missing a lot of emotions—guilt especially—one of the ones they do very well is fear. They don’t just cause it—they feel it intently. It guides their lives. Tell me, John: just now when I told you I was on the trail of a second killer, why did you feel fear?”

How did he know what I was feeling? Even my mom couldn’t read me that well. “Anyone would be scared,” I said. “The last killer nearly got me—it makes sense that I’d get a little worried about a new one.”

“But you weren’t scared when we talked about the existence of a new one,” said Forman, speaking evenly. “You were scared when we talked about catching the new one. More specifically, you were scared when we talked about the new one killing the old one. Is there anything you want to tell me?”

My mind churned through the possibilities, trying to figure this out. There was no way he could have read me that accurately. I’d built my life around learning how to read people—how to deduce their emotions from visual signals, since I couldn’t connect with them directly—and even I would have trouble picking up on the faint sense of fear from a practiced, un-emotive sociopath. And yet he had.

He’d flushed me into a trap, and I could feel it drawing closed; he didn’t have any proof that I’d killed the Clayton Killer, but he’d caught the scent, and he was ready to follow it like a bloodhound. I hadn’t expected a trap from Forman—he was too open, too direct. He’d had the last two bodies on the news almost as soon as they were found; he’d even told the reporter that he thought they were connected to the Clayton Killer, long before he could have performed any kind of meaningful study. Those were not the actions of a subtle man. And yet here he was, sitting with a gun while I tried to struggle out of a trap I hadn’t even seen.

I forced myself to calm down and think this through, staring at him while he stared back at me, his hand on his gun. It made no sense that there was subtlety in some of his plans and not in others—it should be all or nothing. So why would he reveal something that might drive the killer into hiding?

Unless he thought it would flush the killer out.

“You used the bodies as bait,” I said.

His dark eyes grew more intense. “Bait?”

“You told the reporter that the new bodies were connected to the old, knowing that the new killer would get rattled by the suggestion and possibly expose himself. This entire investigation has been a trap.”

“One that caught you, apparently,” he said. “I just didn’t expect you to come right into my office.”

“If your only case against me is that I came to see you at a bad time, you’re going to have a very hard time proving it in court.”

He raised the nose of the gun, just slightly, from where it rested on the table. “Do I look like I need to prove this in court?”

“Are you threatening to shoot me in a police station?”

“No need to rush,” he said icily, “I can shoot you anywhere.”

His hands were steady, his eyes barely blinked, and his face was as hard as granite. This was new territory for me—I’d spent months in the vicinity of a killer, but never, not until the very end, did he know who I was. I had always been safe. That Forman was watching me now, threatening my life face to face, was a completely different situation. Even if he didn’t shoot me, he was convinced I was guilty, and I might spend the rest of my life in court or in jail because of it.

Or on the run. If I could get out the building without being shot, I could run and never come back.

But no, he was too close; he was too ready with the pistol. He had complete control over the situation, and I was helpless. And feeling helpless made me feel incredibly angry.

“You must be the worst FBI Agent in the entire world,” I said. “The entire world. You’re just going to shoot every kid who comes in here and mouths off to you? No solving crimes, no due process, you don’t even ask good questions—you just haul out the gun whenever your magical fear detector goes off and you start threatening people. That’s some fine detective work, sparky.”

Forman raised the gun and aimed it straight into my face; the barrel was no more than two feet away from my nose. “Listen, you little mental case: this is not about the FBI, and this is not about a serial killer, and this is not even about two serial killers. I am looking for something very important, and you are popping up often enough that I figure you’ve got to know more about it than you’re telling me. So why don’t you cut the tough guy crap and tell me what you know.”

“I’m the one doing a tough guy act?” I asked. “Did you forget the part where you pulled a gun on an unarmed sixteen-year-old?”

“What do you know?” he demanded.

“I know that I’ve been threatened by much scarier things than you,” I said. “If you think this ‘loose cannon’ stuff is going to terrify me—”

“What do you mean ‘things’?” he asked.

“What things?”

“You just said ‘things,’ ” he said, “you’ve been threatened by much scarier ‘things’ than me. Not ‘people.’ ”

“You think ‘people’ is as far as it goes?” I asked. “Do you have any idea what else is out there? There are things that would shake you to your . . .”

His eyes were wide—in surprise, yes, but not in shock. Not in confusion. It was not the look of a man who had found a monster under his bed—there was too much control. Too much recognition. Agent Forman had the face of a man who expected to find a monster under the bed, and found it in his closet instead.

I was trying to shock him with talk of the demon, but somehow Agent Forman knew exactly what I was talking about.

I could see him thinking: the way he pursed his lips; the way his eyes flicked rapidly from point to point, searching for something. I did the same, straining for a mental foothold. Did he really know about the demon? How?

He’d said he was searching for something very important—something unrelated to the FBI. His entire life might be a cover, pretending to search for serial killers while secretly trying to track down a demon. Or demons—he might hunt them professionally for all I knew. Whatever he was, he knew about the demon—and from the stunned look on his face, he knew that I knew. Should I run? Should I play dumb? What was he going to do next?

We watched each other, frozen in place, each one almost daring the other to make the first move. His gun never wavered. After a very long moment he opened his mouth to speak.

“Mkhai?”

It was a heavy, ancient word, thick with dust and age and unfathomable sadness. I stared back, blank and wary.

His eyes grew dark, and his face hardened. “Then he is dead,” said Forman. The words were final, like a doctor’s pronouncement, made not to a person but to the entire world. Let it be known to the ends of the earth that a man is dead. He stared intently at nothing, not at me or behind me but beyond me, as if existence had ceased to exist. After an eternity of waiting, his eyes focused back on me again. “We were afraid of this,” he said, “but I didn’t believe it. You will tell me everything.”

But then he smiled, and I could think of nothing that would look more out of place.

It made no sense, but I could see it in his face—he was happy. His face was brighter now, his eyes wider, his mouth turned up in an open smile. His entire body was loose and relaxed. It was like a switch had been flipped—one moment he was somber, with the weight of a world I could barely imagine resting fully on his shoulders, and the next moment he was bright and cheerful.

“Are you . . . happy?” I asked.

“Happy as hell, John,” he said, breaking into a wide grin. “I hate it when this happens.”

“You hate being happy?”

“Happy, sad, whatever,” he said. He stood up and walked past me to the door. “It’s not the feeling, it’s the imposition. I don’t have time for this right now.” He opened the door and called out. “Stephanie?”

“Yes, Mr. Forman?”

“Is anyone back yet?”

“Just the three of us,” she said. “Listen, I’ve got great news—”

“I thought you might,” he said, cutting her off. “Why don’t you come on in and share it with us?”

“Great!” she shouted, and I heard her chair shift, followed by the clatter of heels across the floor. She stepped into the room, smiling from ear to ear, words pouring out in a jubilant flood. “I just talked to my boyfriend on the phone, and he—”

Agent Forman swung his gun like a club, slamming her square in the face with a sickening crunch that must have shattered her nose. She staggered back against the open door, her cry cut off by a gurgle of blood in her throat, and Forman hit her again, this time in the side of the head. Her eyes were wide, too surprised to be scared.

“Do you like that?” he demanded, watching her reel to the side, trying to keep her balance. “Some people are trying to work in here,” he hit her again, “and we can’t do it,” another hit, “with cheerful little Stephanie out there so damn happy all the time.” He hit her again, on the back of the head, knocking her to the floor. I stared at her in shock, then looked up at him.

“That’s a very brave defense you put up,” he said to me, walking back to his desk. “Stephanie is eternally grateful for the way you stopped me from beating her unconscious.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

“That’s right,” he said, picking up his coffee cup. “Puzzle it out. Stay sharp.” He carried the cup to Stephanie’s body, rolled her over with his foot, and probed the carpet for blood. Her nose was bleeding, and there was blood in her hair from what was probably a cut from the gun barrel. She was breathing, but unconscious. Forman wiped a spot of blood from the carpet with his shirtsleeve, then poured the coffee out all over the spot on the floor.

“That’s lesson number one,” he said. “In a small-town dump like this you’re not going to have a CSI team going through the place with a fine-toothed comb. They see spilled coffee, they’ll think spilled coffee, and I’ll be back to clean it up tomorrow. Now pick her up.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re going home,” said Forman. “Consider it a trade: I’ll introduce you to my toys, and you tell me how you killed a god.”
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“I found him,” said Forman, holding his cell phone to his ear while he drove. I was in the passenger seat; Stephanie, still unconscious, was lying in the back. “No, not him,” Forman said, “the person who killed him. I know, I know—you were right. Well, that’s the part you’re not going to believe: he’s just a kid. Human. No, I have no idea, but I’m going to find out. I’ll call you.”

Forman clicked off his phone and dropped it in his shirt pocket. His gun was in the pocket of his suit coat, on the far side away from me. We were almost to the edge of town, and I didn’t know where we were going after that; I was terrified, but more than that I was confused.

Did he say Crowley was a god?

I could have run, back when we first reached the car, but I had to know what he knew. Forman had all the answers I’d been looking for, and I’d do whatever it took to get them.

“Who was that?” I asked.

“Nobody,” said Forman, and laughed. “Now, where to start? I really have no idea. I suppose the first question is, how’d you do it?”

“How did I do what?”

“Don’t play stupid,” he said. “You killed him. Bloody—I don’t even know who he was. Who was he?”

“Who was . . . who?” I didn’t want to play dumb, but I didn’t know what else to say. He was accusing me of killing Mr. Crowley, that much seemed clear, and he seemed to know that Crowley was some kind of supernatural being. After that I started to get lost. And who was he talking to on the phone?

“Mkhai,” he said, pounding emphatically on the steering wheel. “The god you killed—the Clayton Killer. You know about him and you’re not dead—that means he’s dead, and that means you’re probably the one who killed him.”

“It was attacking me,” I said. “It was trying to kill me. I didn’t—”

“Whose body did he take?” Forman demanded. “You probably thought he was someone from your community—maybe even someone you knew. He might have even been in Bill Crowley’s body by the time you saw him.”

Aha. Forman knew less of the story than I thought. He thought the demon had jumped into Crowley at the end, after killing Neblin, which meant his story was incomplete. I held onto his lack of knowledge like a lifeline: if I knew something he didn’t, that gave me power—not much, but it was something. There was no sense telling him any more than I had to.

“It was a demon,” I said. “It had big claws, and really sharp teeth—a lot of them, more than even make sense—and huge eyes, like plates, that glowed in the dark.” I didn’t say anything about Mr. Crowley.

We passed under a streetlight, and I saw Forman smile before the light fell behind us and the car plunged into darkness again. We were outside of Clayton now, on the one-lane road into the forest, and as my eyes adjusted to the dark I saw his face lit by eerie red lights from the dashboard, his smile dark and feral.

“Mkhai . . .” he said.

“You said he was . . . a god?”

“Compared to you, without question,” said Forman. “When your ancestors crawled out of the muck and howled at the darkness it was he who answered them, great and terrible.”

I watched him silently, seeing in the dim red light Forman’s eyes light up with a terrifying zeal.

“We were all gods then,” he continued, “or at least that’s what people called us. Mkhai was the god of death to some, vengeance to others; even the god of faces to a kingdom on the banks of the Nile. But time moves on, and glory fades. That’s what killed us in the end: time.”

He said “us.” I’d assumed he was some kind of hunter, or maybe a worshiper, but . . . was he another demon, like Crowley?

“You’re scared again,” he said, glancing at me quickly. “So is Stephanie, but not of me. Not directly. A reflection of me, perhaps, somewhere in the back of her mind. The nightmare me that she sees while she sleeps. I assure you,” he said, looking at me again, “the reality is far worse.”

He turned back to face the road, gripped the wheel tighter, and slammed on the gas, and all of a sudden we were accelerating insanely as the engine screamed in protest. Glowing in the headlights, the trees on the side of the road blurred to a wall of white, and I gripped the armrest tightly.

Forman whooped with exhilaration.

“I never get to do this!” he shouted. We took a turn too fast, the car skidding to the side and almost careening off the road. “Most of the people who ride in my car think I’m an agent with the government, so I can’t very well do this to them. And, of course, all the other people who ride in my car are unconscious, like her.” He laughed and took another turn, pulling hard to the left this time, and I could feel the wheels catch and whine as they lost and regained their grip on the asphalt. There was no way we could survive this—or at least no way that I could. Forman, if he really was another demon, might regenerate and walk away like it was nothing.

He shouted again, half a laugh and half a scream. “I love it! I love it!”

“You’re going to get us killed!” I shouted, holding on tightly with both hands.

“Yes I am!” he cried, almost a squeal. He seemed as scared as I was now, but he didn’t slow down. The road was a narrow strip of white, each curve and rise coming into the headlights just seconds before we rocketed past it and into the blurred unknown.

“We’re almost home now,” he said, gritting his teeth as we hurtled through the trees. “We’re almost home. My toys will hear us coming, and they will rattle in their chains. Here they are.”

He turned another corner, the car flying wildly to the side as he slammed on the brakes and an old house came into view, tucked into a clearing in the trees. The car slid through dirt and gravel, nearly tipping over, and slammed into a pair of garbage cans with an angry metal crash. Stephanie’s body flew off the seat and hit the back of ours before thudding to the floor; the airbags in the front exploded with the sound of a gunshot, catching me on the side of my head with the force of a solid punch. We hit one of the garbage cans again, crushing it against the side of the house, and just as suddenly everything was still.

Forman was cackling like a maniac, loud guffaws that degenerated quickly into sobs of terror. I felt like I could barely think—my brain was scrambled from the crash, making it hard to know where I was or what was happening, but even the things I saw clearly were nightmarish and impossible. Why was he laughing? Why was he crying? Why didn’t anything he said make sense? My breathing was fast and shallow, and I was desperate to leave. I fumbled with the door and finally opened it, breathing deep gulps of air while I wrestled with my seat belt. It seemed in that moment like an unknowable, impossible object, as if I’d never used a seatbelt before. Forman’s body twitched, doubled over and wracked with tears. Finally I found the button and opened the latch, falling out of the car before the belt could even retract. It clung to me like a spider’s web, and I shook it off madly.

I was free. The car was parallel to the house, shining its headlights out across the road and into the trees on the far side. I didn’t know how far we’d driven—how far we were from Clayton or any other living thing—but I knew which direction we’d come from. The air was cold and sharp, pricking my sweaty skin like needles of ice. I steeled myself and ran through the gravel driveway, just a few stumbling steps before the ground in front of my feet leapt up in a black tuft, and I heard the loud crack of a gun behind me. I kept running, and it happened again—an explosion of dirt, a bright spark on the asphalt of the road, and the sound of a shot behind me.

“Stop running!”

I was at the near edge of the road, far from cover with nowhere to run. At this distance he probably couldn’t hit me with any great accuracy, but he’d have time for four or five good shots before I reached the trees, which put the odds in his favor. I stopped and raised my hands.

“Don’t raise your hands, this isn’t a stickup.”

I lowered my arms and turned around slowly. Forman was standing by the open passenger door, aiming his gun at me.

“Get back here and help me carry her inside,” he said.

He was back in control again, somehow. What was going on? My curiosity overpowered my fear, and I walked back slowly. I had to find out what he was, and what it all meant. When I reached the car I opened the rear door and leaned in to look at Stephanie, putting a hand near her face, like we did with the corpses; her puffs of breath were faint but warm. She was still alive.

“Just grab her feet and haul her out,” Forman said curtly; I went more slowly, grabbing her under the arms and pulling her to a sitting position before stepping back and pulling her out of the car. Forman turned off the engine and headlights and led me around to the front door. There was no porch, just a narrow wooden step. He opened the door and I followed him in, laying Stephanie’s body gently on an old, threadbare couch.

Forman lit a lamp and sat in a sunken chair, calm and satisfied. “What do you want to do with her?” he asked.

“You’re the one that brought her here,” I said. Her nose was probably broken, and her mouth and neck were covered with a brown smear of drying blood.

“Don’t be an idiot,” said Forman. “You’ve got a pretty girl in the middle of nowhere—show a little imagination. Consider it my gift to you.”

The house was sparsely decorated, if at all; it looked like he’d bought the place on sale, half-furnished, and never bothered to add anything else.

“How long have you lived here?” I asked.

“Three months,” he said, shaking his head. “But don’t change the subject.”

“I’m not going to hurt her,” I said.

“But you want to,” said Forman, leaning forward. “You want to hurt everybody else—why should she be different?”

“I’m not going to hurt her because you want me to.”

“But you did hurt my friend,” he said. “You killed him—a being practically made of power, and you killed him. How did you do it?”

I looked back, still wary of revealing what had happened. You never know what kind of knowledge will be useful, and when.

“You’re another one, aren’t you?” I asked.

Forman smiled thinly. “Another god?”

“I called him a demon,” I said. “I guess I have a dimmer view of him than you do.”

“We’ve been called demons before,” said Forman. “Shades, wraiths, werewolves, boogeymen. Even serial killers, though only by reputation. People like us can be anything we want to be—just like her.” He pointed at Stephanie, lying inert on the couch.

“Is she one of you too?”

“Of course not,” he said, standing up and walking toward her. “On her own she has no power at all—no more than any of you—but with our help, ahhhh . . . she can be anything you want her to be. You want a slave? You want a lover? You want a beast of prey to hunt out back? She can be it.”

He leaned in and pulled up a strand of her hair—not gently, but casually, as if he were shopping. “Never underestimate the power of torture,” he said, “it’s a truly amazing tool. Not for getting the truth, of course—when you want information you have to use other means, which is why I’m not currently torturing you. But what you get with torture that you can’t get anywhere else is complete and utter malleability. So come on, what do you want her to be?”

He was a demon, though so far I hadn’t seen any demonic transformation. I might as well ask.

“Do you steal bodies too?”

“I stole two tonight,” he said. “Counting you.”

“No, I mean like the one I killed. You said he could take bodies, and look like someone I knew. Can you do that too?”

He eyed me. “It would be a very boring world if every god were the same. Sure, you could pray to all of us when you wanted to steal a body, but then who would you turn to when you wanted something else?”

“I don’t believe there’s ever actually been a patron god of body-snatching,” I said.

“You’re ignoring my questions, so I’m being indirect with yours.”

“I won’t tell you anything unless I get something in return.”

“But I’m giving you exactly what you’ve always wanted!” he said. “Your very own victim, unconscious and ready to play whatever games you want. She’s no Barbie, I’ll grant you that, but as dolls go she’s definitely attractive, and there’s more than one man in this town who’d give his left eye to have her here in this situation.”

I said nothing.

“Perhaps your tastes run elsewhere,” he said, eyeing me carefully. “What is it you want, I wonder? We could clear the kitchen table and lay her across it, and perform our very own embalming, right here. How about it, John?”

I wanted to—you can’t know how badly I wanted to. He was going to kill me anyway, I assumed, but if I played along would that delay it? Could I buy time to escape by torturing Stephanie? In many ways I was in a situation with no repercussions: I was either dead or an eternal prisoner, so nothing I did in this house would ever leave it.

And Stephanie was beautiful—long blond hair and pale skin, like Brooke. I could live out so many dreams.

I wanted to, but I wouldn’t. Whatever Forman was, I was stronger. Whatever his plans were, I would block them. If he wanted me to hurt this girl, for whatever twisted reason, I’d make it my mission to keep her safe.

“I’m not going to do anything,” I said. “I’m not like you.”

“No you’re not,” he said, “but you’d be surprised at how much I’m like you.”

“What are you going to do with me?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” said Forman. “Do you agree to answer my questions?”

“About the demon I killed?” I said. “Not a word.”

“Then you’ll do fine in here, for now,” he said, walking to a closet. The door was fitted with a padlock, and he opened it and gestured inside. I didn’t move, and he gestured again more sternly. “Don’t try my patience, John. You killed someone very important to me, and I’m not exactly pleased with you. But I happen to find you interesting, and I suggest you do everything you can not to jeopardize that.”

I hesitated a moment longer, just long enough for him to raise his gun, and then I walked into the closet. Forman smiled and closed the door, and I listened as he snapped the heavy padlock into place on the other side.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” he said, tapping on the door. “For now, since you didn’t want her, I get Stephanie all to myself.”

I heard footsteps, followed by a grunt or two; I assumed he was lifting her body. Then more footsteps, slower and heavier this time, walking past me and into another room—first soft steps on the carpet, then strident snaps on something hard, like linoleum, then soft again when he reached another carpet. There was a loud thump which I felt through the floor, then a distant thud.

I tested the door, but there was no interior handle, and the padlock on the outside held firm. I probed the edges with my fingers, searching for a gap or a hole or . . . I don’t know. Something. I was trapped in a house with a madman—a mad demon—who’d just tucked me into bed with a story about how much fun torture was. This was not a place where I wanted to stay, but the door gave me nothing to work with. I was here for the night, at least.

I ran my hands around the edges of the closet and found deep gashes in the plaster walls, some of them small and finger-sized, like someone had tried to tear their way out, while others were large and irregular, as if someone had picked it apart trying to escape. The wall behind the sheetrock was reinforced with wood, as if he’d refinished the walls to make them sturdier. I picked at another wall that didn’t have any big holes, but when I got through and found more wood beyond I gave up. It was like he had specifically redesigned the house to stop people from escaping.

I could probably just break the wood panels down—or the door, for that matter—but that would be noisy, and destructive, and Forman was not likely to appreciate it. For obvious reasons, I didn’t feel like antagonizing him at the moment.

But what were my alternatives? Waiting here for him to come back? What would he do? Even if I escaped, where would I go? He knew where I lived, and he was obviously willing to break the law when it suited him. And I still didn’t know what kind of demonic power he might have.

That’s when I heard the first scream.

They were muffled by distance and walls and doors, but I could hear them well enough. One sounded like “why are you doing this?,” another like “I didn’t do anything!,” and then the rest were mostly inarticulate cries.

Part of me wanted to turn away—to plug my ears and pretend I couldn’t hear it—but I didn’t. I listened carefully, straining to catch each word, imagining the scenario in my head. I could only assume that the tortured body I’d seen in the mortuary was one of Forman’s “toys,” that he was the second killer from our earlier conversation. That meant that I’d seen his work before, and I knew what he was doing to Stephanie. The high screams were probably fire; the low grunts probably came from punches and stabs. I knew what each sound meant, and I could have tried to block them out, but it was easier simply to stop caring. Like so many nights in my room as a child, I curled up in the dark and turned myself off.

After a while a second voice joined in the screaming—a man’s voice. Forman’s. It was a horrifying sound: he was screaming at her, but he was also screaming with her at some shared terror. The two voices built together in a crescendo of fear until at last a distant door slammed open and a screaming, crying voice fled down the hallway and past me to the front door. The steps were hard and fast, desperate to leave the house. I heard the outside lock rattle, then again, then a pounding on the front door, then a rattle that finally opened it with a crash. The footsteps ran outside, and Forman’s voice howled a scream so primal that I felt my skin grow cold at the sound. It lasted several seconds and went dead, with no noise but the wind in the trees and the door clapping erratically into the wall.

The footsteps returned, slowly, but this time they steered not into the back room but straight at my closet. I heard a groan, and felt the door creak into place as Forman leaned against it.

“Help me John,” he said, his voice strained. The door rattled as his body shook against it. “Help me. Help me.”

“What do you—” I didn’t know what to say. “What happened?”

“It’s too much,” he said. “Too much pain. Terror. I can’t take it; I can’t take it.”

Forman was a monster—a demon, by his own confession. What could possibly scare him this much? “I can’t help you in here,” I said. Could I use this to escape? “Let me out and tell me what you’re afraid of.”

Something heavy struck the door. His fist, pounding against it.

“Forman? Can you hear me?”

I heard a gasp, then another, like a drowning man finally breaking the surface and desperate for air.

“Forman? Let me out. I can help you.”

“You already have,” he said. His voice was steady now. The door tightened against the frame as he leaned against it, then it went loose again as he stood up. I heard the floor creak as he stepped away.

“What are you talking about?” I shouted. “Forman!”

“You’re a breath of fresh air, John. I’ll see you in the morning.”

He left, and the house fell silent, and then slowly the silence came alive with sounds: muffled whispers, distant sobs, and staccato screams that choked off almost as soon as they appeared. The boards creaked—in the roof, in the walls, in the floor—and behind it all was a low static of clinks and scrapes and shuffles from some dark space below the floor. The house cried; the house groaned; the house breathed and feared and hated.

I closed my eyes and dreamed of death.
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I came awake to the sound of water running; a shower. Rays of light crept under the closet door, faint, but nearly blinding to my tired eyes. It was morning. The shower was short, followed by a smattering of footsteps. The creak of bed springs. The metallic swish as hangers scraped across a closet bar. The entire house seemed to hold its breath, listening. Soon more footsteps sounded, growing louder as they came closer and then softer as they passed and went on. The front door opened and closed. A ring of keys rattled, muffled by wood and distance. Locks turned and bolts slid into place.

A car door slammed, an engine rumbled, and gravel crunched as the car pulled away. The sound of the engine revved, then faded slowly to nothing.

We were alone.

I forced myself to wait as long as I could before trying to open the door, just to be sure Forman didn’t come back—or that he’d even left at all, and wasn’t just tricking me and hiding in the room beyond. I felt paranoid and sick. The minutes ticked by with agonizing slowness. When I finally convinced myself it was safe, I braced my back against the rear wall of the closet and pushed my feet against the door as hard as I could. It didn’t budge.

I repositioned my body, braced my left foot against the door frame, and lined up a kick with my right. There was a faint line of light outlining the door, and I gauged my kick to land just to the side of it. Thud. Nothing. I kicked again, then again, harder and harder. The door must have been reinforced, just like the walls.

“Who’s doing that?”

I jumped in shock, not expecting the noise, but the voice was soft and distant. It was a woman.

I called back. “Stephanie?”

“Who’s Stephanie? And who are you?” The speaker was somewhere in the house, but in a far corner of it, probably with the door closed. She sounded . . . angry.

“My name is John,” I shouted. “Forman brought me here last night.”

“Are you the one he was playing with?”

Playing with. He’d said something about his “toys;” I guess this confirmed that they were people. “No,” I said. “That was Stephanie. She’s the receptionist at the police station.”

“It doesn’t matter who she is,” said the voice. “Why are you breaking something?” The angry tone was stronger now.

“I’m locked in a closet,” I said. “I’m trying to get out.”

“You think I don’t know that?” she asked. “You’re going to piss him off, and I can guarantee you don’t want him pissed off.”

I paused, remembering the sounds of Stephanie’s screams last night. Why would this woman be so mad at me for trying to escape? “Are you another prisoner here?” I called.

“What the hell else would I be?”

“I can escape,” I said. “I can get out, and I can get help.”

“No!” she shouted. The anger was still there, but joined by something else. Desperation. “What did you say your name was?”

“John.”

“John, listen: I know you think you can get out of here, but you can’t. We’ve all tried. You think we’re just playing around down here? But no one has ever gotten away, and the closer anyone gets the more he hurts us.”

I kicked the door again, hard. It splintered slightly on the edge.

“John!” the voice shouted, enraged. “John, stop it!”

I kicked again, further out from the frame, using it as leverage. The blow bent the wood.

“You’re going to get someone killed!” she shouted. “You think he won’t do it? He’s killed four of us in the last few weeks.”

“Janella Willis,” I shouted, kicking the door again. It bent further. “And Victoria Chatham. I don’t know the other names.”

“How do you know those two?”

“He left them for us to find,” I said. “He was trying to trap me.” I kicked again and the door splintered outward, leaving a long crack and a hole. “But I don’t intend to stay trapped.”

“Dammit!” she shouted. I leaned forward and pushed out the broken piece of door with my hands. It was wide enough to crawl through, but it wouldn’t be comfortable. “You think he’s just going to let this slide? You think nothing’s going to happen? He won’t stop when he’s done with you—he’ll take it out on all of us!”

I bent my head close to the opening, avoiding the shards and splinters of broken door, and peered carefully around the room. It was duller in daylight—dirtier, and emptier. The furniture was old and sagging, and a yellowed roll of wallpaper sat against the side wall.

I reached one arm out, carefully, then used it to push back against the door so I could pull my head and shoulders through the hole. The splintered door scraped against me, raking across my back, but I forced my way past and extracted my other arm. It emerged raw and red through the shattered hole. With both arms free I pulled torso through, sucking in my breath to stay as small as possible. Once my hips cleared the hole my legs came easily, and I rolled to my feet with a grimace. My left arm and back were bleeding. The voice was still shouting at me, joined by a chorus of wails.

“How many of you are there?” I shouted.

“Four in the basement,” said the voice, “plus whoever he was playing with last night.”

“Are you sure there’s no more?” I asked, walking to the front window and peering out. We were in the deep woods. The car was gone. “This is a pretty big house.”

“We can hear when he brings people in,” said the voice, “and we can tell when he kills one, because he screams about it for hours. It’s not hard to keep a tally of who’s alive and who’s dead.”

I paused, halfway to the kitchen. “Why does he scream?”

“Because he’s a sick bastard,” the voice growled. “Why do you care?”

“Because after I get out of here, he’s going to come after me again,” I said, entering the kitchen. It was filthy—dishes covered the counters and stove, and the walls were spattered with grease. A cupboard door was missing, and one of the two chairs at the table was barely more than a metal frame around a tattered, hollow cushion. “Next time he comes for me I want to be ready, so I need to know how he works.”

“You’re not going to get away,” the woman’s voice insisted.

Forman’s house was like a shabby reflection of my darkest dreams. Everywhere I looked there were signs of imprisonment, torture, and death: bloodstains on the walls; a long, thick chain bolted to the corner of the floor; scratches and gashes in every surface. A smear of dried, brown blood crossed the floor and slid under the pantry door. A pot on the stove held something dark and murky, full of formless, floating shapes and smelling sickly of meat. The kitchen window was barred. In the hallway beyond I could hear raspy, labored breathing, and somewhere below my feet the basement hummed with the desperate voices of Forman’s toys.

“John,” the woman called, “Please listen to me: if you keep thinking about escaping it will only make it worse when you can’t do it. You’ve got to believe me. I’m telling you this for you own—”

“I’m already out,” I said. “How do I get to the basement?”

Silence. I left the yellow kitchen and probed deeper into the house, following the sound of breathing.

“Hello?” I said. “Can you hear me?”

Another woman screamed from the basement. “Help us!”

“Quiet!” the first woman shouted. They sounded much closer now. “What do you mean you’re out?”

“I broke through the closet door and got out,” I said. “Tell me how to find you.”

“We’re in the basement!” the second woman shouted. “It’s the door in the kitchen!”

“Don’t do this to yourselves!” the first woman said. “I want to get out of here just as much as you do, but we can’t keep setting ourselves up for disappointment like this. I don’t think I can take it anymore.”

I went back in to the kitchen. There was only one door, which I had assumed was a pantry. I tugged on the handle, rattling it in the frame, but the handle was locked. I rattled it again. There was a soft noise from the other side, almost too quiet to hear. I leaned up against the door and heard a low sobbing:

“Please, please, please, please. . . .”

I leaned back and tried the door again. “Does he keep the key on him?”

“How am I supposed to know?” the woman shouted, obviously upset.

“Alright,” I said, “just calm down. I’ll look around.”

“Hurry!” the second woman screamed.

I went back into the hall and into the back of the house, following the pained breathing. It led me to a closed door, but this time it wasn’t locked; I opened it carefully, wary of some kind of trap, but nothing happened. It was a small bedroom, with an empty, coverless mattress on the floor in the corner. The flowered wallpaper was faded and slashed. I opened the door wider and stepped in, and gasped.

Stephanie was hanging against the wall, her wrists tied up with thick ropes that ran up to a pair of ragged holes in the ceiling. They pulled her arms up and to the sides, just high enough that she couldn’t quite kneel; she hung, unconscious, like a crooked cross. She was still wearing her clothes from yesterday—the blouse and skirt she’d worn to work—but they were streaked now with sweat and blood, and a pool of blood and urine had soaked into the carpet around her feet, joining a much larger, much older circle of blood; she was not the first victim to hang in that spot. Her head hung forward limply, her dirty blond hair a long, stringy clump obscuring her face and chest. The room smelled like bitter smoke and singed meat.

I stepped into the room, my mouth open in awe. The scene was terrifying and repulsive and beautiful—here, in one room, was so much of my life distilled to solid form. All the dreams I’d lost sleep to avoid; all my darkest fantasies of what I wanted to do to people. How many times had I imagined this exact scene with my mother, to teach her never to control me again; how many times had I found Brooke here in my mind, desperate for me to save her, eager to do whatever she could to win my favor. I had spent my entire life—built all of my rules, severed all of my human contacts—to avoid this room, but that same focus had made it loom large in my mind, like a phantom triumph. It was simultaneously a personal hell and an unattainable ideal. It was everything I had always denied myself, which made it, inescapably, everything I had ever wanted.

Stephanie’s breath was pained and wheezy; the unnatural angle of her arms was probably constricting her chest and cutting off air to her lungs. Even so, she was breathing, so I knew she was alive, and the fact that she still hadn’t reacted to my entrance—or to my shouted conversation with the women in the basement—meant she was probably unconscious. I stepped closer, studying her closely. Her blouse was short-sleeved, and her arms were covered with red marks—shallow cuts and bright, angry burns. I leaned around the side, peering in at her face behind its web of hair. Purple welts and bruises covered her cheek and eye, and her nose was smashed from Forman’s attack in the police station.

I closed my eyes and remembered her screams.

There was a dresser just a few steps away, covered with an array of tools—not the orderly array of clean torture implements you’d see in a spy movie, but a haphazard pile of kitchen knives and construction tools: screwdrivers, pliers, a vise grip, a hammer. There was a pincushion studded with needles. There was a book of matches, a set of candles, and, oddly, a box of firework sparklers. I picked up a pair of snubnose pliers; there was something black and ragged caught in the metal teeth. I set them back down and picked up a paring knife, its short blade covered with dried blood—layer after layer of it, as if it had cut a hundred victims and never been cleaned.

Stephanie hung motionless from the ropes on her wrists. Completely still, like a corpse. I held the knife toward the corpse, blade up, like an offering. So many dreams . . .

Gravel crunched in the driveway outside, and I looked up abruptly.

“John!” screamed the woman downstairs.

I dropped the knife and took a step toward the door, then stopped, went back, and grabbed the knife again; I didn’t know what good it would be against a demon, but it was better than nothing. If I was lucky, I could get out without confronting him at all.

I ran further into the house, stepping lightly and hoping the floor didn’t squeak. There had to be a back door. I found another bedroom, probably Forman’s own, still largely unfurnished but with a closet full of good suits and clean white shirts. Beyond that was a bathroom, the tiles cracked and mildewed, and beyond that another bedroom, locked this time. There was no back door. I could hide in one of the other rooms and wait until he left again—but no, he’d know as soon as he came in the house that I’d escaped. The broken closet door was practically the first thing he’d see. He’d know I was out, and he’d be looking for me.

The front door opened, a distant jangle of locks and keys, and Forman called out:

“Did you honestly think you could escape, John?” He paused, then spoke again. “That was a new door, John. I’m going to have to get a metal one this time.”

He’d started talking before he was even inside—he’d known I was out before he even saw the door. How?

“Confused, John? That’s natural. Didn’t the toys warn you that nobody ever gets away?”

I crept quietly back toward the room where Stephanie still hung unconscious. There was a window in there; I might be able to open it and get out before he came in.

“Ah,” said Forman, “hope. I feel a lot of that at work, but it’s been a long time since anybody felt it here.” I could hear his footsteps, still several rooms away but coming closer. “If you have hope then you have a plan, but you’re not nearly angry enough to attack me, which means you think you can get away. There’s no back door, and the windows are obviously not an option. What could it be?”

I slipped through the door into Stephanie’s room and glanced at the window—it was barred, just like the kitchen. Was the whole house barred shut?

“Desperation is mounting,” said Forman, his voice drawing closer. “You’re plan isn’t working, or I’m scaring you—maybe both. Either way, you’re out of options.”

If I hadn’t been so focused on Stephanie’s torture the last time I was in here, I would have seen the bars on the windows—what else had I missed? I spun around, looking for anything I could use to get away or fight back. There was a small closet in the corner, but the door was missing, and the pile of boxes inside was too small to hide behind. I could go through the drawers of the dresser, but he was too close now—he’d hear everything I did. I was desperate now, searching for anything I could find: the mattress was old; the single light bulb was off; the rear wall was new sheetrock, still bare. There was a—

There were eyes in the wall.

Right about my own eye level, in the rear wall, there was a hole in the sheetrock with two eyes peeking through. I jumped back, startled, nearly tripping, but it wasn’t Forman—it was someone else, someone dirty and motionless. I paused, waiting for the eyes to move, for the head to shake, for any sign of movement. The eyes blinked and glistened; they were crying.

It was another prisoner. Forman had built the new wall around someone, leaving only an eye hole aimed directly at his torture station across the room. The woman in the wall, mute and immobile, had been forced to watch everything Forman had done to Stephanie last night.

She’d seen everything I’d done in the room, too.

“Surprise,” said Forman, standing in the doorway. His gun was drawn and pointed right at me. “Shock, really. And both things most likely to shock you are right here in this room. Really, John, you didn’t even make it fun.”

“Who is she?” I asked, pointing at the eyes.

“An experiment,” said Forman. “An upgrade to the dungeon, so to speak. An intensifier.”

“To intensify what?”

“Two victims for the price of one,” said Forman. “I can get a similar effect downstairs, of course, but having one actually trapped in the wall adds a distinct touch of despair that I can’t replicate any other way. I’m kind of a connoisseur, as you may imagine.”

“Of torture?”

“Of emotions, John. Torture’s a method, not an end.”

Emotions. That was how he’d tracked me through the house, and how he’d read me so accurately the night before—because he wasn’t actually reading me at all, he was literally feeling the same things I felt. That was why he’d been so scared in the car, because I was scared; that was why he’d been such a wreck after torturing Stephanie last night, because he felt all of her fear—and the woman in the wall’s fear—at the same time.

“Understanding dawns,” said Forman. “You’re putting it all together now.”

“You feel what we feel,” I said.

Forman nodded, smiling.

“Could the other demon do that? Mahai, or whatever you called him?”

“Mkhai,” said Forman. “And no, he couldn’t—it’s not likely you could ever have killed him if he did, because he’d have known you were coming before you ever got in place.”

“You can read minds?”

“It’s not reading, John, it’s feeling—I feel exactly what you feel.” He took a step forward, the gun level and menacing. “If I feel anticipation then I know that someone nearby is waiting for something. Someone’s excited. Then I start to feel a little fear, and I know that whatever they’re waiting for is dangerous, and then I feel something darker—hatred, or aggression, and I know that whoever’s out there is planning to hurt someone because all of a sudden I feel like hurting someone. Which also means that if you ever get up the guts to use that thing,” he pointed his gun at the paring knife in my hand, “I’ll know it as soon as you do.”

I looked at the knife in my hand, then set it down on the dresser.

“If you feel everybody’s emotions,” I asked, “why do you hurt people? Wouldn’t you spend your time spreading happiness and joy and filling the world with good feelings?”

“Feelings aren’t good or bad,” he said, stepping closer. “They’re just weak or strong. Love, for example, is weak: someone loves you, you love them back, you’re happy for a while, and then it fades away. But if one of those lovers betrays the other, then you have a real emotion—then you have something powerful, something that leaves a mark you’ll never be rid of. Betrayal is the most delicious of all, but it takes a while to set it up, and fear can be just as intense if you know what you’re doing.”

He advanced on me slowly, smiling slightly. “You know fear. When you faced Mkhai you must have felt a fear more intense than most people ever know. Fear, betrayal, anger, despair—lesser emotions pale in comparison.”

I held my ground. “I’m a diagnosed sociopath, Forman,” I said. “Wringing intense emotions out of me is going to be a lot more trouble than it’s worth.”

“You’re not here for fun,” said Forman. “You’re here to tell me about Mkhai.”

“But you know more than I do,” I said. “You’ve known him for hundreds of years.”

“Thousands,” he said. “But forty years ago he disappeared, and now he turns up dead. You know where he’s been during that time, and you’re going to tell me.”

“And you’re going to torture it out of me?”

“Nothing you tell me under torture would be of any value,” said Forman. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready. For now, I think it’s time I introduced you to the rest of the toys.”
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Forman tossed me a ring of keys from his pocket. “Unlock it. It’s the little round one.”

We were in the kitchen, and Forman was keeping his gun trained right on me. The gun interested me—Crowley/Mkhai never needed one, because he could turn his hands into claws. Could Forman do that? I had assumed that all demons were more or less the same, but apparently not; Crowley had been able to steal bodies, but this emotional thing was completely new. Did Forman also have a demon form lurking underneath his human one, or was his body structure more fixed than that?

I found the right key and opened the door. The smell from below was rank and bitter, like a sewer.

“What’s down here?” I asked.

“The toys,” said Forman. “Radha and Martha and . . . no, I think Martha’s gone now. They all look the same to me, especially after they’ve been in the basement for a few months.”

“Are you going to lock me down there too?” I asked.

“Well I can’t very well have you running around upstairs anymore, can I? Doors are expensive.” He shoved the gun into my back, a cold metal tube. “Now get down there.”

The stairs were steep and narrow, and I had to hold the handrail to keep from falling. There was a small, dirty window at the top of the far wall, but the light from it was faint and my eyes hadn’t adjusted to the darkness yet; I was completely blind until halfway down the stairs, when Forman flipped a switch behind me.

“Stop there,” he said.

The room below lit up with a harsh, yellow light, and four filthy, emaciated figures curled in on themselves like shriveling weeds. They were women, dressed in rags; three of them were hiding their faces. The room was made of bare concrete, with a sewer pipe in the corner that the women had been chained to, and a series of hooks hanging from the ceiling. The floor looked like it was also concrete, covered with a layer of dirt, refuse, and blood. In the corner was a layer of wooden boards topped with a trio of squat metal barrels.

“These are my toys,” Forman whispered in my ear. “These are the ones who survived the early tests. Our mutual friend Stephanie is not likely to join them.”

“Why not?”

“She’s too weak,” said Forman. “I’ll grow tired of her very, very quickly. This one, however, is my favorite.” He pointed at the woman in the far corner—the only one of the women who dared to look back. She stared at us angrily. “Look at her,” said Forman, “practically chomping at the bit. I have to get back to the station, but . . . there’s time. Take the keys and bring her to me.”

“I’m not helping you.”

Forman shoved me forward with the gun, knocking me off balance. I clutched at the handrail, barely catching myself, but he slammed the grip of his pistol down on my fingers and they opened involuntarily, letting go of the handrail. I fell down the stairs, cracking my head solidly against the wooden stairs and then knocking the wind from my chest as my spine hit the hard cement floor.

“You will not talk back to me again,” said Forman evenly. “That is a lesson the other toys have learned well.”

I raised myself to my knees, groaning, and sat there for a few seconds to let my head stop ringing. I grabbed the end of the handrail and climbed to my feet.

“Very good,” said Forman. “Now bring her to me.”

I walked across the room, stepping carefully to avoid piles of garbage and scattered cans of dog food. Each woman shrank back as I passed. They were dangerously skinny and caked with mud and dirt; their clothes were ripped and tattered, exposing scarred skin stretched tight over bony ribs.

There were four women here in the basement, and at least two more upstairs; the entire house was a pit of terror and loathing that was almost palpable, even to me. How could Forman stand it? From what he’d told me upstairs, his emotional mirroring wasn’t something he could just turn off—it was always on, and he would always feel everyone around him. That was probably why he stayed on the stairs and sent me down for a victim; he’d be so scared down here that he’d be almost useless.

Could I use that against him?

The woman in the corner stared at me as I approached, like the cat in the warehouse. Her skin was dark, though I couldn’t place her race exactly. She looked a little older than Lauren, but given her condition I couldn’t be sure.

“It’s you, isn’t it,” I whispered, kneeling down in front of her.

“Go to hell.”

“Who’s the woman in the wall?” I asked.

The woman looked at me warily. “Who?”

“Upstairs,” I said softly, unlocking her slowly to draw out the conversation. “There’s a woman trapped in the wall.”

“Which wall?”

I paused. “In the torture room.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You have to have seen her.”

“Who are you?” she demanded.

“I’m John Cleaver.”

“Not anymore. You’re one of us now. Or maybe something different.” She narrowed her eyes. “We’re just toys; you’re a pet.”

“Don’t dawdle, John,” called Forman.

“Listen,” I said, “what’s your name?”

“Radha.”

“Radha?”

“It’s Indian,” she snarled.

“Fine,” I said, “now listen—we don’t have a lot of time. I think I can kill him, but I need your help.”

“You’ll fail,” said Radha, “and he’ll take it out on us.”

“He’ll take it out on me.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” she hissed. “You broke down his closet door and who knows what else up there, and who’s he punishing for it now?”

I shook my head. “He’s not going to punish anyone,” I said. “Now, how does he come to get you when I’m not here? How did he get the others?”

“Why do you care?”

“Just tell me—can he come down here?”

She snorted and looked behind me. “He’s right there on the stairs. He can do anything he wants.”

“Yes, he can, but does he?” I stared straight into her eyes, trying to get her to focus. “I need to know if he’s ever come down here before, and what happened.”

She looked over my shoulder. “He’s getting impatient.” Her fingers brushed a nasty set of scars on her chest.

“Answer me,” I pleaded.

“Of course he comes down here,” she said. “You think we just go up on our own?”

“Does he get scared when he comes down? Does he look jumpy, or does he tremble, or anything like that?”

“Why would he possibly be scared of us?” Radha asked. “He’s got a gun, and we’re all in chains. How does an idiot like you possibly expect to stop him?”

She was almost snarling with anger. Aha.

“It’s you,” I said, looking quickly around. “You’re angry, and he focuses on that.”

“I’ve got a lot to be angry about,” she said.

That’s why Radha was his favorite—she was strong-willed and angry, and he could use that thread of anger to keep himself going when anybody else’s fear would make him run away. That’s why he ran away from Stephanie last night—she was all fear, so he was too. He’d come to me to calm down.

“You can’t let yourself get mad,” I said. “You’ve got to be terrified—so do I. It’s the only way.”

“He’s coming,” said Radha.

“He can focus in on one emotion and push the others away. That’s how he found me in the house, even with all of you down here throwing out interfering signals. He can push those all away—”

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

“I’m saying that I think you’re right,” I said. “He is using me as a pet. He’s using me to calm down after he hurts the rest of you.”

She didn’t seem to catch on. Did she not know that he absorbed emotions?

“What does that mean?” she demanded.

“It means my plan won’t work,” I said. “I need to find another weakness—”

Something hard and fast-moving hit me in the side of the head, and my vision exploded in a flare of white. I fell to the ground, clutching my head, and I heard Forman’s voice above me, indistinct against the buzzing rush that filled my ears. I struggled to rise, but he kicked me hard in the stomach and I rolled over, doubled up in pain.

“Didn’t she warn you not to plot against me?”

I coughed harshly, then rolled onto my side and threw up.

“One thing I’ll thank you for, though,” he said. “You actually made Radha hope, just for a second, and that made her subsequent disappointment much sweeter.”

I coughed again, clutching my stomach with one hand and wrapping my other arm over my head.

“Get up,” he said. I didn’t move. “Get up!” he shouted, and fired his gun. The noise was deafening, and some of the women shrieked at the sound. I wasn’t hit; it must have been a warning shot into the wall.

I heard the woman nearest me whimper, and I thought about all the fear that must be flowing into Forman. I looked up and saw him smiling, almost leering, his eyes wide. He looked drunk.

It was like a drug.

“Now get up,” he said. I struggled to my knees and he kicked me again, softer this time—just enough to let me know who was in charge. I paused on my knees, gasping for breath, and raised myself to one foot, then the other. I stood for a moment bent over, my hands on my knees, trying to breathe deeply and ignore the pain.

Radha was silent, shrinking back against the wall. In spite of all her anger, apparently she’d still learned not to antagonize him directly.

“Pick this up,” said Forman, dropping something on the ground before me. It was my pocketknife.

“Pick it up,” he said again. I stooped and picked it up. “Since you and Radha have become such good friends,” he said, “why don’t you get to know each other a little better. Cut her.”

“No,” I said.

He kicked me in the back of the knee and I fell over again, dropping the knife to catch myself.

“I have already told you that you do not talk back to me,” he said. “Now stand up.”

I retrieved the knife and climbed back to me feet. Radha was staring at me ferociously, her dark eyes narrow and her teeth bared.

“I’ve read your psychological file,” said Forman. “You’re obsessed with death. I also happen to know, thanks to our conversation last night, that you’ve already killed one person, and I imagine the memory of it has been festering in your gut for months. You’re probably desperate to hurt someone again.”

Radha’s face was hard and set, like a mask of death. Her hands were curled into fists.

“I’ve spent my life studying people like you, John, and I know exactly how you think.” Forman was behind me, but his voice filled the room. “You dream about hurting people. You torture pets. You pull the wings off of flies. That’s all she is, John—she’s a fly; she’s an insect. She’s a nothing. Cut her.”

She was staring me down, but her eyes were wider now; her gaze was less straight. She’d thought I was on her side, but doubt was creeping in. She was starting to fear me.

Somehow, the blade on the pocketknife had come unfolded in my hand. I held it up and watched the reflected light shine and run and drip off it like honey.

The knife felt so . . . right. Strip everything away and this is who I was: a man with a knife, feared and respected, free to do and say and be anything I wanted. Months ago I had been in this same situation—this exact pose—holding a knife to my mother, watching her squirm and knowing that I could do anything I wanted. I had been a god, just as Forman had been a god, and I had thrown it all away. Why? So I could force myself into an ill-fitting mold and live the rest of my life as a painful lie? So I could spend my days in isolation and my nights in a losing fight with my own nature? I’d wasted sixteen years trying to be somebody I wasn’t, and all that time I’d been asking the wrong question.

Instead of ‘how long could I keep this up?’ I should have been asking ‘why should I keep this up at all?’

Radha could see it now—some change in my eyes or my hands or my body that let her know I was going to do it. She was scared now. She knew how much I wanted to cut her, to open her up, to hear her screaming just for me.

For me? Or for Mr. Monster?

I hadn’t thought about Mr. Monster for days. He used to fill my mind like an infection, duplicating and growing, but now I hadn’t even thought about him since . . . since the night I killed the cat in the warehouse. Which meant he hadn’t disappeared at all, he’d just blurred so fully into my own consciousness that I had become him completely. John had virtually disappeared.

I held up the pocketknife, staring at it intently. There were so many options, so many blades and tools: a can opener, a saw, a corkscrew. I wanted to try them all. I wanted to feel her muscles tense as I pressed the knife into her back, to hear a whimper of pain, soft and terrified. It’s who I was.

But it wasn’t who I wanted to be.

I put a finger on the back of the blade and slowly pushed it closed: up, over, and down. It snapped into place.

“John . . .” said Forman slowly. What was he feeling from me?

I held out the pocketknife, closing it tightly in my fist, looking straight into Radha’s eyes. She was hard to see, as if my eyes were blurred. I was crying. I dropped the knife, and as it fell it tore a gash through my soul, cutting Mr. Monster away like a massive tumor. I was wounded—I was broken in half—but I was me again.

“You idiot,” said Forman, and then he hit me again, a solid blow to the back of the head that dropped me like a sack of rocks. Radha caught me, dropping to her knees to slow my fall. Behind me Forman was swearing darkly, and I heard something loud and metallic.

“You idiot,” said Forman, “you sick, stupid idiot. You think I can’t do anything to you? Why don’t you ask your new girlfriend there about how fun the pit is, huh?”

There was a loud screech, and Radha pulled me closer, away from Forman. Something heavy fell on my foot, clipping the edge, and I turned and saw that a thick plank of wood had fallen on it. The three barrels in the corner had been moved, and the boards beneath them shifted. Underneath was a wide hole in the concrete floor, with nothing but blackness beyond.

“Never give in,” Radha whispered. “No matter how bad it gets, and no matter what he wants you to do. Never give in.”

Something grabbed me from behind and yanked me backward, pulling me away from Radha and wrenching my foot out from under the plank.

“You’ll love it in here,” said Forman. “It’s a great place for an idiot like you—nothing to do, nothing to see, nothing to think about except how much you hate yourself.” He dragged me across the floor and I saw that the hole was full of brown, oily water. I tried to pull away but Forman’s grip was too strong; he pulled me to the edge and tossed me in.

The water was shallower than I thought, maybe a foot deep, and I hit the bottom awkwardly with a painful, unexpected crash. The water was slick and cold. I pulled up, struggling to reorient myself, just in time to feel one of the heavy boards slamming down on my head. I fell face forward into the water and suddenly everything was quiet; sounds were distant and dull, fading away into nothing at all.

I wanted them to fade away forever.
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“John!” It was a harsh whisper, loud and soft at the same time. “John, are you okay?” The sound was hushed and distant.

I was cold, and my head was throbbing like mad. I shifted slightly, and lances of pain shot through me. Dirty water lapped against my face.

“He moved,” said the voice. “He’s alive.”

“Can you hear us?” said another.

The pain in my skull was centralized; I tried to reach my hand back to feel it, but I slipped under the water as soon as I moved. I put my arm back down and sputtered to the top. The water was deep enough that I couldn’t lie down, so I had to prop myself up on my arms, but at the same time the planks above were so low that I couldn’t sit up comfortably. I balanced more carefully and raised my hand to touch my head. It was hard to twist my body into the right shape, but my fingers brushed a big, throbbing bump. It was huge. I was lucky I hadn’t drowned.

“John?” said a voice. Then softer, to the side, “he did say his name was John, right?”

I tried to answer, but my throat was raw and my voice was an unintelligible rasp. I coughed and swallowed and tried again.

“Radha?” I asked.

“He took her upstairs,” said the voice. “She won’t be back ’til tomorrow. I’m Carly.”

I thought of Stephanie, hanging upstairs, and all the things Forman had done to her. He would do them to Radha now. Somewhere inside of me, Mr. Monster longed to be there when the women were tortured—longed to be a part of it. That was good; if I was aware of Mr. Monster, that meant we were separate again. I was back in control.

“There’s another woman upstairs,” I said. “Her name is Stephanie. He brought her in the same night he brought me.”

“He’ll bring her down here eventually, if she survives,” said Carly. There was a pause, then another voice spoke.

“Where are we?”

I paused. “What do you mean?” I asked.

“I’m from Atlanta,” the new voice said. “We’re nowhere near there anymore, are we?”

Atlanta. Is that where Forman had lived before coming here? None of these women had come from Clayton, or we would have heard about the disappearances on the news. “No,” I said, “we’re nowhere near Atlanta. Are you all from there?”

“We’re from all over,” said another woman. That was all three, minus Radha. “What day is it?”

I thought back to the previous day, though it seemed so long ago. “Today is June twelfth.”

“Three months,” said one of the women.

“Four for me,” said Carly.

“Almost five weeks,” said the third.

Forman had been in Clayton for almost seven months, but he traveled often. Had he collected these women from all over the country?

“You, from Atlanta,” I said. “He got you there three months ago?”

“No,” she said, “Nebraska.” After a moment she added, “my name’s Jess.”

“Jess,” I said. “And you’ve been here since then?” My head was beginning to throb again, and I shifted carefully to ease up pressure on the bump.

“Not here,” she said, “but prisoner, yeah.”

“There was another house,” said Carly. “Most of us came from the old house, but he wasn’t there a lot. Someone came by once a week to feed us—we don’t know who—but Forman still visited often enough to keep us terrified. About one month later he packed us all up in a moving van and came here. He got Jess at a truck stop.”

“I was traveling,” said Jess softly.

“He got me in Minnesota,” said the third voice. She paused, then added, “I’m Melinda.”

“So he came here about seven months ago to investigate the Clayton Killer, but he still took time to travel all over and kidnap you—plus the four he’s already killed.” It was like an addiction: he couldn’t go for long without torturing somebody; he needed the emotional buzz just like a drug. Could I use that against him? There had to be some kind of way out of this. “Was the pit already here when you arrived?”

“Yes,” said Carly, “and the chains, and the ropes through the rafters upstairs.”

“The walls are reinforced, too,” I said. “It took him a while, but he prepared everything so he’d have a working dungeon by the time you got here. That’s a lot to move.”

“He’s moved it once before,” said Jess, “at least once. Radha remembers a third house; she’s been here the longest.”

Of course she had. Radha was his favorite, because she was a fighter. Every day she chose between fighting and being his favorite victim, or giving up and being killed.

“How long has she been here?” I asked.

“A year,” said Melinda.

A year. After enough time, most people would choose to die. Apparently not Radha.

And then her screaming began, drifting down from upstairs like a prophecy of doom. We all fell silent, and I slid down in the water until it covered my ears and drowned out the noise.

The water was rank and oily; it had probably held several prisoners, and had likely never been cleaned. When I started to feel the urge to pee I held it for as long as I could, but eventually there was nothing to do but let it go. The water grew warm, and I finally stopped shivering.

I drifted in and out of consciousness, always aware, even in sleep, of my head and arms and the surface of the water. I tried to twist my body at an angle, to press against the boards above me, but they were too heavy to budge. The barrels on top were probably full of dirt, or more water.

I ended up perpendicular to one of the walls, my head wedged up against the side and my arms crossed under my head; with my hands balled into fists, one on top of the other, they were just tall enough to keep my face above water. I held myself still, breathing slowly, barely conscious.

I’d had nothing to eat or drink since my date with Brooke. After hours lying in the pit, my hunger made me feel sick and weak, and I was so thirsty I could barely swallow. There was nothing to drink but the water I was laying in, so I sipped it gingerly and tried to sleep.

“Is he still in there?”

“Yeah. He never talks, but we hear the water every now and then, so we know he’s alive.”

“Sleeping, then.” The voice was weak, but familiar. Radha was back.

“I’m awake,” I said, pressing my head and arms more firmly against the wall. The water sloshed around me in tiny waves.

“Who are you?” Radha asked.

“My name is John Cleaver,” I said.

“I know your name,” said Radha, “but who are you? Why are you here?”

“Same reason the rest of you are here,” I said.

“But he’s never taken a guy before,” said Carly.

“And he said you’re a killer,” said Radha.

“I . . .” I stopped. What could I possibly tell them? More importantly, what could I learn from them? They’d lived with Forman far longer than I’d even known him—if he could transform into a demon, they might know about it. “Have you ever seen him Forman looking . . . different?”

“You mean in a disguise?” asked Radha. “I’ve never seen one.”

“No,” I said, “I mean have you ever seen him, I don’t know, grow claws or something? Fangs? Does he ever look like an actual monster?”

Silence. After a moment I heard Radha speak softly.

“He’s hallucinating.”

“The pit does that,” said Melinda.

“No,” I said, “it’s real. One of his friends was . . .” I stopped. I didn’t know if Forman was listening in, and this was information I hadn’t given him yet. That’s the whole reason he had me here, supposedly—to find out what had happened to the demon Mkhai.

Regardless, their confusion had already answered my question—if they had seen him change forms they would have recognized my meaning immediately. There was no point giving away any more info.

“Never mind,” I said.

“So did you really kill someone?” asked Radha.

“I did,” I said. “A friend of his. But I didn’t want to hurt anyone.”

Silence again.

“Can you kill Forman?” asked Melinda.

I heard a gasp from the others, and a grumble of protest from Radha.

“Just stop,” Radha said. “Do you have any idea how many women he’s killed for trying to escape?”

“And what’s the alternative?” Melinda demanded. “You just want to let him torture you until you end up dead, like the others?”

“I want to wait for the right moment,” said Radha. “I’ve been here a year, Melinda—a whole damn year. I know how he thinks, and I know what I’m doing. He takes me upstairs sometimes to cook; he trusts me. And some day he’s going to trust me enough to leave me an opening, and then I’m going to take it, and I’m going to get us all out of here. But we can’t move before that happens or we’ll lose everything!”

“And what happens in the meantime?” Melinda demanded. “You let him hook you up to a battery and stab you a few hundred times?”

They were getting too angry—he’d feel it, and he’d get suspicious.

“Quiet,” I urged. “You’re going to bring him down here.”

“He can’t hear us,” said Radha.

“But he can feel you,” I said. “Don’t you know?”

“You said that before,” said Carly. “What do you mean?”

“Forman is like . . . he’s like an emotional vacuum. Anything you feel, he feels. That’s why he gets so scared when he scares you, and that’s how he always knows what’s going on down here.”

“Can you kill him if I get you out?” asked Melinda.

I hesitated. “I don’t know. He might be stronger than we think—he might have some kind of power beyond the emotional thing. Fangs and claws, like I said.” Gears turned in my head, connecting ideas, and I started to form a plan. “But we might be able to surprise him.”

“How?” asked Jess.

“Can you actually get me out?” I asked.

“I can almost reach the barrels from here,” said Melinda, and I heard her chain scrape the floor. “I can probably push one of them far enough out of place to let you move a board.”

That would be enough; I could squeeze out and lie in wait for the next time he came down. But if he sensed anything out of the ordinary—hope, excitement, anticipation—he’d know we were planning something. I might be able to mask my own emotions, but the women needed to do the same.

“Everybody, think about your families,” I said. “Think about how much you miss them, and how long it’s been since you’ve seen them, and anything else that will make you sad. I know it sounds horrible, but you’ve got to be sad. Ignore Melinda, ignore me, just try as hard as you can to be sad.”

“But what are you going to do?” asked Jess.

“Sadness first,” I said. “You’ve got to trust me.”

Silence.

“Please,” I begged.

There was a long pause, and finally Radha spoke. “We’ll do it,” she said, “but when he catches on, I’ll tell him everything. I’m not going to jeopardize the trust I’ve earned.”

“Fine,” I said. “Melinda, go for it—but don’t think about what you’re doing. Just be sad.”

I heard her chain scrape again, and then noise above me—a light tapping, a soft scrape and shuffle, and then a low grating as the barrel scraped across the wood—not far, but it did move.

This will never work, I told myself, trying to dampen any emotion of hope. I’ll never see my family again. I’ll never see Brooke again. She’ll grow up, get a job in the wood plant, and marry Rob Anders—and he’ll beat her every night. I felt myself growing angry, and tried to tone it down. She won’t marry Rob, she’ll die young: hit by a car in a freak accident. Young and innocent, splattered across the highway.

The barrel above me moved again.

Lauren would die too, and Margaret, but not Mom—she’d live on for decades, old and alone. In fact, it was probably her fault that the other two died; she’d blame herself forever. I paused. It wasn’t working. That should have been sad, but I wasn’t feeling sad. Why not?

Because bad things that happened to others didn’t bother me. I was a sociopath.

I heard one of the girls crying; I couldn’t tell which. How close were we? How much longer would it take? The barrel scraped again, and a moment later light flooded into the pit through a gap in the boards. It wasn’t a gap exposed by the moving barrel—it was a long line that stretched the entire length of the board. Someone had turned on a light.

Forman was here.

“How very interesting,” said Forman, almost too quiet for me to hear. He was still far away, but his voice grew slowly louder and I guessed he was coming down the stairs. “A house full of scared, angry, desperate people grows suddenly sad—positively despondent, almost at the drop of a hat. Did you think I wouldn’t notice something like that?”

The women were silent.

“And now I find that someone’s been trying to open the pit,” said Forman, much closer now. “And you all know, rather acutely if I recall, that you are not allowed to open the pit. Isn’t that correct?”

Silence.

“So I figure if one of you was touching the pit, that means you want to be in it, right? Please allow me help you with that.” There was a massive crash above me, then another, and another. The barrels were gone, and Forman kicked away the boards. Light flooded into the pit, blinding me, and I squeezed my eyes shut.

“Come on out, John,” said Forman, “one of the toys has volunteered to take your spot—and I’m guessing she wants a little bit of the good stuff, too.”

I forced my eyes open and saw him standing by the wall with a long extension cord. The plug had been cut off, and the two main wires had been stripped and separated, leaving two long tendrils tipped with three or four inches of bare wire. He tapped these together and they sparked.

“You already know how much fun this is on your chains,” he said, facing the women. “Imagine how much fun it’s going to be in the water.”

I stood up slowly, grabbing the edge, my legs stiff and painful.

“So all I need to know,” said Forman, “is which one of you was trying to open the pit?” He paused, waiting, and after a moment he sparked the wires together again. “Anybody?”

I looked at Radha; all of the women were looking at her. This was exactly what she’d warned us about, and it was her time to do exactly what she’d promised. This was her chance to gain Forman’s trust. It was smart. It would take longer, but it would work eventually. She could be free.

Radha caught my gaze, her large eyes deep and clear. She held them a moment, then turned her head just slightly so that her dangling hair hid her face from Forman’s view. I peered closer and she mouthed a phrase: Never give in.

She turned back to Forman. “I did it,” she said.

“Excuse me?” said Forman.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I meant, ‘I did it, you wart-brained bastard.’ ”

What was she doing?

“Get in the pit,” said Forman, as cold as steel.

“Sure thing,” said Radha, “I’ll just pop out of these chains and saunter on over there. Good plan.”

Was she an idiot? She was getting angry—angrier than usual—which was forcing him to get angry back. But why? It didn’t make any sense.

“Out of the pit, John,” he said, throwing down the wires and storming past me. Radha readied herself to fight but he hit her easily, a backhanded slap across the face that sent her sprawling to the floor. She looked thin and spindly, like a starved scarecrow. Forman pulled out his keys and unlocked her chain from around the sewer pipe, then used it to drag her over to the pit. “I said out of the pit, John!”

I stumbled backward, up and onto the filthy cement floor, sopping wet and shivering. Forman threw Radha into the hole and started stacking the boards back on top of her, keeping the long length of chain firmly under his foot.

“Get the barrels, John.”

“No.”

He pulled out his gun and fired at my feet, missing by inches. “I said get the barrels!”

The three barrels were small but heavy, probably filled with dirt. I rolled one onto the boards and righted it, then started back for another when a voice floated up from underneath, strained but defiant.

“Can’t even do this to my face, you coward?”

Did she want him to kill her?

Forman stormed past me, picked up the extension cord, and brought it back to the pit. He touched the bare wires to Radha’s chain and she screamed; the boards shook, and I imagined her body spasming against them from inside the pit. He pulled the wires away just half a second later; they had barely touched the chain.

“You might kill her,” I said.

“No,” said Forman, “you might kill her.”

He held up the wires, gesturing for me to come. Radha choked and gasped for air, then started screaming insults at Forman.

“No,” I said.

He shocked her again, and her sudden scream was cut off by a gargle as she fell below the surface of the water. The boards rattled, even the heavy barrel shook in place. Forman pulled the wires away.

“You can stop this whole thing, John,” said Forman. “The shock you give her will be her last one, you have my word, but until then . . .” he shocked her again, and the boards above the pit jumped with her. “I’ll just keep doing this.”

What was I supposed to do? What was Radha’s plan? She’d spent a year trying to earn his trust, and now she’d thrown it all away for . . . what? To save Melinda from a few shocks? It didn’t seem worth it.

I could save her—I could walk right over and shock her, and Forman would let her go. But could I trust him? And even if I could, and he let her go, what had Radha’s choice accomplished? Nothing, except to make me obey Forman. That couldn’t be what she wanted; she’d told me to “never give in.”

He shocked her again, and her scream was loud and primal. The other women were crying, shrinking into themselves, trying to hide from the world that had gone mad around them. Forman pulled back the wires and again offered them to me.

Was Radha’s plan a trick? Had she known that Forman would ask me to help? Was this whole thing designed to give me a weapon—to get my hands on the wires so I could attack him? But she couldn’t have known that would happen, could she? All she had known was what I had told her—that I was a killer, and that I didn’t want to be.

Never give in.

I stood my ground. “I won’t do it.”

“You’re sure?” he asked.

“I won’t.”

“Burn in hell, Forman,” said Radha, her voice weak and raw.

“You first,” said Forman, and touched the wires to the chain.

She screamed again, and the planks over the pit shook and jumped and rattled. Forman didn’t pull the wires away this time; he held them there, watching the commotion. I rushed at him but he held up his gun with one hand, keeping the wires on the chain with his other. All three of the other women were screaming now, and I watched helplessly—we were scared out of our minds, but Forman’s face was a snarl of rage. Radha was filling him with rage, and he was embracing it fully.

And then, abruptly, the boards stopped shaking and Radha’s rage disappeared.

It was a visible, physical change—the muscles in Forman’s face and body, so tense with anger, grew softer, then rigid with fear. Instead of hunching over the chain, leaning forward like a predator, he leaned back, eyes wide, horrified. His breathing quickened and he dropped the wires, clutching his chest and swallowing hard. He was sweating, and scooted back, then tried to stand and run but his legs gave way. He crawled toward the women as if seeking shelter, but this only scared them further and they shrank back. Forman howled, an animal scream of terror, and curled up in a fetal position on the floor. The gun lay discarded on the floor nearby. Forman was helpless.

This was Radha’s plan. She’d told me before that he broke down whenever he killed one of them—the emotions from the other women, and from the victim herself at the moment of death, were simply too much for him to handle. They’d never been able to take advantage of it because they’d always been chained up, but I was free. She’d sacrificed herself to put him in this state, for this moment when I could take advantage of it and finish him off.

The wires were closer than the gun, just a few steps away. I picked them up quickly, careful to touch only the plastic, and walked toward Forman. His screaming dulled—he was feeling my clarity now, pushing away the women’s fear and pulling himself together. I didn’t have long. I ran the last few steps and jumped out with the wires, but his hands shot up and caught my wrists at the last second.

How could he be that fast?

I fought to bring the wires down, to touch him anywhere with the exposed metal, but he was too strong. Slowly he grew more focused, more determined, and began to bend my arms back. I expected him to push the wires toward me, but he pushed them out to the sides—he didn’t want the wires to touch me because he was touching me, and I was soaking wet, and any current that passed through me would shock him as well. He didn’t want that to happen, and that meant it would hurt him.

And if it would hurt him, I wanted to do it.

“Never give in,” I said, and reversed the direction of my hands, pulling them towards me instead of away from him. I felt a white fire tear through me, every muscle in my body screaming and flexing and burning at once, and then everything went black.
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My third date with Brooke was a continuation of our second: we dressed up in gaudy tourist clothes and went to the shoe museum, holding hands and laughing at the rooms and hallways stacked high with shoes. There were grayed felt spats from old military uniforms, and bright Velcro sneakers from the Eighties. There were adjustable wooden molds from England, high wooden sandals from Japan, and heavy wooden clogs from Denmark; there were boots of alligator skin, snake skin, and shark skin. There were novelty slippers with faces and tiny lights. There were running shoes with long metal cleats. There were snowshoes. There were stilts.

I could hear someone’s voice down the hall, familiar but impossible to identify. I turned to ask Brooke if she recognized it, but she was gone. I heard the voice again, and it was Brooke’s voice, and I followed it down a maze of shoes and shelves. The hallways were long, stretching out and converging on a single point; each corner revealed more rooms, more shoes, until at last I realized that the walls themselves were made of shoes, vast piles of them, like a cave hollowed out in an endless mountain of shoes. Brooke’s voice called me on, urging me to wake up. My own shoes were gone now, and my feet were wet and cold. I reached for a pair on the wall and my hand touched bare cement.

I was in Forman’s basement, awake and cold. I was handcuffed to a pipe in the corner. My feet were bare, and my mouth tasted like vomit. I touched my chest gingerly, my muscles sore, and felt two burns where the current had forced its way through my skin and into my body.

“John?”

I looked up and saw the other women looking at me. Stephanie had joined them, chained into the corner where Radha used to be. I didn’t know the others by sight, only by sound, but outside of the pit it was hard to recognize their voices.

“What happened?” I asked, still groggy.

“You got shocked,” said one of the women. She was younger than the other two, but maybe a little older than Stephanie. Jess, maybe? “It knocked you both out.”

“He fell too far for any of us to reach,” said another. “I think I dislocated my wrist trying to reach him.” That had to be Melinda.

“To reach his keys?” I asked.

“Or to kill him,” she said, shrugging coldly. Definitely Melinda.

“Wasn’t the gun right here?” I asked.

“It got knocked over there,” she said, gesturing toward the stairs. She spoke softly. “He took it when he left.”

“So he woke up first,” I said. Maybe he could regenerate, like Crowley had. “How long was he unconscious?”

“An hour, maybe two,” said the last woman; I recognized her voice as Carly. “Same as you. You actually started to move first, but he woke up first and gave you some kind of a shot. We thought it was poison.”

“It was a sedative,” said Jess. “That’s the same way he kidnapped me.”

So my guess about the electrical shock had been right—he was just as susceptible to it as a normal human. Maybe he couldn’t regenerate at all. If I could find a way to shock him without getting myself next time, I could stop him.

“Where is he now?” I asked. From the pit in my stomach I guessed that I’d been asleep for several hours; I’d been here for maybe 48 hours now, and hadn’t eaten a thing.

“He left,” said Jess. “He chained you up, then he brought her down, then he left.” She pointed at Stephanie, and I looked at her closer. She was terrified and quiet, curled up in the corner with tears streaking her face.

“Are you okay?” I asked. She nodded dumbly. “What about the woman in the wall?”

She started to cry. “The eyes?”

“She’s still there?”

Stephanie started sobbing uncontrollably.

I closed my eyes. I felt . . . not empathy. Not concern. I felt responsibility. Just like I had with Mr. Crowley, I swore that Forman wouldn’t kill anyone else if I could help it. I’d kill him, and that’s where the killing would end.

The three long-time prisoners stiffened abruptly, heads cocked and listening, eyes going wide. “He’s back,” said Carly.

I listened carefully, but I didn’t hear anything until the front door opened. Footsteps crossed the floor above us, followed by a dull, heavy scrape. He was dragging something. Another prisoner?

We listened in silence as the footsteps moved into the kitchen, then the hall, and on into the back of the house. Several minutes later they came back, and we heard a burst of water in the kitchen sink. The pipe I was chained to rumbled with the noise of rushing water, and a moment later another pipe, thicker this time, trickled lightly as water ran down the drain. It was as if the whole house was an extension of Forman himself, moving and reacting with everything he did. He surrounded us. He controlled us completely.

The door above us opened, and light flooded in from the kitchen. Forman’s silhouette came in, slowly coalescing into a real body as my eyes adjusted to the light.

“You’re awake,” he said. “Excellent.” He came toward me quickly, neither menacing nor cautious. I was too weak to attack him, even if I wanted to—too groggy from the drugs and my two days of hunger. “There’s something I think you should know,” he said, dropping down on one knee to reach my handcuffs. “You’re now officially wanted for the murder of Radha Behar.”

“I didn’t touch her,” I said.

“Early forensic evidence suggests that you did,” said Forman, “including your hair mixed with hers, and your shoes found nearby. But don’t worry—I’m practically in charge of the investigation, and it would be very easy for me to steer it in another direction. Assuming, of course, that you meet with my requirements.”

“You want to know about Mkhai.”

“I’ve given you two chances,” he said, undoing my handcuffs, “and you’ve thrown them away. This is your third. Up we go.”

I rubbed my wrist and struggled to my feet. “What two chances?”

“Two chances to be yourself,” he said. “To live the life you deserve. You’re not one of them,” he said, gesturing at the four terrified women. “You’re not a toy; you’re not a victim cowering in a corner. You’re a warrior, like the legends of old. You killed a god, John. Don’t you want to take his place?”

He took me by the arm and pulled me toward the stairs. I followed unsteadily, trying not to lean on him for balance. My legs didn’t want to respond, and my head felt light.

“I’m not like you,” I said.

“Nobody is,” said Forman, shoving me forward onto the stairs. I grabbed the handrail and tried to climb. “There was nobody like Mkhai, either,” he said, “and there’s nobody like you. You’re a precious snowflake. Now hurry up.”

I climbed the stairs and paused in the kitchen, willing my legs to wake up while Forman locked the door behind us. I was free, but I was too weak to do anything—even when he was completely incapacitated, he’d been able to feel my intentions and protect himself. Did that mean I could only attack him unintentionally? Could I plan some kind of accident?

A cell phone rang, and Forman reached into his pocket. He glanced at the number, smiled, and answered. “Nobody,” he said, “how nice of you to call.” Pause. “No, still nothing. We’re about to find out, though.” He looked at me. “He’s stronger than we thought, and weaker. I can’t wait for you to meet him.” Pause. “Yes, I told you, I’ll call you as soon as I know. Be patient.” Pause. “Bye.” He put the phone away and pointed toward the hall. “After you.”

I started down the hall, keeping a hand on the wall to steady myself. I wondered if there were any more people in the walls, buried and sealed off forever.

“You had Radha in chains, and I gave you my knife, and you refused to hurt her. She liked it, you know—being hurt. She always had a sense of satisfaction when we finished.”

“That’s because she’d survived,” I said.

“And you mortals appreciate the chance to survive,” he said. “Your life is defined by death, and each time you face it you grow stronger. You learn more, and feel more. It sounds stupid to say it like this, but not dying makes you more alive.”

“What defines you demons?” I asked.

“The things we lack.”

We passed his bedroom, moving down the hall to the torture room. My legs were growing firmer again; blood was flowing more strongly, and my balance was better.

I wondered who was in the room—it had to be someone I knew. Who would he force me to torture? My mother? My sister? Brooke?

“Your second chance came when she was in the pit,” said Forman, “and that should have been an easy one: you didn’t have to hurt her directly or even see her face, just touch the wires to the chain. It would have been a kindness, in fact, because it would have saved her life. But still you did nothing.”

“I don’t want to hurt people,” I insisted.

“That’s what you keep saying,” said Forman, “but it didn’t stop you from hurting Mkhai, and it didn’t stop you from attacking me in the basement. We all have our tastes, of course, and I just had to realize that I wasn’t addressing yours properly. You didn’t hurt Radha because she was innocent, and you only hurt the wicked. So, I brought you somebody wicked.”

We turned into the torture room and there he was: Curt, my sister’s attacker, bound and gagged and completely at my mercy.

He was awake; his eyes were wide, and his mouth was sealed tight with a thick wrap of duct tape. His feet were securely fastened to floor, where Forman had broken through the hardwood and run thick lengths of chain through the heavy floor supports. His hands were bound at the wrists by ropes that ran up and into the holes in the ceiling, but where Stephanie had been hanging loosely, Curt had somehow been pulled tight. He was spread-eagled, held firmly in place.

Curt stared at me, with wide, scared eyes that said he didn’t know what to think. I’d been missing for almost two days, and he was sure to have heard about it, and I definitely looked like a prisoner—I was covered in dried muck from the pit, with burn marks on my shirt and vomit crusted on my clothes, and I could barely walk. It wasn’t hard to guess that I was a prisoner and a victim. And yet I was here, unbound, and Forman was treating me so graciously. Like an equal. If Curt had heard any of what Forman had said in the hall, he’d be even more confused.

And more terrified.

“There he is,” said Forman. “You learn a lot of things working in a police station—like how a certain Mrs. Cleaver calls every fifteen minutes to rant about her daughter’s abusive boyfriend. ‘Arrest him. Lock him up. Kill him.’ But there’s not a lot the law can do in a case like this, is there?” He walked over to the dresser and began sifting through the tools. “Women in abusive relationships are, by nature, accepting of abuse, and poor little Lauren was too browbeaten to accuse her browbeater formally. She actually told the paramedics she’d fallen out of bed, if you can you believe it.” He held up a flathead screwdriver, examined the tip, and put it back down. “They didn’t believe it either, but there wasn’t anything they could do about it. If the victim says there was no abuse, the law says there was no abuse. The law is helpless.” He turned and held up an old, dirty scalpel. “But you’re not.”

He stepped toward me and offered the scalpel. “This is what you want, right? You’re a punishing angel. You won’t hurt anyone, for any reason, unless they deserve it—and who deserves it more than Curt? You saw what he did to your sister. And don’t think he stopped there—he got away with it, after all, so what’s to stop him from doing it again? He can slap her and punch her and beat her until she falls unconscious, and he’ll always get away with it. Nothing can stop him.”

He placed the scalpel in my hand. “Nothing but you.”

Curt was shaking his head wildly, tears filling his eyes, but I didn’t see him as a victim—all I saw was Lauren’s face, red and purple and black. She had a cut on her cheekbone, right where I did; I reached up and touched my face, feeling the scab. I deserved mine, but Lauren had been completely innocent. Curt had beaten her in cold blood.

I stepped toward him. Wasn’t this the same decision I’d made with Mr. Crowley? To stop a bad man from hurting the innocent? I’d tried to tell the cops, and they’d ended up dead. Crowley had been a situation the law couldn’t deal with; it was me or nobody. I’d stopped him because nobody else could, and now that was true again. The law was helpless—the only plan the police had was to sit and wait while he beat her more, again and again, until at last she finally decided to accuse him. Could I, in good conscience, allow that to happen? Not when I could stop it, forever, right here and now.

I stepped forward.

But no, this was different. Crowley was a killer—a supernatural killer—and killing him was the only way to stop him. He was killing more than once a week by the end—how many more people would be dead now, six months later, if I hadn’t stepped in? But Curt was not a killer, and his punishment could not be death. It was too much. I couldn’t do it. I stepped back.

But . . . I could hurt him. It didn’t need to end in death. I’d hurt Mrs. Crowley, after all, and she was far more innocent than Curt was. I took two more steps forward, close enough to smell his sweat and hear his ragged breathing. He had caused pain, so his punishment should be pain. It made sense. It was fair. A bruise for a bruise.

But then what?

I turned suddenly and walked to the window; it was evening, and the sky through the thick pine trees was a deep, royal blue. What would happen after I hurt Curt—we couldn’t just let him go, or he’d tell people what I’d done. We could keep him here, chained in the dungeon; he deserved prison, and we could give it to him. But forever?

I looked back at Curt. His eyes were closed; maybe he was praying, or maybe he was simply too afraid to look. He was a rude, arrogant monster; he bullied everyone he met, he insulted the woman who loved him, and when things came to a head he beat her—powerfully and mercilessly. He ruined lives, as surely as Crowley did; was I a hypocrite to stop Crowley and not Curt? But if Curt was fair game, why stop there? Where could I draw the line? And if no line made sense, why draw a line at all?

And below it all, behind every other reason, lurked the inescapable truth that I wanted to do it—I wanted to hurt him, to make him bleed, to make him scream, to make him lie still in the perfect peace of death.

I stepped toward Curt again, but something caught my eye—a tiny movement on the far edge of the room, no bigger than the wing of a moth. I looked and saw two eyes staring back at me, trapped and mute, watching. I stared back. Nobody knew who she was, maybe not even Forman. She blinked—the only form of communication she had.

Where was she from? What did she like, and what did she dislike? What did she love and hate? Who was she?

Who was I?

My name is John Cleaver. I live in Clayton County, in a mortuary on the edge of town. I have a mother and a sister and an aunt. I’m sixteen years old. I like reading, cooking, and a girl named Brooke. I want to do what’s right, no matter what. I want to be a good person.

But that was only half of me.

My name is Mr. Monster. I show dozens of warning signs for serial killer behavior, and I fantasize about violence and death. I’m more comfortable around corpses than people. I killed a demon, and every day I feel the need to kill again, like a bottomless pit in the center of my soul.

Each half of me was a contradiction of the other, but each half was true. If I chose one I would be denying the other, and in doing so I would be denying myself. Was there a real me, somewhere in the middle?

There was another me—a me that I’d never seen for myself, only glimpsed through the eyes of others. It wasn’t John the loser, or John the creep, or John the psycho. It was John the hero. Talking to Brooke and her friends, walking around at the Bonfire, looking at the eyes of the people I passed and seeing them look back with respect—I’d really felt like a hero. I wanted to feel that again.

And being a hero meant saving Curt, no matter how much I hated him. It meant saving all of the prisoners, no matter how hard it became. It meant stopping the villain—Forman—even if I had to break my rules to do it. Even if I had to hurt him, and even if I had to kill him.

But how could I kill him when I didn’t know how he worked? What did he say about himself, and about the other demons? They define themselves by the things they lack.

So what did he lack?

He lacked emotions: he didn’t have any of his own, so he stole them from others. He was a blank; a giant hole with nothing to fill it. Just like a serial killer, he had a need that demanded to be fed, and he had built his life around feeding it at the expense of everything else.

Mkhai was also defined by what he didn’t have. He lacked an identity of his own, so he stole the bodies of others, over and over, moving from place to place and identity to identity until . . . until he stopped. Until one day he became Mr. Crowley, and he never switched bodies again. Something had changed in him, something profound, and on that day he ceased to be Mkhai. He stopped defining himself by what he lacked, and started defining himself by what he had. So what did he have? He had Mrs. Crowley.

He had love.

I thought of him again, not as a demon but as the kind old man across the street. Love had pulled Mkhai away from his life of death and deception and into a life of near normality—a life that held so much less, but meant so much more. Forman didn’t understand it; I didn’t know if he could. And yet that’s what this entire thing was all about: Forman wanted to know what happened to Mkhai. He didn’t really want me to hurt Curt, he was just trying to turn me to his side and earn my trust. He wanted me to join him, at which point I would presumably tell him the secret he’d come to Clayton to discover.

He’d said before that love was weak and useless. Would he even understand when I told him? The demon Mkhai had almost beaten me because I didn’t understand love; now Forman had the same weakness, and I might be able to use it against him. A plan started to form in my mind, but I had to do it carefully. Even the slightest emotional warble could give me away.

“You came to Clayton County searching for your friend,” I said, turning to face Forman. “You said he’d disappeared forty years ago, and you didn’t know why. Well I do. He did it for love.”

“Don’t play with me,” said Forman, shaking his head.

“Trust me,” I said, “from one sociopath to another: if you don’t understand the reason for something, it’s always love.”

He considered me for a moment. What was he feeling from me? Did he know I had a plan? I wasn’t lying to him—everything I planned to tell him was true. Could he still sense a trick? Could he detect my nervousness through the miasma of nervous fear that already filled the house? I watched him, trying to feel as honest and helpful as possible.

“All right, then,” he said. “Try me.”

“Food first,” I said. “I haven’t eaten in two days.”

He glanced at Curt, his wild eyes watching us over his duct tape gag. I set the knife down on the dresser.

“There’ll be time for him later,” I said.

Forman nodded, and gestured behind him to the hallway. “In the kitchen, then. Let’s hear what you have to say.”
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“Have a seat,” said Forman, gesturing at the kitchen table. I sat down and he went to the fridge, opening it up to reveal not a collection of heads and arms but the mundane spread of a poorly-stocked bachelor: grapefruit juice, a bottle of mustard, half a loaf of bread, and a Styrofoam box of restaurant leftovers. In the back there was a jar half-full of pickle juice. I looked longingly at the restaurant box, but Forman pulled out the bread bag and tossed it onto the table.

“I don’t eat in a lot,” he said. “I prefer to enjoy my meals, instead of feeling how sad the toys are the whole time.”

I opened the bag and pulled out a piece of hard brown bread, forcing myself to eat it slowly; I didn’t want to eat too fast and get sick. It tasted delicious, but I was sure that was mostly a result of my hunger.

Forman leaned against the counter with his arms folded, watching me eat. After a few bites he spoke again.

“So I guess you know a lot more about Mkhai than you let on,” he said. He was acting odd, like he should have been angry but wasn’t, but then I remembered that he wouldn’t be angry unless I was. Right now we were calm, and cautious, and ready.

He was a blank page, and it was time to write on him. I wanted him to trust me, so I focused on trusting him—not pretending to, since that was sure not to work, but trying instead to actually trust him, to rely on him, to feel like we were in this together. I found that if I focused on him it didn’t work; I understood how he thought, but I couldn’t identify with him. I couldn’t empathize. Instead I focused on my own reaction to him and to the situation, trying to feel comfortable with the strictures that Forman had placed on our relationship. I put myself at ease and tried to treat him the way I treated my mom, or my friend Max.

“You told me in the car,” I said, “that you thought Mkhai might have taken Mr. Crowley’s body right before he died, which makes a lot of sense because Crowley was never found. If Crowley had died on his own, there would have been a corpse, but if Crowley died after Mkhai had his body, it would have dissolved into sludge and disappeared.”

Forman nodded. “It seems you’re familiar with his methods.”

“What you didn’t figure out,” I continued, “is that Mkhai had been Crowley for the entire forty years when you couldn’t find him.”

Forman smiled snidely. “For love.”

“Yes,” I said, “for love. Forty years ago Mkhai came here in a brand-new body, ready to start a brand-new life just like he always did. How long did he usually stay in a body before moving on?”

“A year at the most,” said Forman. “When you can go anywhere, and be anyone, there’s rarely any reason to stay longer.”

“He found a reason here,” I said. “Her name is Kay.”

Forman laughed, an abrupt, derisive snort. “Kay Crowley? Mkhai is a being thousands of years old. He’s had queens and empresses at his command; he’s had slaves and fanatics, priestesses and worshippers. What did Kay have that an entire history of beautiful women couldn’t offer?”

“Love.”

“He’s had love!”

“Not real love,” I said, leaning forward. “You don’t even know what real love is. If someone loved you, Forman, you’d love them back, and when they stopped, you’d stop. There’s no commitment to anything, so it never really matters. It isn’t real. But real love is pain. Real love is sacrifice. Real love is what Mkhai felt when he realized that Kay would never accept him as he was—only if he became something better. So he gave up the bad stuff and made himself better.”

Forman stared at me intently. “How could a sociopath possibly know anything about love?”

“Because I have a mother who gives her entire life to help children who don’t notice it, don’t appreciate it, and can’t possibly return it. That is love.”

We watched each other, studying each other, thinking. This was the key moment, when I needed him to move from trust to longing. I needed him to feel there was a piece of him missing, because I knew exactly what he would do: the same thing he always did. He’d go out and find the missing piece and bring it back here to beat it into submission. It was his only way of dealing with the world. While he was gone, I would put the next phase of the plan into motion.

I thought about the people I missed.

“Humans aren’t defined by death,” I said, “and they’re not defined by what they lack. They’re defined by their connections.”

I thought about my mother, and everything she did for me. I thought about the way she’d protected me six months ago when I killed the demon, and neither of us knew what to do. I thought about the way she’d turned her life upside down to accommodate me, to be the person she thought I needed. I hated it, but I knew she was trying to help.

“Mkhai knew it,” I said. “He finally realized that there was more to life than running from one body to the next, from one life to the next, always escaping from everything without ever getting anywhere.”

I thought about my sister, who wanted to watch out for me but didn’t even know how to watch out for herself. I thought of her bruised and scared, and I thought about how she’d be even more scared tonight when she realized Curt was gone. She was an idiot, but she cared about people.

“Mkhai left your little community of demons because he didn’t need it anymore,” I said. “Thousands of years of meaningless existence, of existing without living, and finally he was free. He moved on, and the power he gained made him so much more than you will ever be. You called him a god, but he was more than that in the end. He was human.”

I thought about Kay Crowley, the little old lady across the street, who smiled and helped and loved so unconditionally that she brought a demon in from the cold and made him a man—and I thought about that man, the old neighbor I’d grown up with, the demon who’d been more of an example to me than my father. What were his last words?

Remember me when I am gone. I remembered him, and I missed him.

Loss and longing.

“Stop it!” yelled Forman, standing up and pacing across the room—not toward me, but toward nothing; it was a nervous twitch.

My plan was working.

“You’re not here for this,” he said, waving his arms while he walked. “You’re not here for sadness—this boring emotion.” He walked into the living room, and his voice fluttered back in. “I don’t need to miss things!” He barged back into the room and grabbed the sides of the table, leaning down to shout in my face. “You think I haven’t felt this before? You think you can just shock me with some new emotion and I’ll bow down and . . .” He stood up and turned around, then scratched his forehead, took a step toward the sink, then turned around again.

“I don’t need this,” he said. “I’m leaving.” He came toward me around the table, and I backed up instinctively. “I’m not . . . just sit down. I’m locking you up so you don’t do anything stupid. I’ll be back.” There was a thick length of chain under the table, with a manacle welded to the end, and Forman locked this securely around my ankle. “I’ll be back,” he said again, “and you’d better be feeling something more interesting when I get here.”

He turned and walked out, going straight to the living room and out the door, locking it carefully behind him. The car roared to life and drove away. I was alone.

Time for phase two.

Forman acted like he’d stormed off to escape my sadness, but I knew better—the last time we’d forced him to feel sad he’d come downstairs and attacked us. If all he’d wanted was a new emotion, he could have just attacked us again. No, Forman had left to kidnap someone, just like I thought he would—probably Kay Crowley, or maybe my mom. Once I understood him, he was easy to predict; I’d told him he was missing something, and now he’d gone to get it.

I had an hour, maybe less, assuming he went straight to Kay and brought her straight back. I needed to be ready when he returned, but I couldn’t just attack him because he’d feel it coming—even when he was completely overwhelmed, as he had been in the basement, he could snap out of it in an instant. The only way to hurt him was to do it indirectly, by laying a trap. I stood up and tested the chain—it held fast, but it gave me about twenty feet of movement. I hoped it would be enough.

The kitchen was a good place for a trap because it had the strongest electrical outlet in the house: the oven’s. All I needed to do was rig something to shock him when he came back, but what? I dragged my chain over to the cupboards, starting at the farthest edge where I had to stretch the chain to its fullest and reach out with my arm. Most of the cupboards were bare—what few dishes he had were mostly in the sink, waiting to be washed. One cupboard had a stack of paper plates and a box of plastic forks; another held a single ceramic mug, dusty with disuse. The cupboards below the counter were more fruitful, holding a number of rusted pots and pans, a coffeemaker, and, for some reason, a cardboard box full of old newspaper.

The counter itself held a number of items I might be able to use: a knife block, half-full; a toaster; a microwave. I opened the drawers and rooted through piles of mismatched silverware, old packs of batteries, and a random assortment of tools and wooden pencils. There were two screwdrivers; I might be able to take something apart . . .

There was blood on the screwdriver.

I looked closer; there was blood on all the tools. This wasn’t just a utility drawer, it was another torture station. I pulled a knife from the block and examined it carefully. It had been washed, but not well; the serrations on the blade held brown remnants of old blood.

Of course I knew that he would try to torture whomever he brought back, but I considered now the possibility that he would do it here, in the kitchen. His basement was full, and his torture room was occupied; if he did it here he could force me to watch or even to help without even having to unchain me. And he had a full suite of tools—knives and screwdrivers, icepicks and pliers, even a hammer. All I needed to do, then, was electrify a tool I knew he would reach for, and then sit as still and emotionless as possible until he touched it—I couldn’t let him know, through excitement or anxiety, that I was waiting for something. I had to be completely dead.

But what tool to electrify, and how?

I might be able to tie a wire to a tool in the drawer and run it out and back, into the oven outlet, but there was no way to guarantee which tool he’d reach for first. I looked around for a clock, but there wasn’t anything; I had no idea how long he’d been gone, or how long before he came back. I had to move quickly, and I couldn’t think of anything else, so the tool drawer it was.

I got the coffeemaker out of the cupboard and pulled a knife from the block. The coffeemaker cord was at least three feet long, maybe four; I hoped it was long enough to reach from the open drawer to the outlet behind the oven. I used the knife to cut the cord, right at the base of the coffeemaker, and started shaving away the plastic coating around the wires. While I was doing that, I noticed that the metal from the knife blade extended back into the handle—it was a long, single piece of metal, flanked on the end by pieces of wood riveted around it. A current at the tip of the knife would carry straight through to whomever touched the handle. I jumped up and looked at the wood block—there was a hole in the bottom where the tip of the biggest blade, a large butcher knife, peeked through. This could work so much better than the drawer—it was easier to rig, and easier to make sure he touched the right thing. I pulled out the huge knife, dumped the rest into the sink with the dirty dishes, and sat down to work.

First I needed a way to secure the wire to the knife. Bracing the butcher knife against the floor, back in the corner where any floor damage would be hidden by the coils of my chain, I lined up the icepick right at the tip and hit it with the hammer. Nothing. I hit it again, over and over, trading out the icepick for a Phillips screwdriver and still accomplishing nothing; the blade was too strong to puncture. I picked up the knife and chopped it against the heavy iron rim of a frying pan, again and again until it finally began to dent. When the dent looked deep enough to hold it, I looped the exposed wire around it and tied it off.

Using a smaller knife I cut the plug from the other end of the cord, and slipped the whole thing through the knife block. The cord came out the bottom just fine, and I shaved away about four inches of plastic coating from the end. I placed the block on the counter, passing the cord hanging off the side behind the oven, and looked out the window.

Nothing yet.

I pulled the oven away from the wall, unplugged the power cord, and wrapped my newly-exposed wire around one tine of the plug. Assuring myself that everything was ready, I plugged the oven into the wall, connecting a straight line of current from the wall outlet to the handle of the knife. I pushed the oven back against the wall and examined the scene. Everything looked normal—except for a few inches of cord running out from the bottom of the knife block to the gap by the stove.

I looked around for something to hide it with, and found a half-damp rag in the sink. I brought it up to the counter and set it on top of the cord; I just had to hope he wouldn’t notice it was out of place.

I glanced out the window again and saw the car on the road, just coming around the nearest bend. Don’t panic, I told myself. Stay calm, but not too calm. He’ll feel fear from the women, just like he always does when he gets here. Just blend in. I allowed myself a touch of fear, but no nervousness, no desperation; I forced myself to walk slowly around the room, gathering the tools I had used, putting them back into their drawers with calm, measured precision. Just enough fear to look normal, but not enough to stand out.

I closed the drawers and walked to the fridge, pulling out the grapefruit juice and taking it back to the table—if I tried to look too innocent he’d get suspicious. I opened the juice and took a drink straight from the bottle; it was acidic and strong, and I grimaced at the shock. I heard the car park outside, and the engine went off. I took another drink and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. The front door opened, though I couldn’t see it from my seat at the table.

“Thank you again for coming,” Forman said as he opened the door. “I’m sure you can appreciate the need for secrecy, and we normally wouldn’t do this at all, but he did request you specifically.”

“And you’re sure he’s okay?”

No. No! I knew that voice, and it wasn’t Kay or Mom.

Forman stepped into the kitchen, grinning like the devil. “Hello John,” he said. “I brought us a new toy.”

The woman came around the corner. It was Brooke.
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“John!” cried Brooke, half smiling and half staring in shock. I must have looked terrible. “You’re alive!”

“Brooke,” I said, standing up slowly, “you shouldn’t be here.”

“You should never trust a stranger,” said Forman, “but everyone trusts a policeman.”

Brooke frowned and wrinkled her brow. She was confused. “What?”

I can’t do this, I thought. I can’t go through with it—not with Brooke.

“Brooke,” I said, taking a step toward Forman, “turn around and go.” He’ll sense my emotions and attack me, but at least she can get out. The chain scraped across the floor as I moved, and she tilted her head to see it moving slowly behind the table.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Run!” I shouted, and lunged for Forman, but he was perfectly prepared for the attack and punched me straight in the face. I staggered back and Brooke shrieked. She turned to run, but Forman leapt and grabbed her by the hair, wrenching her to a stop with a violent yank that sent her sprawling to the ground. I ran toward him again but he had his gun out now, pointed straight at my stomach.

Back off, I told myself. The plan can still work, but only if I’m empty. I can’t feel anything. I’m completely empty.

Brooke was crying, fighting to get away, but she stopped abruptly when Forman swung his gun around and pressed it up under her chin.

“Betrayal,” he said. “It really is the sweetest, John, just like I told you.”

Brooke looked at me, her eyes going wider, and Forman took a deep, luxurious breath.

“There it is again.” He closed his eyes, gritting his teeth. Brooke and Forman began crying, almost perfectly in unison.

Brooke was mortified now, scared literally stiff, and Forman gripped her tighter, pulling harder on her hair. “No! No! No!” shouted Forman, then pulled his gun sharply to the side and swung it back powerfully, slamming it into the side of her head. He let go of her hair and she stumbled to the wall, grasping it desperately for balance.

Nothing, I thought, pushing down the anger. Attacking him now won’t do any good at all. Just wait, and feel nothing.

“Please,” said Forman, regaining his composure, “take a seat.” He was using my neutrality to recover from Brooke’s intense emotions of betrayal and fear. He waved his gun toward the table. Brooke clung to the wall with one hand, rubbing her face with the other. She didn’t move.

“You will learn quickly,” said Forman, “that I don’t like to ask for things twice.”

Brooke looked up at him, eyes wide with fear, then at me. After a moment she grabbed the back of a chair and pulled it out, sitting down warily.

“What are you doing with us?” she asked.

“Whatever I want,” said Forman, gesturing for me to sit as well. I sat in the chair opposite Brooke, facing the living room. The counter, and the electrified butcher knife, were just in the corner of my vision.

“That’s the short answer,” said Forman. “The long answer is that I am teaching John a very important lesson about deception. You see, he wanted me to go out and get Kay Crowley—so I could learn some kind of valuable tripe about love, I believe—and he thought he was being very sly about it. He was manipulating me, and I don’t like to be manipulated, so you, Miss Watson, are going to help demonstrate the consequences.”

“I’m not going to help you do anything,” said Brooke. I was a little surprised she had that much fight in her, and I shook my head, almost imperceptibly. The more she fought him, the more he’d enjoy it—just like with Radha.

“Actually you are,” said Forman, opening one of the drawers. “But the nice thing about this kind of help is that you don’t have to lift a finger.” He pulled out a pair of snub-nose pliers and snapped them open and shut. “I’m going to do all the work.”

Brooke’s face paled, and I knew that she finally understood the situation. She jumped to her feet, pushing back the chair, and looked at me desperately. I shook my head.

Don’t leave the room, I thought silently, you’ve got to stay in this room.

“Sit down,” Forman demanded. He still had his gun in his other hand, and he used it now to persuade her back into her seat. Brooke shook her head and backed against the wall.

Forman smiled, wolfish and evil. “Can you talk some sense into her, John?”

I didn’t want to have to do this to her. I could do it to Kay, to my mom, to anyone else in my life, but not to Brooke.

“Forman is a psychopath,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. If I gave her any kind of hope—even if all I did was tell her to trust me—Forman would realize I had a plan. “He killed a woman yesterday, and he has four more in the basement. I’ve been trapped here for two days, and I know enough to tell you that the more you fight, the worse it gets.”

“No,” said Brooke, shaking her head. She was crying. “No.”

“Please sit down,” I said. “Please.”

She sat down, and Forman threw me his keys.

“Unlock yourself, and put the chain on her.”

I opened the lock on the manacle and brought it over to Brooke. She looked at me with vacant eyes, as if she couldn’t understand what was happening.

“I’m so sorry,” I said.

“Not just her ankle,” said Forman, his breath speeding up. He was feeling the buzz of her emotions—the betrayal she felt with every command I followed, and every evil I went along with. “Wrap it around her,” said Forman, “and loop it through the back of the chair. As many times as it will go around.”

I wanted to say something—anything—but I didn’t dare. I forced myself to stay calm. Don’t give anything away, even to her.

“Why are you doing this?” asked Brooke. “Why are you helping him?”

“It’s easier this way,” I said. I didn’t want to drag this out any more than I had to, so I tightened the chains firmly to make sure Brooke couldn’t get away. Forman whimpered behind me, and I knew that Brooke felt even more betrayed. Even if we survived this, she’d probably hate me.

“Excellent,” said Forman, his eyes half closed. His smile was broad and lecherous, like he was drunk. He picked up the pliers again. “Now, let’s get this party started.” He holstered his pistol and stepped toward Brooke, working the pliers eagerly.

I couldn’t just let him hurt her. The idea was to shock him before the torture started, but how many tools would he go through before he got to the knife? I had to think of something.

“Wait,” I said. Forman stopped. But what could I say? I wanted him to touch the knife, but anything I said to trick him would be false, and he’d detect the lie immediately.

“You want to stop me?” said Forman. His voice was sharper now; I was feeling anxious and worried, and that meant he was too. I didn’t have much time.

There was only one thing I could say and mean it—only one thing that would lead him to the knife, and still be totally true. I looked at Brooke, pale and terrified and beautiful.

“I want to do it,” I said.

Her face wilted, fear and confusion twisting it into a devastating grimace. Just like Forman, I pushed her emotions away; I pushed mine away. I ignored everything about the present and drew on the past. I remembered my dreams of her, of cutting her, of hurting her, of making her wholly and completely my own. Everything I’d ever tried to ignore and avoid I embraced now, filling myself with thoughts of Brooke’s soft skin, of Brooke’s bright scream, of Brooke’s pale body lying still and motionless.

“Yes,” said Forman. He was feeling it too—the forbidden anticipation, the pounding need of my desire, the sweet agony of her terror. This was what he’d wanted for days—to feel the emotions of a torturer, not just the victim. “Yes,” said Forman, stepping back. “Do it. She’s yours.”

I stepped closer, watching her eyes as they watched me, feeling the electric buzz in the air as our minds connected—more closely and more purely than when we held hands, more completely than I’d ever connected with anyone. The thrill of fear was a like a tether between us, a conduit from one mind to another. No, it was deeper than the mind; there were no words, there were no thoughts, there was only us, Brooke and me, together at last.

I leaned in, smelling her—a hint of perfume, a touch of fruit from her shampoo, a clean, crisp scent of laundry soap. She was mine now. All mine.

“Hand me the knife.”

“Yes,” he hissed. He stepped behind me, once, twice, and then the lights dimmed and he screamed, a low-pitched grunt through gritted teeth. Brooke screamed with him in high counterpoint, and I savored the sound like a stream of crystal water.

There was a smell of burning meat, and Brooke shook her head.

“Help me, John, please help me.”

Why did she need help? What was . . . ? There was something I was supposed to do. It was Brooke. I was supposed to cut her; she wanted me to cut. . . . No, no that wasn’t it at all. I turned and saw Forman, his body rigid, his hand still on the butcher knife, and I remembered. It was my trap. I didn’t really want to hurt Brooke, right? It was only a trap for Forman.

I couldn’t touch him or I’d be shocked too. There was a pan in the lower cupboard with a plastic handle—I could use that. I skirted past him carefully, pulled the pan from the cupboard, and raised it up like a club.

Brooke spoke desperately. “John, what are you doing?”

“I’m making sure,” I said, and slammed the pan into his face. It knocked him backward, pulling his hand away from the knife and sending him tumbling to the floor. Brooke screamed, and I jumped to follow Forman’s body, standing over him with the pan raised. He looked up at me, his eyes barely open.

Slowly, painfully, he smiled.

“I beat you,” I said. “You’ve lost.”

“And for the . . .” he coughed, raspy and painful, his voice charred and black. “For the first time in . . . ten thousand years . . .” he coughed again. “I feel like I’ve won.”

I hit him with the pan and knocked him unconscious.

“What’s going on!” cried Brooke, hysterical. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know how long he’ll stay down,” I said, dropping the pan. “We have to work fast.”

“What?”

The keys were still on the table, and I ran to unlock her manacle and unwrap the chains. She struggled out of them like they were living things, tentacles trying to eat her alive.

“I know you’re freaked out but you’ve got to trust me,” I said. “Do you trust me?”

“You were going to . . .”

“No,” I said, “it was just a trap for Forman. Now listen.” I dragged the chains over to Forman and started wrapping him up, looping it through itself and under his arms and around his legs, doing my best to make sure that even if he woke up he’d stay completely immobilized. His hand was a blackened lump of cooked meat. “Everything I said about this house was true,” I said to Brooke. “There’s four women downstairs, and Lauren’s boyfriend is tied up in the back. We need a knife.”

I locked the manacle around Forman’s leg and stood up, walking to the counter. Brooke was staring at the butcher knife in wonder, her hand half extended. I knocked the block over carefully and pointed at the cord in the bottom.

“Don’t touch.”

I pulled a steak knife from the sink and led Brooke into the back room where Curt hung from the ceiling. He was awake, but only barely; whatever Forman had drugged him with was powerful. I handed Brooke the keys and pointed at the handcuffs on Curt’s feet; she dropped to her knees and fumbled with the key ring, still terrified, while I started sawing on the ropes.

“Wake up, Curt,” I said, shaking his shoulder as I worked on the ropes. “We’re cutting you loose, and we need you to stand up. Can you stand up?”

He didn’t nod, but he pulled his feet closer and raised up, bracing himself against the sudden loss of support when the ropes gave way. I cut through the first rope and he dropped his arm like it weighed a ton, but he didn’t fall. I cut through the other just as Brooke finished unlocking the handcuffs, Curt reached for the duct tape around his mouth. He was waking up.

“Let’s get outside first,” I said, pulling his arm over my shoulder. He was a huge man, and he leaned on me heavily, but I staggered with him through the door and down the hall. He stumbled in the kitchen, tripping over Forman’s chained up body, and a few steps later doubled back to kick him solidly in the gut. I pulled him back.

“Let’s get outside,” I said, “I don’t know how much time we have.” There was more room here, and Brooke grabbed Curt’s other arm to help guide him to the front door. I let her take him and stepped away. “Take him outside,” I said, “I’m going for the women.”

Brooke nodded, and I took the keys from her hand and went to the basement door. Forman was still unconscious. I opened the lock and started to throw it away, then thought better of it and locked it through two links of Forman’s chain, keeping him that much tighter.

“Get up!” I shouted, throwing open the basement door and flipping on the lights. “We’re leaving, and we’re leaving right now. Can everybody walk?”

The four women looked at me in shock, climbing painfully to their feet. None of them had shoes, and their clothes hung thin and ragged on their emaciated bodies. Stephanie was healthier, but her wounds were more recent and she took the longest to stand.

“What’s going on?” asked Carly. I unlocked her first.

“Forman’s unconscious,” I said, moving on to Jess, “and he’s tied up. He might be down for good, or he might be back up any second; I don’t know how he works.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nevermind,” I said, unlocking Melinda. “Just get upstairs and get out. We can take his car to town, and get you to the police and to the hospital. Go!” I unlocked Stephanie’s chain and helped her to the stairs.

“Do you know why he did this?” she whispered.

I shook my head. “I don’t.”

I followed the women upstairs and met Brooke in the kitchen.

“Take them outside,” I said, “I need to rescue one more.”

“We need a phone for the police,” said Brooke. “I don’t have mine, and I can’t find one here.”

“Forman has a cell,” I said, and dropped to the floor by his body. I reached in past the chains, struggling to reach his jacket pocket, and finally managed to fish out his phone. I handed it to Brooke along with the keys. “Start the car,” I said. “Even after we call the police, we need to get out of here as fast as we can.”

I started to head back to the torture room, but a distinct scent caught my attention. I’d smelled it before, several times, and I’d never forget it—acrid and thick, like an invisible caustic cloud. I turned around.

Forman was melting.

His body seemed to collapse inside the chains, hissing and sinking and curling in on itself like paper in a fire. In seconds the flesh was gone, leaving a blackened suit wrapped in chains and stained by greasy ash.

“Exactly like Crowley.”

I hesitated, half-reaching out to touch it, then stepped back and turned again to the hall. I needed to rescue the woman in the wall. I started toward the back room again when another scent stopped me—woodsmoke and gasoline. Something was burning. I heard muffled shouts from outside, and suddenly the kitchen window shattered in a hail of splintered glass. The smell of gas was overwhelming, and I heard Brooke scream.

“John’s still in there! You’ll kill him!”

I raced to the front door and stumbled down the steps. The women were huddled together, crying and wailing as if they were more scared now than they’d ever been in the dungeon. I ran toward them but something hit me from behind, knocking me down.

“John!” cried Brooke.

“He’s part of this!” shouted a deep voice. Curt. “He’s working with him—they’re partners!”

I tried to stand up but Curt hit me again, with something hard and metal. A gas can.

“He’s trying to help!” shouted Brooke. “He’s the one who got us all out of there!”

There were flames behind Curt—the house was on fire. He stepped toward me and raised the gas can over his head.

“He was going to cut me,” said Curt. “He was going to torture me, both of them together. It was the same for you, too—I heard everything.”

Brooke opened her mouth, but paused. I had been about to attack her, and she knew it. Her eyes were dark, and I knew that she was remembering: even if she knew it had been a trick she also knew, in that moment, that she wasn’t sure if I was good or evil. Curt took advantage of her hesitation and slammed the gas can down on my head, making it ring with pain. My vision went black and I fell to the ground.

“You want to make sure that bastard’s dead?” he said, his voice a thousand miles away. “Burn the damn place down.” There was a crash and a new roar of flame.

“Not yet,” I said, too weak to move. “There’s a woman in the wall . . .”

And then the sound went dead, and the world spun around, and everything was gone.
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This time, I dreamed of nothing. It was just me, floating, surrounded by endless stretches of . . . well, nothing. I guess it was black, if that counts as something, but in the dream that didn’t occur to me—I knew it was nothing, and the strange thing was, I was fine with that. I wasn’t scared or nervous or sad, I was content. And something else. I was excited.

I think I knew, somewhere in the back of my mind, that just because there was nothing at the moment, that didn’t mean there would never be anything at all. It just meant that I got to choose.

I woke up in a hospital room, sometime in the middle of the night. It was dark and quiet. Lights were blinking behind me, reflected in the blank TV screen on the opposite wall. Soft voices drifted in from the hallway, hushed and distant. The curtains were open, and the moon shone faintly in the sky. Everything was still.

My mom was asleep on the chair next to me, curled up under a light hospital blanket that rose and fell softly as she breathed. Her hand was stretched out, bridging the gap between the chair and the bed, holding the side rail protectively. Her hair was pulled back, with a few loose strands that hung over her face like wisps of dark cloud. Her hair seemed grayer in the moonlight, and her face more lined and sad; her body small and fragile.

I wished, just for a moment, that I was like Forman—that I could reach out and feel what she was feeling. Was she sad? Happy? Did it matter? She was here. No matter what I did, no matter what anyone did, she would love me. She would never leave me.

I drifted back to sleep.

When I woke again the next morning Mom was still there, picking at a plate of hospital breakfast. There were other people in the room as well: a doctor and a policeman, conferring quietly in the corner.

“He’s awake!”

I turned my head and saw Lauren, standing up from another chair and walking to the bed. Mom practically leapt out of her chair and grabbed my hand.

“John,” she said, “can you hear me?”

“Yeah,” I croaked. My throat was dry and raw, and it hurt to speak.

“Look who’s up,” said the doctor, coming over quickly. He shone a penlight into each of my eyes, holding each one open with his thumb. I blinked when he let go, and he nodded. “Good. Now I want you to say your name.”

“John—” I swallowed and coughed. “John Wayne Cleaver.”

“Excellent,” said the doctor, and pointed at my mom. “Do you recognize this woman?”

“That’s my mom.”

“You’re checking his memory?” asked Mom.

“His speech, mostly,” said the doctor. “His memory seems to be good, though.”

“What happened?” I rasped.

The policeman—it was Officer Jensen, Marci’s father—glanced at my mother, then at Lauren, then back at me.

“Curt Halsey is in custody,” he said, “for assaulting you, among other things. Clark Forman is, as near as we can tell, deceased.”

“Not them,” I said, “what happened to the girl?”

“Brooke’s fine,” said Mom, putting her hand on mine.

“No,” I said, closing my eyes. I was getting too anxious, and I was starting to feel weak again. “There was another woman, trapped in the wall. What happened to her?”

“Remains were recovered from the ashes of the house,” Officer Jensen said, “but we haven’t identified them yet. One of them did appear to be imprisoned in a wall; she was surrounded by medical equipment, IVs and things. That’s probably how he kept her alive.” He paused. “I’m sorry.”

I hadn’t saved her. I opened my eyes again. “Is everyone else okay?”

“The women you rescued are here in the hospital,” said the doctor, “though most of them will be transferred today. We’re not a very big facility, unfortunately, and they can be cared for much better in the city.”

“We’re keeping you here,” said Mom, patting my hand. “Don’t worry.”

“Technically,” said Officer Jensen, “we’re keeping you here in protective custody. We haven’t confirmed that your kidnapper is dead, so it’s partly for your own safety, but . . .” he glanced at my mom again. She frowned at him. “I’m afraid that you have been accused of a number of crimes yourself, including . . .” he paused, “the murder of Radha Behar.”

“You can’t possibly—” Mom said, but Officer Jensen cut her off.

“I’ve told your mother several times,” he said, “and I’m telling you now, not to worry about this. The women you rescued have provided overwhelming testimony in your favor. We have a couple of things we’re still looking at, but it’s mostly just paperwork at this point. You’re a hero, John. You should be proud.” He smiled. “Now get some rest.” He pulled the doctor aside again and they stepped into the hall, speaking in low voices.

“You’re a hero,” Mom repeated, squeezing my hand and kissing my forehead. “You saved six lives in that house! Six! Sure, one of them was a creep,” she looked at Lauren, “but that’s what makes it so good. ‘Love thine enemies.’ ”

Lauren shook her head and smiled at me. “And don’t worry about Curt,” she said. “We are so broken up.”

“Six lives,” Mom repeated.

But I was trying to save seven.

I gave my statement several times, leaving out the part about Forman being a demon. Instead I told them everything I knew about Forman’s history of torture, focusing specifically on the house—the chains in the basement, the pit in the floor, the torture room upstairs, and even the reinforced walls in the closet. The other prisoners gave corroborating statements, and as the police cross-referenced our testimonies—and as they discovered the identities of the other women Forman had killed—they began to piece together a strong sense of where and how he worked. They ended up linking him, in the end, to several dozen missing persons cases, all women, and postulated that he had kept it all hidden thanks to his position in the FBI. If they knew what I knew—that Forman was thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of years old—they would have known that the few dozen crimes they’d linked him to were only a fraction of his life’s work. He’d been torturing and killing for ages.

But now he was gone.

I was released the next day, from both the hospital and from police custody. Curt’s accusations that I was Forman’s accomplice were thrown out almost immediately, based on a lack of proof. Even more redeeming were the eyewitness accounts from the women in the basement, who explained very convincingly that not only did Forman kill Radha, but that I had nearly been killed as well trying to stop him. It all added up to a very heroic depiction of John the Brave, the demon slayer, who ventured into the foul beast’s darkest dungeon and rescued not one but five princesses. A story like that would normally make the news—it would probably make national news—but I was lucky. Jess and Carly’s story about being held in another house, where a different person had come to feed them, made the police concerned that Forman’s true accomplice, whoever he was, would come looking for revenge. They kept my name out of the story almost completely, and since I’d only been gone for forty-eight hours, very few people knew I’d been missing at all.

I was a hero, but nobody knew about it.

“Why can’t normal things ever happen here?” asked Max, gazing out over the freeway. We were on the Route 12 bridge, leaning on the railing while cars sped past beneath us on the highway. He was tossing bits of gravel onto the tops of the semis.

“Plenty of normal things happen here,” I said. “We get up, we eat breakfast, we have school, we have jobs. We watch TV.”

“No, I don’t mean normal boring things, I mean normal cool things.”

“How can they be normal and cool at the same time?” I asked.

“Because cool things happen all the time,” he said. “Cool is normal everywhere but here. Maybe someone could film a movie here, or open up a new comic shop, or we could finally get a good restaurant in town. I don’t know, maybe a movie star could visit or something.”

“They’re probably at the shoe museum all the time,” I said. “You just never hang out in the kinds of places movie stars visit, unless you’re expecting Bruce Willis to come throw rocks off the bridge with us.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” said Max, “you’re missing the point. All I’m saying is that everything here is either boring or somebody dies. There’s either nothing going on, or there’s a dead body in the lake. Neither one is cool. I just want something to be excited about for once.”

There was a gap in the traffic below us, and I tossed a rock onto the road. A moment later a truck zoomed by and clipped it with a tire, shooting the rock into the dead grass off the side of the highway. The truck, never even noticing, continued down the road.

“I held Brooke’s hand,” I said.

“Shut up.”

“No, really.”

Max looked at me, his face unreadable.

“Dude,” he said. “You kissed her yet?”

“I think I would have led with that if I had.”

“So kiss her already,” said Max. “Are you an idiot? And then cop a feel while you’re at it, because wow. She has got a butt I would love to get my hands on.”

I shook my head. “How is it possible that an upstanding guy like you doesn’t have a girlfriend?”

“The ladies love Max,” said Max, turning back to the railing. “They just . . . you know.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I know.”

Two days after I left the hospital, Brooke met me outside when I was walking to my car. It was nearly nine o’clock at night, and dark. It was the first time I’d seen her since Forman’s house.

“Hey,” she said. She was holding something in her hands.

“Hey.”

And then she said nothing, for a long time, and I wasn’t sure what to do. She was watching me, her mouth crooked, her eyes narrow and set. Her jaw kept moving, like she was about to talk, and after nearly a minute she did.

“I don’t know what happened in that house,” she said. “I don’t know why he took me, or why he took you, or why that guy burned it down, or anything. I know there’s reasons, because there’s got to be reasons, but I just don’t think I want to know what they are. I think that maybe you . . .” She stopped again. She looked away.

There were a lot of things I couldn’t read from people, emotionally speaking, but “I’m leaving you” was one I knew pretty well.

“You’re a really brave guy,” she said. “And you’re really nice.” She paused. “I just don’t want to remember what happened in there. I don’t want it to be a part of my life.”

It was just like my mom and the demon—she knew it had happened, but she didn’t want to confront it. She was the one person in the world I could share this with, and she was walking away from it. And from me.

I wanted to speak, but . . . I couldn’t. Sometimes you can’t talk because there’s nothing to say, and sometimes there’s just too much.

“Here,” she said, holding out something small and black. I took it, being careful our fingers didn’t touch. It was a cell phone. “It’s Agent Forman’s,” she said. “I forgot I even had it until I found it in my jacket pocket this afternoon. The police are going to want it, I guess, but I don’t want to deal with it anymore. Can you give it to them?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Thanks. And thanks again for getting me out of there alive. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t . . .” Pause. “Well, I’ll see you around.”

“Yeah.”

And then she walked away.

I was John the Brave, the demon slayer, who saved the kingdom and didn’t get any glory; who braved the dungeon and didn’t get any treasure; who rescued five princesses and ended up alone. I was John the Brave.

I knew who I was.

The phone in my hands was better than treasure—it was a map of the underworld. I flipped it open and scanned through the contact list, seeing name after name—people from the FBI, and from Forman’s research network: doctors, psychologists, criminologists, and more. And interspersed throughout, buried in the middle under fake names I could only guess at, were the others. Demons. Crowley had been cut off, but Forman knew them all. If I could find the right numbers, then I could find them, too.

I stopped suddenly, scrolling through the list, my eyes catching on a name. There in the Ns between “NMHA” and “Norfolk office” was a single word: “Nobody.” In one of the phone calls I’d overheard, Forman had called one of the demons “nobody,” but I hadn’t understood why. Apparently it was an actual name.

I dialed it.

A woman’s voice answered, small and weak. “Hello, Kanta.” Kanta must have been Forman’s other name, just like Crowley was Mkhai. “They’re saying interesting things about you on the news,” she said. “I wondered if you’d survived.”

“He didn’t,” I said. “I killed him.”

Silence.

“I killed Mkhai, too,” I said. “Tens of thousands of years, gone in the blink of an eye.”

“Why are you telling me this?” asked the voice.

“Because you’re next,” I said. “I’m the demon slayer. Come and get me.”
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PROLOGUE

I didn’t know Jenny Zeller very well. Nobody did, really. I guess that’s why she killed herself.

I know she had friends, and I know she did a lot of stuff at school. When we were kids she used to play unicorns with her friend on the playground at recess, which I remember only because I used to think her friend was cute. By middle school her friend had moved away, and Jenny ran for student government—not president, just one of the weird little ones like secretary or treasurer. Her campaign posters had cats on them, so I guess she liked cats. She didn’t win. By high school she’d gone off my radar completely. According to her obituary, she was fluent in American Sign Language, but that’s not the kind of thing that makes people remember who you are. That’s the kind of thing you read in an obituary and say “Oh. Huh.”

Her suicide, in early July, came as a shock to everyone. She didn’t leave a note—she just went to bed one night, apparently a little more melancholy than usual, and the next morning her mom found her on the floor of her bathroom with her wrists slit wide open. And the thing is, I’ve seen a lot of death. Over the past year I’ve watched my next door neighbor sprout claws and gut three people; I dragged my nearly headless therapist from a car (oh, the irony); and I spent three days chained in a psycho’s basement while he tortured and killed a parade of helpless women. I’ve seen a lot of sick, gory stuff, and I’ve even done some of it myself. I’ve been through a lot, to put it simply, but Jenny Zeller’s death was different. I’ve witnessed half a dozen brutal killings, but somehow this one simple suicide—that I didn’t even witness—was the hardest to deal with.

You see, I didn’t want to kill those people. I did it to save my town from a pair of vicious killers, but in doing so I had to break every rule I’d ever set for myself. In some ways I risked my life for Jenny Zeller, though I didn’t know her personally.

But what’s the point of saving someone’s life if she’s just going to kill herself anyway?
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The phone rang four times before someone picked up. “Hello?” A woman. Perfect.

“Hello,” I said, speaking clearly. I’d muffled the receiver with a sweater to mask my voice, and I wanted to make sure she could understand me. “Is this Mrs. Julie Andelin?”

“I’m sorry, who is this?”

I smiled. Right to the point. Some of them babbled on forever, and I could barely get a word in edgewise. So many mothers were like that, I’d learned: home alone all day, eager to talk, desperate for a conversation with anyone over the age of three. The last one I’d called had thought I was from the PTA and talked to me for nearly a minute until I had to shout something shocking just to get her attention. This one was playing along.

Of course, what I had to say was pretty shocking regardless.

“I saw your son today.” I paused. “He’s always such a happy kid.”

Silence.

How will she react?

“What do you want?”

Once again, right to the point. Almost too practical, perhaps. Is she scared? Is she taking this too calmly? I need to say more.

“You’ll be pleased to know little Jordan walked straight home from day care—past the drugstore, down the street to the old red house, then around the corner and past the apartments and straight home to you. He looked both ways at every street, and he never talked to strangers.”

“Who are you?” Her breathing was heavier now; more scared, more angry. I couldn’t read people very well over the phone, but Mrs. Andelin had been kind enough to answer the phone in the living room, and I could see her through the window. She looked out now, wide eyes peering into the darkness, then quickly wrenched the curtains closed. I smiled. I listened to the air go in and out of her nose, in and out, in and out. “Who are you?” she demanded.

Her fear was real. She wasn’t faking—she was legitimately terrified for her son. Does that mean she’s innocent? Or just a really good liar?

Julie Andelin had worked in the bank for nearly fifteen years, her entire adult life, and last week she had quit. That wasn’t suspicious in itself—people quit jobs all the time, and it didn’t mean anything except that they wanted a new job—but I couldn’t afford to ignore even the smallest lead. I didn’t know what the demons could do, but I’d seen at least one who could kill a person and take its place. Who was to say that this one couldn’t do the same? Maybe Julie Andelin was bored with the bank, but maybe—maybe—she was dead and gone and replaced by something that couldn’t keep up the same routines. A sudden change of lifestyle might be, from a certain point of view, the most suspicious thing in the world.

“What do you want with my son?”

She seemed genuine, just like every other mother I’d talked to over the last two months. Sixty-three days, and nothing. I knew a demon was coming because I’d called her myself—I’d literally called her, on a cell phone. Her name was Nobody. I’d told her I’d killed her friends, that they’d terrorized my town long enough, and now I was taking the fight to the rest of them. My plan was to take all the demons like that, one by one, until finally we would all be safe. No one would have to live in fear.

“Leave us alone!” Julie screamed.

I lowered my voice a bit. “I have a key to your house.” It wasn’t true, but it sounded great on the phone. “I love what you’ve done with Jordan’s room.”

She hung up, and I clicked off the phone. I wasn’t sure whose it was; it’s amazing the kind of stuff people drop in a movie theater. I’d used this one for five calls now, so it was probably time to get rid of it. I walked away, cutting through an apartment parking lot, popping open the phone and taking out the batteries and the SIM card. I dropped each piece into a separate metal garbage can, wiped my gloves clean, and slipped through a gap in the back fence. My bike was half a block away, stashed behind a Dumpster. I scrolled though my mental list while I walked, checking off Julie Andelin’s name. She was definitely the real mother, and not a demonic impostor; it had been a long shot anyway. At least I hadn’t spent much time on this one; I’d “stalked” her son for barely five minutes, but that’s all it took if you knew the right things to say. Tell a mother something creepy like “your daughter looks good in blue” and the maternal instinct will kick in instantly—she’ll believe the worst without any extra work on your part. It doesn’t matter if her daughter has ever worn blue in her life. As soon as you get that intense, honest, fear reaction, you’ve got your answer and you move on to the next woman with a secret.

I was starting to realize that everyone had a secret. But in sixty-three days I still hadn’t found the secret I was looking for.

I pulled out my bike, shoved my gloves into my pocket, and pushed off into the street. It was late, but it was August and the night air was warm. School would start again soon, and I was starting to get almost unbearably nervous. Where was Nobody? Why hadn’t she done anything yet? Finding a killer is easy—aside from all the physical evidence you leave behind, like fingerprints and footprints and DNA, there’s a mountain of psychological evidence as well. Why did you kill this person instead of that one? Why did you do it here instead of there, and why now instead of earlier or later? What weapon did you use, if any, and how did you use it? Piece it all together and you have a psychological profile, like an impressionist portrait, that can lead you straight to the killer. If Nobody would just kill someone, I’d finally be able to track her down.

Yes, finding a killer is easy. Finding someone before they kill is almost impossible. And the worst part about that was the way it made me so much easier to find than the demon. I’d already killed two people—Bill Crowley and Clark Forman, both demons in human form—so if she knew where to look and took her time, she could find me so much more easily than I could find her. Every day I grew more tense, more desperate. She could be around any corner.

I had to find her first.

I pedaled toward home, silently noting the houses I had already “cleared.” That one’s having an affair. That one’s an alcoholic. That one turned out to have a massive gambling debt—Internet poker. As far as I know she still hasn’t told her family their savings are gone. I’d starting watching people, going through their trash, seeing who was out late and who was meeting who and who had something to hide. I was shocked to find that it was almost everybody. It was like the whole town was festering in corruption, tearing itself apart before the demons had a chance to do it for them. Do people like that deserve to be saved? Do they even want to be saved? If they were really that self-destructive, then the demon was helping them more than I was, speeding them along in their goal of complete annihilation. An entire town, an entire world, slitting its vast communal wrist and bleeding out while the universe ignored us.

No. I shook my head. I can’t think like that. I have to keep going.

I have to find the demon, and I have to stop it.

The trouble is, that’s a lot harder than it sounds. Sherlock Holmes summed up the essence of investigation in a simple sound bite: when you remove the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. Great advice, Sherlock, but you never had to track down a demon. I’ve seen two and talked to a third, and everything they did was impossible. I’ve watched them rip out their own organs, jump up after a dozen gunshot wounds, assimilate other people’s limbs, and even feel other people’s emotions. I’ve watched them steal identities and faces and entire lives. For all I knew they could do literally anything; how was I supposed to figure them out? If Nobody would just freaking kill someone already, then I’d have something to go on.

I was almost home, but I stopped halfway down my block to stare up at a tall beige house. Brooke’s house. We’d gone on two dates, both cut short by a dead body, and I’d really started to … like her? I didn’t know if that was even possible. I’d been diagnosed with sociopathy, a psychological disorder that meant, among other things, that I couldn’t feel empathy. I couldn’t connect to Brooke, not really. Did I enjoy her company? Yes. Did I dream about her at night? Yes again. But the dreams were not good, and my company was worse. All the better, then, that she’d started to avoid me. It wasn’t a breakup, because we’d never been “together,” but it was the platonic analogue of a breakup, whatever that’s called. There’s really no way to misinterpret “you scare me and I don’t want to see you anymore.”

I suppose I could see her side of it. I came at her with a knife, after all—that’s a hard thing to get over, even if I did have a good reason. Save a girl’s life by threatening it and she’ll have just enough time to say thank you before she says good-bye.

Still, that didn’t stop me from slowing down when I passed her house, or from stopping—like tonight—and wondering what she was doing. So she’d left me; big deal. Everyone else had. The only person I really cared about, really, was Nobody, and I was going to kill her.

Yay me.

I pushed off the curb and rode two doors down, to the mortuary at the end of the street. It was a biggish building, with a chapel and some offices and an embalming room in the back. I lived upstairs with my mom in a little apartment; the mortuary was our family business, though we kept the part about me embalming people a secret. Bad for business. Would you let a sixteen-year-old embalm your grandmother? Neither would anyone else.

I tossed my bike against the wall in the parking lot and opened the side door. Inside was a little stairwell with two exits: a door at the bottom that led to the mortuary, and a door at the top that led into our apartment. The light was burned out, and I trudged upstairs in the dark. The TV was on; that meant Mom was still up. I closed my eyes and rubbed them tiredly. I really didn’t want to talk to her. I stood in silence a moment, bracing myself, and then a phrase from the TV caught my ear:

“… found dead…”

I smiled and threw open the door. There’d been another death—Nobody had finally killed someone. After sixty-three days, it was finally starting.

Day one.
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The demon killed a priest.

It was right there on the news—a pastor found dead on the lawn of the Throne of God Presbyterian church. I closed the door and walked to the couch, sitting down next to Mom as we watched in silence. It was too good to be true. A reporter was interviewing Sheriff Meier as he described the scene: The pastor was sprawled flat on his face with two long poles sticking out of his back—a mop with the head broken off, and a flagpole stripped of its flag. They had been stabbed between his ribs just inside his shoulder blades, one on each side. I leaned forward to get a better look at the TV, too surprised to hide my eagerness.

“Can you believe this?” asked Mom. “I thought we were through with all this!”

“I know this killer,” I said softly. Recognition was dawning slowly, but it was definitely there.

“What?”

“This is a real killer.”

“Of course it’s a real killer, John, the pastor is really dead.”

“No, I mean, this isn’t just a local guy—I read about this exact crime scene a few years ago. Did he take the hands too?”

The news anchor looked grim. “In addition to the poles in the back,” he said, “the killer also cut off the pastor’s hands, and removed his tongue.”

“Ha!” I said, half laughing.

“John!” said my mom sternly, “what kind of reaction is that?”

“It’s the Handyman!” I said. “He always does this to his victims. He cuts off their hands and tongue, and leaves them outside with sticks in their backs.” I stared at the blurred crime-scene photo, shaking my head in wonder. “I had no idea he was a demon.”

“He might not be,” said Mom, standing up and carrying her dinner plate into the kitchen. She’d seen the first demon, and she knew about the second, but she was still very uncomfortable discussing them.

“Of course he’s a demon,” I said. “Crowley was a demon, Forman was another demon who came looking for him, and now another demon has come looking for him.”

Mom was silent for a moment.

“You have no way of knowing that,” she said at last. I still hadn’t told her about my phone call to Nobody; she’d only get in the way by trying to protect me.

“Do you have any idea of the odds against three unrelated serial killers in a town this size?” I asked, following her into the living room. “And why on earth would the Handyman, whose attacks have all been in Georgia, show up in Clayton County, North Dakota, for no reason at all just two months after the last demon disappeared?”

“Because this town is cursed,” she said adamantly, moving back into the living room.

“I thought you didn’t believe in supernatural stuff?” I asked.

“I don’t mean literally cursed,” she said, turning back to me, “I mean … I don’t know what I mean. They’re demons, John! Or something just as bad! I don’t … I don’t know how much longer we can stay.”

“We can’t leave,” I said quickly. Too quickly. Mom stared at me a second, then pointed at me angrily.

“Oh no,” she said. “No no no no no. You are not going to chase after this one like you did with Bill Crowley. You are not going to play superhero and risk your life like an idiot.”

“I’m not an idiot, Mom.”

“Well you do some awfully stupid stuff for a genius,” she said. “Crowley tried to kill you. Forman almost succeeded, and he almost got Brooke too. And Curt. This is not a game.”

“I didn’t realize you were so worried about Curt’s life.”

“I don’t want him dead,” she shouted, “I just want him out of our lives. He’s an arrogant jerk, yes, but you can’t just kill him.”

“Then it’s a good thing I didn’t,” I said, growing angry.

“No, but because of your obsession with these … whatever they are … somebody else almost did. How many people have to die before you back down?”

“How many more people will die if I do back down?” I asked.

“That’s what police are for.”

“The Handyman’s been killing for five years at least—probably centuries more, now that we know he’s a demon. If the police are so awesome, why haven’t they stopped him yet?”

“You are not going after him,” Mom said firmly.

“The police have no idea how to fight a demon,” I said, struggling to keep my voice calm. “They have no idea what they’re up against. I do. I’ve already stopped two of them, and if I can stop this one I can save … I don’t know, maybe hundreds of lives. Maybe thousands. Do you think it’s just going to kill a couple of people and then go away forever? This is how these things live, Mom—it’s going to kill and kill and kill until it doesn’t have any victims left.”

“He,” said Mom firmly, locking my eyes with her gaze.

“What?”

“You called him ‘it,’” she said, exerting all her authority. “You know that you are not allowed to say ‘it.’ Say ‘he.’”

I closed my eyes and took a breath. One of the hallmarks of a sociopath, particularly a serial killer, was that they stopped thinking about people as people, and saw them only as objects. When I wasn’t thinking, or when I got excited, I started calling people “it.” This was against my rules.

But the rules were designed for humans.

“It’s a demon,” I said. “It’s not a person, it’s not human—I can’t dehumanize it if it’s not human.”

“He is a living, thinking creature,” said Mom, “human or demon or whatever. You don’t know what he is, but you know who you are, and you will follow your rules.”

My rules. She was right. “I’m sorry,” I said, calmer now. “He. Or she,” I added quickly. “This might turn out to be a woman.”

“What makes you say that?”

Because the voice on the phone was female. “Nothing,” I said, “I’m just saying that we don’t know.” I put on a face of mock indignation. “Are you implying that all psychopaths are men? Or that all men are psychopaths?”

“I’m not in the mood for jokes,” she said, turning off the TV. “I’m going to bed. No more news, no more killers; we’ll talk about this in the morning.”

I walked sullenly back to the kitchen and poured a bowl of cereal while Mom got ready for bed; I rarely went to sleep before 2:00 A.M., so there was still plenty of time to study the situation.

I’d read about the Handyman before. He was an unorthodox killer from Macon, Georgia—or at least that’s where his first and third known victims were found. He traveled all over Georgia, killing every nine months or so, and every crime scene matched our new situation: the victims were killed inside, usually in their place of business or at home alone, and there the body’s hands and tongue were removed. Then the body was carried outside, the poles were stuck into its back, and the killer disappeared. They had yet to find any real evidence of who the killer might be, though they could guess some things just by analyzing the crimes themselves. First of all, everyone assumed it was a man, based on two things: the sheer physical strength involved in hacking off the hands, carrying the bodies outside, and driving the wooden poles into their backs, and the simple fact that almost all serial killers are men anyway. Neither of these were especially strong evidence, but psychological profiling is more of an art than a science. They took the information they had and went with the answers that made the most sense.

The other thing they knew about him was that he was very clean: the sites where the actual deaths took place were always full of plastic, including sheets and garbage bags, and even disposable rain ponchos. This was not a person who wanted to get any blood on himself, and the lack of usable exterior blood evidence showed that he was very good at keeping himself clean. That penchant for neatness, plus the use of mops and brooms as poles in his victims’ backs, had earned him the media nickname Handyman. Well, that and the fact that he cut his victims’ hands off.

I took a bite of cereal. The police and the FBI had been hunting the Handyman for years, and they’d been doing a pretty good job, I suppose, but I knew they’d never catch him because they were working from flawed assumptions: namely, that he was human. No matter what Mom said, he was most definitely a demon, and almost certainly female—I’d talked to her on the phone, for crying out loud, I think I could tell the difference. And that helped explain everything in vastly different ways.

To begin with, the strength: the demons had all demonstrated an array of bizarre supernatural powers, and it made perfect sense that the Handyman had above average strength, regardless of gender. Female serial killers were remarkably rare, but they did exist; it made sense that there could be female demons as well. Why not? Assuming they had gender at all, they probably had representatives from both.

As for the cleanliness, a strong attention to detail suggested … what? The demon was neurotic? The demon was cautious? The demon was scared of blood? If I could get on the computer, I could look up some of the criminal profiling websites I liked to read, but Mom kept the computer in her room and I didn’t dare do this kind of research with her looking over my shoulder. There was so much else this demon was telling us, if only I knew what it meant: things like why she displayed her victims outside, and why she shoved poles into their backs. These were messages directly from her to us—in fact, they might be messages directly to me, since I was the one she was here to find. But what did they say? I’d studied serial killers for years, as a hobby bordering on obsession, but most of my knowledge was trivia about who a killer was, how they did it, and so on. I knew why a killer did what he did, but only after the fact; I didn’t know the steps the police had taken to decipher all of that information in the first place. I needed to do more study, which meant I needed the Internet or the library. I couldn’t get either one until morning.

I finished my cereal and glanced at the clock: ten thirty. Morning was still hours away.

There was one other area where I had a definite leg up on the police, and I didn’t need their studies to help me: the missing body parts. Most serial killers saved souvenirs from their kills because they liked to relive them, or in some cases because they simply wanted to eat them, but demons were different. Mr. Crowley, the Clayton Killer, had stolen his victims’ body parts because he used them to regenerate his own failing limbs and organs. The Handyman—Handywoman?—might be doing the same thing, or something similarly supernatural. What could you do with hands? What about tongues? What did they represent? I stared at my own hands, looking for clues. Maybe she could absorb their fingerprints, or their identity, or something like that. It was hard enough to profile a regular killer that followed human rules—for a demon that broke those rules at will, I needed more information before I could say anything solid. I needed to see the demon in action.

Both the demons I had met so far were completely different—they did different things, in different ways, for different reasons—but they had one similarity. Forman had said that the demons, or whatever they were, were defined by what they lacked: a face, a life, an emotion, an identity. Just like serial killers, the way they acted and reacted could be traced back to the holes in their lives that made them who they were. So, what did Nobody lack?

The phone rang, loud and strident in the silence. I grabbed it off the counter and glanced at the caller ID: Jensen. I carried it down the hall and handed it to Mom, who was washing off her makeup in the bathroom. It rang again.

“Officer Jensen,” I said, setting it on the sink. “Probably something about the case.” I walked back to the living room while Mom answered.

“Hello? Oh!” She sounded surprised. “Why, hello Marci, I thought it was your father.”

Marci Jensen was calling? Marci was one of the hottest girls in school. Even my friend Max, who’d go out with a chair leg if it asked him, harbored an impossible love for her. I’d probably talked to her three times in my entire life. Why was she calling my house at 10:30 at night?

“Don’t worry,” said Mom, “we’re both still awake. He’s right here, I’ll get him.” She came out of the bathroom with one of those infuriating motherly smiles and handed me the phone. “It’s for you.”

I held it to my ear. “Hello?”

“Hey John, it’s Marci Jensen.” She sounded … argh, I had no idea how she sounded. I could read a face like an expert, but voices always threw me off.

“Yeah, I saw,” I said. Pause. What should I say?

“I’m sorry to call you so late,” she said, “I’ve kinda been … well, I’ve been meaning to call all day and I just haven’t.”

“Oh.” Why was she meaning to call?

“So anyway, I don’t know if I’m supposed to say this or not, but my dad told me about you. About what you did, I mean. Saving all those people.”

Thanks to the “protective silence,” that kept my name out of the news, her dad was one of the only people that knew the real story. Well, the parts that didn’t have demons in them. He’d been the first officer on the scene when we escaped from Forman’s torture house in the forest.

“It’s not really anything,” I said. “I mean, it is, because they’re all saved, but I didn’t really do anything. I mean I didn’t do it alone. Brooke was there too, she helped get some of the women outside.”

“Yeaaaaaah,” said Marci, holding the vowel and dragging out the word for a few extra seconds. She paused, just slightly, and then said, “I heard that you guys aren’t really going out anymore?”

“No,” I said, a little surprised. Is this what I think it is? “We haven’t really done anything for a couple of months, actually.”

“Yeah, I wish I’d known that sooner,” she said. “So anyway, I thought if you’re not dating anyone else maybe we could go out sometime.”

“I…” Was that an observation or an invitation? Had she just asked me out, or was I supposed to ask her? I had no idea what to do. After a pause I said, “Sure. That sounds fun.”

“Sweet,” she said. “I’m all tied up for the rest of this week, but how about one week from today? Monday afternoon?”

I had a brief mental image of Marci tied up, but I shoved it away. Don’t think like that. “Yeah, I … should be…”

“Sweet,” she said again. “We can go to the lake. You have a bike?”

“Yeah.”

“Sounds good. You want to meet at my place? It’s pretty close to the turnoff, and we can head out from there.”

“Sure,” I said.

“Three o’clock?”

“Sure.”

“Well, awesome,” she said. “I’m glad I finally called.”

“I … so am I.”

“All right, I’ll see you then. Bye.”

“Bye.”

She hung up, and I clicked off the phone. Mom was still standing there, watching. She always insisted that I try to be more social, and at the same time she always seemed to be terrified of what I would do.

“Did you just get asked out?”

“Apparently.”

She stared at me a moment longer, then nodded and turned back to the bathroom. “Be careful,” she called back. “And make sure to follow all your rules.”

I frowned. Why did Marci ask me out? This was not the best time; I had a demon to catch, and this was a complication I didn’t need. On the other hand, it was kind of funny: Now there were two people in town who wanted to kill me—the Handyman, and Max as soon as he found out I had a date with Marci. I laughed, but the sound was thin and hollow.

The game is afoot.
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When a person is murdered, the details of the case are kept secret to aid in the investigation, and thus it was with Pastor Olsen: we knew where he died and what the body looked like, but the police kept the rest of the details to themselves. Nobody was allowed to see the crime scene except the investigators, and no one was allowed to see the body except the forensic pathologist … and the morticians. Thus it was that five days after the killing, when I’d analyzed the news coverage a hundred times, run out of leads, and was desperate for more information, the FBI delivered the corpse right to my door.

I have the best job in the world.

My mom co-owns the mortuary with her twin sister, Margaret, and I’d been helping with funerals and general maintenance since I was seven years old. It was my dad who first showed me the embalming tools, back before he left, and it had been my passion ever since. My sister helped in the office, pushing papers and answering phones; she got a little creeped out by the dead bodies, or so she claims, but I could never understand how that was even possible. Dead bodies are calm and silent—perfectly still, perfectly harmless. A corpse will never move, it will never laugh, and it will never judge. A corpse will never shout at you, hit you, or leave you. Far away from the zombies and junk that you see on TV, a corpse is actually the perfect friend. The perfect pet. I feel more comfortable with them than I do with real people.

Ron, the county coroner, brought the pastor’s body in his big government van, accompanied by a couple of police escorts. I stayed upstairs until they were gone, watching through the window as they opened the van doors, pulled out the covered stretcher, released the wheels, and rolled it in through our back door. The police escorts paced aimlessly in the parking lot; they stared at the sky, or the forest behind our house, or the cracks in the asphalt below them. It was mid August and the cracks were full of ants scuttling back and forth on urgent, mysterious errands. One of the policemen stooped down to watch them, then stood again and dragged his foot across the crawling mass. The swarm scattered, reformed, and went on with their lives. The cop wandered away, his attention caught by something else.

When Ron left, I went downstairs and joined Mom and Margaret in the embalming room. I washed my hands and pulled on a medical apron and gloves.

“Hey, John,” said Margaret. With her face mask on she was almost indistinguishable from Mom.

The room was old, with faded blue-green tiles on the walls, but it was clean and bright, and the ventilator in the ceiling was almost new. The equipment was aging but serviceable, and the wheels on our carts and tables were well-oiled and silent.

We were the only mortuary in town, and our business was the deaths of our friends and neighbors. It’s a different way to make a living, I’ll admit, but not a morbid one. A funeral is a body’s last hurrah before it is buried forever; an opportunity for the family to gather and remember all the best parts of their lives together. I was taught to respect the dead, to treat them like honored guests, and to think about death as a time to rejoice in life. I don’t know how much of that I believed, but I do know that I loved embalming more than almost anything else in the world. It was time I could share with someone, even someone I didn’t know, in a deeper and more personal way than I ever got to share it with the living. Small wonder, then, that I’d had so many dreams about embalming Brooke.

“Pastor Elijah Olsen,” said Margaret, reading from the sheaf of papers Ron had left us. The body bag sat peacefully on the table, still unopened. “Deceased six days, give or take. Full autopsy, organs bagged, hands and tongue missing. Bullet wound in the back, exit wound in the chest, stab wounds in the back. Everything else is normal, assuming Ron did his job right.” She set down the papers with a small, humorless laugh.

Nobody moved.

“I’m really getting sick of this,” said Mom, staring at the body bag. “Can someone please die of natural causes once in a while?”

“Think of it this way,” said Margaret, putting her hands on her hips. “The Clayton Killer bought us a new ventilator, and Clark Forman bought us a new computer for the office. If the Handyman hangs around long enough, we can buy a new sound system for the chapel.”

Mom laughed dryly and shook her head. “Then please let us never afford a new sound system.”

As hesitant as they were to get started, I was even more eager. “Let’s get this show rolling.”

“Let’s hope the fan doesn’t give out on us,” said Margaret. It was an old saying, from back in the days when our fan was worse and our chemicals more strident, but it had become a tradition. We couldn’t start until she said it. We nodded and got to work.

I opened the bag and peeled it back, exposing the dead man inside. In a normal case we’d get the body about a day after it died, still in its clothes and stiff with rigor mortis. But rigor mortis only lasted a day or two, and post-autopsy murder victims arrived flexible, washed, and in several pieces. This body’s chest was marked with a giant “Y” where the coroner had cut it open, taken everything out, and then loosely stitched it back together. The organs that had been removed and examined were sealed in a bag and placed back inside. The body’s arms ended in stubs where the killer had severed its hands, and the coroner had bandaged them lightly to staunch the bleeding—corpses didn’t bleed much, because the heart wasn’t putting any pressure on the circulation, but blood could still seep out and it was cleaner to transport the body this way.

Mom and I lifted the body while Margaret pulled the body bag out from underneath it. We’d done this so many times that we worked without talking, each of us knowing exactly what had to be done and what our part would be: Mom covered his groin with a sterile cloth, Margaret started loosening the stitches in his belly to pull out the organ bag, and I pulled away the bandages on his wrists.

The severed wrists were perfect cross-sections of meat and bone and tendon, and I ran my gloved fingertip across one, trying to imagine what could have done it. My first guess was a bite—Mr. Crowley had been able to distend his jaw and sprout dozens of long, needle-sharp teeth. It was entirely possible that our new demon, Nobody, could do the same. But the wrist bore no teeth marks at all—no vertical lines where teeth had scraped down across the flesh, and no horizontal line where two rows of teeth had met in the middle. The stump was simply too clean. But what else could it be?

Mr. Crowley had also been able to turn his hands into vicious claws, able to cut through almost anything, and I could see how a claw like that could have made this cut. A single slashing motion, severing flesh and bone and tendon in one swipe; it made sense. It was also further proof that the killer was strong, to swing a claw so powerfully and cut so cleanly. I filed it away in my mental folder and began helping Mom wash the corpse.

Margaret carried the bag of organs to a side table, preparing to clean each one individually and fill them with formaldehyde. That job would take Margaret a few hours on her own. Mom and I got to clean the body, set the features for the viewing, and pump preservatives through the remains of its circulatory system. A body in this condition was usually a huge hassle for a circulatory embalming because the blood vessels were so perforated in so many places that the pump couldn’t do its job. Instead of flowing through the entire corpse, the embalming fluid would seep into the chest cavity and out through the wounds. Fortunately (or not, if you asked my mom), we’d had so many mutilated corpses over the past year that we’d developed a fairly simply workaround: petroleum jelly. It took a whole jar, but if you slathered it all over wounds and then wrapped them in surgical tape, you could stop up most of the holes. When we finished washing the limbs, head, and chest, Mom pulled out a fresh jar of Vaseline and we set to work sealing the wounds.

There were a lot of wounds to seal.

First were the wrists, of course, which got a pretty good layer of the stuff. After that I went to work on the presumed death wound: a large bullet hole above the heart, presumably matched by a smaller one in the back. I wasn’t stingy with the jelly and packed it into the front bullet hole pretty tightly. When I finished with that, I opened the mouth and coated the tongue—or the tiny stub of what used to be a tongue—with another liberal glob. If the cut on the wrists was clean, the cut on the tongue was pristine—it had been severed about as surgically as possible, with astonishing care and attention to detail. Another, smaller claw, perhaps? Or a separate tool, like a scalpel? Whatever it was must have been as sharp as a razor, with a long blade and a fine point for precision work.

It was the very preciseness of it that got me thinking. We already knew that the demon was extremely cautious, bringing tarps and ponchos and goodness knows what else to keep herself clean of blood. That suggested a very meticulous killer, and the surgical removal of the tongue backed that up. I could see a bit of my own caution reflected in her, and that would make her very hard to trace. But there was more going on here, I guessed—something that both did and didn’t fit with the rest of the attack. I puzzled over it and continued to work.

While I was covering the exterior wounds, Mom slathered Vaseline all over the inside of the chest cavity, coating it top to bottom in a thick layer. She had to reach her whole arm inside to make sure she got it everywhere; the coroner sawed open the breastbone during an autopsy, so he could fold out the ribs and work inside, but Mom hated doing that and thus left them where they were and tried to work around them.

“That’s it for the inside,” Mom said after a moment.

I nodded. “I’m done on the front. Let’s roll him over.”

We set down our jars of Vaseline and stood on the body’s left. I grabbed his shoulder, Mom grabbed him under the hips, and we rolled him up and over onto his face. Mom gasped out loud, and we both stared.

“I think we’re going to need more Vaseline,” I said.

The back of the body was full of holes, presumably stab wounds—some long, some jagged, all deep and deadly. Any one of them could have been a killing blow. The two holes where the poles had been inserted were obvious, as they were slightly wider and rounder than the others, but the police had never said anything about any other wounds in the back. I touched one, lightly, trying to guess what had caused it—a single claw, or a whole hand of them? I glanced over the body quickly, looking for a pattern, but there didn’t seem to be one.

The holes were ragged and messy, wet with dark black and purple blood, like a liquid bruise. The entire surface had been mutilated and tenderized with animalistic ferocity. Nothing about the killer’s clean, meticulous method had hinted that there might be anything like this.

“What on earth did he do?” Mom whispered. It was a brutal sight, even six days later in a sterilized room. Margaret stopped her work to come and stare as well. Mom looked up at me, eyebrows raised in a silent question.

“Holy…,” said Margaret, touching the body gingerly. “Did they talk about this on the news?”

“Not a word,” I said. “I don’t remember hearing about it from the other Handyman killings either.”

“It looks like he stabbed him thirty times,” said Margaret. “Maybe forty.”

“What does it mean?” Mom demanded, still looking at me.

“What does it mean?” I asked.

“You’re the expert, right?” Her voice was hard to read—angry and curious and desperate all at once. I couldn’t tell who the anger was aimed at. “You’re the one who studies this kind of stuff. What does it mean?”

I looked back at the body. “The first thing it means is that the police are keeping it quiet—partly to avoid freaking people out, but mostly it’s a marker. It’s like a … a signature, that nobody knows but the killer, so they can always tell which is a real Handyman killing and which is a copycat. It can also help identify any letters that come in to the police or to the media—if the letter mentions the stuff the police haven’t revealed yet, they know it’s a real letter from the real killer.”

“Does that happen a lot?” asked Margaret.

“More often than you’d think,” I said. “A lot of serial killers like to involve themselves in their own investigations.”

“But what does it mean about the killer?” asked Mom. She was still watching me, her eyes sharp and penetrating. “What does this say about the … person who did this?”

I looked back at her for moment, then down at the body. Is she asking about the demon?

“It means that she’s angry about something,” I said.

“She?” asked Margaret.

“Or he,” I said quickly. “He or she premeditates everything, and she’s very meticulous about everything she does. But then after it’s dead, and after she’s done whatever else she needs to do, she just goes crazy on it.” I touched the back again. “This is pure rage. Whatever else the killer wants, whatever other needs her killing serves, the base of the whole thing is anger.”

“At what?”

“I don’t know,” I said slowly. “Pastors? Men? Us?”

“Us?” asked Mom.

I looked at her. Is this what she wanted to know? If the demon is really on a vendetta? I chose my words carefully.

“Whoever did this came halfway across the country to do it. He or she is very driven, and very careful, and very angry. Without more evidence, all it really tells us is … we’re going to be getting more evidence soon. Probably very soon.”

We looked back at the body, watching half-congealed blood shine darkly in the harsh light. Now I had more pieces of the puzzle, and a better idea of how this demon was killing, and that was good. It was very good. But even as I learned more about the “how,” I was starting to doubt that I knew the real “why.”

And that wasn’t good at all.
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It was Sunday and I was going to church.

I’m not a religious person, in any real sense, though I don’t consider myself an antireligious person either. The truth is I just don’t really think about it that much. I didn’t go to church because my parents never went to church. When I chose the word “demon” to describe the monsters I’d seen, I honestly didn’t even realize it was religious in origin—I used it because David Berkowitz, the Son of Sam, used it in a letter to the cops. Just because “demon” was a cool word didn’t mean the Handyman was a fallen angel or anything goofy like that.

So no, I wasn’t going to church in the sense that I was going to attend a meeting and sing and pray or whatever. I was going to a church building because that is where pastors hang out, and I was doing it on Sunday because that is the best day (I assumed) to find one. Specifically, I was going to the Saint Mary’s Catholic Church to talk to Father Erikson, who all the news programs claimed was Pastor Olsen’s best friend. Saint Mary’s Catholic Church and the Throne of God Presbyterian Church were always working together on something or other, like soup kitchens and service projects, so I guess that made sense. A victim’s friend was the best lead I’d had in two months, and I figured it was time to ask the priest some questions.

The parking lot was full, so I parked on the far side of the street and sat in the car until people started to file out: girls in floral dresses and men in white shirts and ties. There were more than I expected, but I sat quietly as they wandered to their cars, watching their faces intently. They talked and laughed. They smiled and scowled. They blinked in the light and stared at the world in somber reflection. What were they guilty of? How far would they go if you pushed them?

Everyone was a suspect in my eyes, from the oldest man to the youngest child. Any one of them could be the demon.

They got in their cars and drove away. I climbed out of my seat and walked across the street and up into the church, ignoring the smiles of a group of old ladies who passed me in the foyer. Father Erikson was in the chapel, walking up and down the pews and straightening a bunch of little red songbooks.

“Hello,” he said, seeing me and smiling. “Can I help you?”

“I…” I’d never done this before, and I wasn’t sure what to say. It’s not like I could just flash a badge and start asking questions. “Do you have a minute?”

He cocked his head to the side, looking at me, then set down the songbook in his hand. “Of course,” he said. “What seems to be the problem?” He walked toward me, and I could see he was frowning slightly, his brow furrowed but his eyes wide. That was an “I’m concerned about you” face.

I shook my head. “No, no, it’s not like that,” I said. “I’m not religiously troubled or anything, I just…” I really hadn’t thought this through. Why would he answer some strange kid’s questions about a dead priest? I needed a story and I needed it quickly. He had almost reached me.

“Hi,” I said, “I’m interning with the newspaper, and…” I looked him directly in the eyes. The question slipped out before I could stop myself. “Do you believe in demons?”

He stopped short, smiling in surprise. “Demons?”

“Like, real demons,” I said. “That’s a Catholic thing, right?”

“Well, yes,” he said slowly. “The Bible does talk about demons and evil spirits, but it’s not an especially big part of our faith. We teach people how to lead good lives and do good things, and if we’re lucky we never have to worry about demons at all.”

“And if we’re not lucky?”

He studied my face, looking different than before; concerned now in a worried rather than a caring way. “Why do you ask?”

“Well, don’t you think it’s kind of important?” I asked. “If demons are real, and they can really attack people and stuff like they do in the Bible, shouldn’t that be a big deal? You’d talk about it all the time, I’d think.”

He smiled again and gestured to a pew. “Let me ask you something,” he said, sitting down. I sat as well, just across the aisle. “You’re not from my congregation, correct?”

“I’m not.”

“Do you belong to any of the other churches in town?”

“Not really.”

“There are a small handful of verses that talk about demons,” he said, “and tens of thousands that talk about God. So if God is real, and he can really help people and stuff, like he does in the Bible, shouldn’t that be an even bigger deal than demons?”

I raised my eyebrows. “This is why people don’t like talking to priests.”

“Ouch,” said the priest, laughing. “I’ll admit that I came on a little strong there, but still—ouch.”

“Does the Bible say anything about what a demon looks like?” I asked.

“So you really just want to talk about demons,” he said, nodding. “Okay. Demons. Well, the Bible teaches that demons are fallen angels who were cast out of heaven with Satan. So presumably a demon would look exactly like us—they’re just regular people who made really, really, really bad choices.”

“So no horns or pitchforks or stuff like that?”

He chuckled. “Not as far as I know.”

“I wanted to…” I paused. Now that the ice was broken I wanted to ask about Pastor Olsen, to see if there was anything he knew that could help me find the demon. But there was something wrong with the things he was saying—something that bugged me. I had to ask him.

“How can you believe in something like demons and not worry about them?” I asked. “It’s like knowing there’s a wolf outside that wants to kill you, and you don’t care. That doesn’t make any sense at all.”

“It’s because I also believe in God, and I believe that God is stronger.”

“God didn’t protect Pastor Olsen,” I said.

He paused, watching me closely.

“Bad things happen every day,” he said slowly. “Every hour, every minute. I had two hundred people in my congregation today, and I know that bad things are going to happen to each and every one of them. Statistics say that one of those two hundred will get into a car accident this month. Five of them will be unemployed by the end of the year, maybe more if the mill keeps losing business. Half of them will have cancer sometime in their lives. But even knowing all of that, I still gave them a sermon of hope this morning, and I still let them walk out that door to face the world.”

“But how could that possibly help?” I asked. “You want to talk statistics, we’ve had three serial killers in town over the last year. At the rate they’re killing, someone in your congregation is almost guaranteed to be killed by one—almost guaranteed. What’s his family going to say? ‘The priest could have saved him, but instead he yakked about hope for a while. Thank goodness.’”

“I’m a priest, not a policeman,” he said. “We all have different jobs, and we all help where we can. Now, I don’t know the first thing about serial killers, or tracking down criminals, or anything like that. I don’t even know first aid, if I were to find a victim on the street. But I’m a very good teacher, and a very good leader, and I can serve this community best by staying in that role.” He shifted, leaning forward. “Do you have any idea how much our church attendance has increased over the last year? How many more people are donating to the poor, or volunteering for service projects? Trials bring people together. The killers come and go but the community will always be here, and people will always need to eat, and they’ll always need homes and jobs and someone to rely on. There is a wolf out there, like you said, but some of us are hunters and some of us are shepherds. Working together is the only way to keep the sheep safe.”

He leaned back and folded his hands in his lap. “I’m going to guess that you’re a hunter.”

I stared back, suddenly nervous.

“That’s fine,” he continued, “we need hunters. We need protectors. But we need everyone else, too. No one can do it all on his own.”

We sat in silence a minute. I had no idea what to say next. I was thrown off, completely lost. I struggled for words.

“I’m hunting him right now,” I said, “for an article in the paper, like I told you before, and I need your help. You were a friend of Pastor Olsen’s. Can you tell me anything that might help catch his killer? Anything at all?”

He mumbled, tripping over his words. “I … I’m not sure.…”

“Anything you know will help,” I said quickly. “What was he doing that day? Why was he in his church that night? Had he ever had any threatening phone calls or visits? The Handyman comes from Georgia—did Pastor Olsen have any ties there? There’s got to be something we can use to find the one who did this.”

“I didn’t mean for you to become a hunter literally,” said Erikson. “I meant that you’re obviously concerned and eager to help, and that’s great, honestly, but … you’re just a kid. Don’t do anything dangerous.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” I said, feeling a lie spring easily to life. “This is just a journalism thing—I get school credit. Anything you tell me will go straight back to the paper, and they’re the one’s who’ll follow up on it.”

He watched me, saying nothing.

“I swear,” I said. “I’m not going to do anything dangerous.”

“Give me your number,” he said at last. “If I think of anything I’ll call you.”

*   *   *

Marci Jensen lived in an old, yellow house in downtown Clayton, just a block off of Main Street. This was the oldest neighborhood in town, and everything was tall—the houses bore high, gabled roofs, and the ancient trees stretched their branches even higher than that. The sidewalks were dark and cracked and buckled in erratic peaks where the tree roots crept under and shoved them up. A police car sat alongside the curb. I leaned my bike against the low, wrought-iron fence and walked to Marci’s door, passing narrow strips of overgrown garden and rugged, yellow grass that probably never saw much sun. It felt like a cottage in the woods, a place where life crept in and on and around until it was a part of everything else.

The porch was old and weathered, and the front door was open behind a loosely latched screen. I knocked.

Footsteps pounded inside and a scruffy-looking kid, maybe twelve years old, emerged into the hall from a side room. The noise of a TV wafted from the back of the house. I opened my mouth to say something, but instead he turned and shouted, “Marci! Someone’s here for you!” Before he’d even finished yelling he was gone, back into recesses of the house.

There was an answering yell from upstairs, indistinct and feminine, and a vague clatter of doors and stairs. A pair of younger children, a boy and a girl who looked like twins, peeked out at me from another side door. I guessed they were four or five.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hi,” said the girl. The boy picked his nose.

“I’m here to see Marci,” I said, by way of explanation.

“You’re not the guy that was here Saturday,” said the boy.

“Of course not,” said the girl. “Marci has lots of boyfriends. She has more boyfriends than me, and I have five.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Five boyfriends?”

“Tyson and Logan and Ethan and another boy from the bus who I don’t know.”

“That’s four,” I said, smiling.

“I’m four,” said the boy quickly, holding up four fingers.

“And Daddy,” said the girl. “That’s my other boyfriend. And Sheriff Meier. Is that five?”

“Close enough,” I said, nodding.

Footsteps crashed down the stairs and Marci came into the hall. She was wearing denim shorts, the really short kind that Mom called Daisy Dukes, and a short-sleeved flannel shirt. Her long, black hair was tied up in a ponytail that bounced just slightly as she walked. She smiled, walking toward me with her thumbs hooked into her pockets, and suddenly the house that just seconds ago had been dark and old was now “comfortable” and “rustic.” It was something in the way she moved, and the way she carried herself. She made everything around her look better.

“Wow,” I said.

“You like it?” she asked, spreading her arms and looking down at her outfit. “I got these shorts online. Guess how much.”

“I’m the world’s worst judge of clothing value,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s really no point in guessing.”

“Just give it a shot,” she said, opening the door and stepping onto the porch.

“Somewhere between five and five hundred dollars.”

She laughed. “Yeah, I think maybe we scratch clothing value off the list of potential conversation topics.”

“I’m only bad with monetary value, though,” I said. “I can still appreciate the look.”

“But the price is the whole point,” she said, walking around to the driveway and standing up a bike that leaned against the house. “Anyone can buy nice clothes, but I was the one who found them for an unbelievable deal. Well…” She stopped, sticking out her hip and posing. “I also make them look fabulous. You ready to go?”

“Yeah,” I said. “My bike’s out here. We’re going to the lake?”

“I hope that’s okay,” said Marci, walking her bike out to the street. “I know we found a body there and everything, but the weather’s great, and I want to get as much bike-riding done as I can before school starts again. And apparently all the dead bodies are at churches these days, so we should be fine.”

Wow, I thought, she’s a lot more casual about the deaths than I expected. Must be the cop in the family. “Fine with me.” I hopped up on my bike and let her lead the way, coasting out into the road. I pedaled a bit to catch up. “I didn’t know you were into riding.”

“I’m not a racer or anything,” she said, “but I love to ride. And hike. Sometimes I can’t believe how lucky we are to live here.”

I almost laughed. “You’re kidding. Clayton?”

“I love Clayton,” she said. “We’ve got a lake, a forest, miles of trails and roads; if we could do something about the life expectancy we’d be in paradise.”

“I suppose you’ve got a point,” I said, following as she turned toward the lake road. We rode casually, barely pedaling, and I lifted up my head to look at the sky. The sun was bright and warm, and the air smelled like cut grass. I usually just used my bike to go places—to school, or to the library, or to the burned-out warehouse outside of town. I never just rode it for fun.

We reached the main lake road, which led out past a mechanic shop toward the wooded lakefront beyond. Marci pulled ahead, flipping into high gear and standing on the pedals to build up speed. I pushed hard to catch up, and the wind brushed past my face like a cool curtain. Marci was very fast, and watching her legs pump up and down I realized she was probably in much better shape than I was. It also convinced me that being a few bike lengths behind wasn’t really that bad of a place to be.

I used to have rules about watching girls: I simply never allowed myself to do it. I’ve lived half of my life in constant fear of my own thoughts—of my own darker nature that lurked inside, eager to snap up any lead I gave it and overpower me completely. I had dreams about killing my friends and family; I had fantasies, day and night, about catching and binding and torturing the people I met on the street. I’d even fantasized about embalming Marci. There was something inside of me that longed for blood and pain, not because it liked them but because it couldn’t be satisfied by anything less. I didn’t feel normal emotions in the same way as normal people; things like love and kindness were foreign to me, while harsher feelings like hate and fear and envy were all too close to the surface. If I wanted a vibrant, powerful emotional experience, violence was pretty much the only way I could have it—so allowing myself to become attached to a girl was, rather obviously, a bad idea.

Brooke had gotten a glimpse of that side of me, locked away in Forman’s house a few months ago. I didn’t hurt her, but she knew. We hadn’t spoken since.

But the thing was, now that I was a real demon hunter, everything was different. My dark side had a safe outlet, and my dreams at night were heroic tales of John the Conqueror, slaying all the dark things of the world—and if I enjoyed the slaying a little more than necessary, well, that was my right. It didn’t hurt anyone but the demons, and hurting them was the whole point. Along with that change I’d let go of many of my rules, allowing myself for the first time to enjoy my life—to talk to people, to hunt the demon, to look at girls. I was free.

Slowly, carefully, I let go of the handlebars and spread my arms wide. Marci glanced back, saw me, and did the same, whooping with exhilaration as we hurtled down the road. I closed my eyes and felt the wind on my face, sharp with danger and excitement. The town disappeared behind us, the wilderness rose up before us, and the road carried us headlong to nowhere.
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“How’d your date go?”

“Fine.”

It was the next morning, and I was trying to eat my breakfast in peace. Mom, on the other hand, was being a mom.

“What’d you guys do?”

“We just went out,” I said. “It was nothing.” Which was true—it really was nothing. We’d ridden around on our bikes for a while, which was fun enough, I guess, but it’s hard to carry on much of a conversation while you’re twenty feet apart on a bike trail. That was fine with me, because I’m horrible at talking to people, but Marci had probably been bored out of her mind.

“Well it’s not nothing,” said Mom. She was standing in the hall, holding a curling iron to her hair while I ate a bowl of cereal in the kitchen. “You’ve never gone out with her before, that’s got to be something.”

“I’ve barely ever gone out with anybody before,” I said.

“So it’s even more of a something. You took your bike instead of the car; did you go bike riding somewhere?”

“I actually didn’t ride it at all. I walked it all the way to her house, and then left it on her porch.”

“Don’t be a smart aleck.”

“And then,” I continued, “since I didn’t have a car, I had to carry her everywhere we went.”

Mom smiled. “Well, at least it wasn’t a total loss.”

“What?”

“What do you mean, ‘what?’ I know a hot babe when I see one.”

“I really don’t need to hear that kind of comment from my mom.”

She ducked back around the corner to the bathroom, and I sighed in relief and ate a bite of cereal. A moment later she re-emerged, the curling iron wrapped up in a different lock of hair.

I rolled my eyes. “Seriously, Mom, how long is that cord? I thought the kitchen would be a safe place to eat breakfast this morning.”

“I plugged it in here in the hall,” she said. “It’s just long enough to reach the kitchen and the bathroom if I walk back and forth.”

“Well that’s wonderful.”

“So you went bike riding, then,” she said. “Just around town? Out on the forest trails somewhere?”

“Yes,” I said, “we went out to Forman’s place.”

Her face twisted, eyes widening, eyebrows curling, nostrils flaring. It was her “shocked” face, with a dash of “confused.” “Really?”

“Of course not,” I said, “but the face you just made almost makes this conversation worth it.”

“John…”

“It’s still not worth it, but it almost was.”

“To the lake then,” she said, plunging onward. She was tenacious this morning. “It’s wonderful weather for the lake. Did you go swimming?”

“We went skinny-dipping.”

“Can you please just answer a simple question without the attitude?” She stepped back around the corner again. I thought I’d get a moment of respite, but she kept talking, shouting from the bathroom. “It may surprise you to know this, but there are children—some of them teenage boys, just like you—who actually carry on open, honest conversations with their mothers.”

“I find it very hard to believe that there are other teenage boys just like me.” I finished my cereal and stood up. “I also find it a little terrifying.”

She came back around the corner, having readjusted the curler again. Her face was no longer playful. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to talk about anything uncomfortable.”

I walked past her into the living room. “Finally something we agree on. Let’s stop talking right now.” I turned on the TV. I could probably still catch most of the morning news.

“Come on, John,” she said. “I’m just asking how things went on your date. I want to be involved in your life.” I ignored her and flipped through the channels. “The cord reaches in here even better than the kitchen,” she said. “We can keep talking.”

“We can,” I said, “but we can also stop. That’s called ‘freedom of choice.’”

“You know, I was really getting to like the fact that we didn’t watch the news during every single meal anymore—” She stopped abruptly, caught by the news footage. It had caught me at the same moment, and we stared at it. “That’s city hall.”

“Yeah.”

There was a reporter at Clayton’s city hall, talking intently to the camera while several policemen milled around behind her, armed and edgy. In the background, parked right in front of the steps, was an ambulance with flashing lights, and near it a swarm of paramedics clustered around something on the ground. I caught a glimpse of Ron, the coroner, standing with them. Someone was dead.

“Turn it up,” she said softly.

“We have Sheriff Meier with us,” the reporter said, and the camera zoomed out and panned over to reveal the sheriff standing stiffly on the reporter’s left. “Sheriff Meier, what can you tell us about this attack on the mayor?”

Mom gasped. “The mayor…”

“It appears to have happened late last night,” said the sheriff. He looked tired, and I guessed that he’d been up for several hours already. “The mayor and one of his aides were the only ones in the building at the time, and both were attacked; the aide received a blow to the head but was otherwise unharmed. He’s on his way to the hospital now.”

“The Handyman typically attacks his victims in their homes,” said the reporter. “Do you have any idea why he might have attacked the mayor here, in his office?”

The sheriff bristled at that, putting on his “annoyed” face that he used so often with the press. “This case bears remarkable similarity to the Handyman killings, yes, but we want to stress that the connection is still conjecture. We are investigating any and all evidence, and if it turns out that this is the real Handyman and not a copycat, we will proceed from there.”

“Besides,” I added, talking to the screen, “the Handyman kills people at home and at work—he killed a police officer in his car once. This reporter doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

Mom shook her head. “I can’t believe this is happening. The mayor.”

I whistled. “She’s mad, all right.”

“The reporter?”

“No,” I said, “the demon.”

“Then God help us all.” Mom stood up and walked back to the bathroom.

The reporter nodded solemnly. “Thank you very much for your time.”

“You’re welcome,” said the sheriff, looking a bit impatient, and he turned to walk back toward the crime scene. The reporter turned back to the camera, which zoomed in until she filled the screen.

“We also want to mention that city hall and the adjoining courthouse will be closed throughout the day while police and other investigators look for evidence,” she said. “Some county employees have been given the day off, others are being questioned, but there are still no solid leads as to the evidence of Clayton County’s newest killer. This is Carrie Walsh, Five Live News.”

“City hall is closed?” asked Mom. She was standing behind me, curling a new part of her hair. “We have a meeting there today.”

“Not anymore,” I said.

“Then why am I curling my hair?”

“Because if you stop halfway through you’ll look like an idiot.”

“That was a rhetorical question, John.” She walked back to the bathroom and shouted, “What is wrong with our town?”

“We’re being hunted by—”

“I know!” she shouted, coming back into the room. “I know it’s a demon, okay! I know it, and I admit it, and it scares the living hell out of me. But what are we supposed to do? How can we just carry on? How can we stay here and … do this job, for the love of … I feel like a war profiteer, getting rich while everyone dies.”

“We’re not supposed to just carry on,” I said. “We’re supposed to stop it.”

“No we’re not!” she said, her voice rising. “The police are supposed to stop it, and you are not the police—you’re not trained, you’re not armed, you’re not even … old enough to vote.”

“Young or old I am the only one who knows anything about this.”

“There has to be someone else,” she said, rushing forward to grab my arm. “If they’re really real, and really out there, there have to be other people that know about them. Maybe we can talk to them.”

“What, like some kind of conspiracy freaks off the Internet?”

“No,” she said, staring at the floor and rubbing her mouth with her hand. Her other hand kept a vise grip on my arm. “Not other civilians, but trained people. Government people. They’ve got to know, right? There’s probably a branch of the government designed just for this, some secret group that nobody knows about—”

“And if nobody knows about them,” I said, “how are we ever possibly going to find them? What are we going to say? What if we call the police right now and tell them we want to speak with the special Demon Unit. No one would believe us.”

“We don’t have to find them. We just make an official report and they’ll find us.”

“We already reported it when Crowley died, remember?” I said. “That put us in touch with the FBI, which put us in touch with Forman, who turned out be another demon. Last time I trusted the FBI I ended up drinking my own urine in a hole under some guy’s house. We’re on our own for this.”

She shook her head. “You can’t say that. I will not let you do this.”

“So you’re just going to ignore it while everybody dies around you?”

“What do you think you’re going to do, John?” she demanded, putting her hands on her hips. “What? Help me understand.”

“That’s what I want,” I said, “I want to understand.”

“You want to kill them.”

“If it comes to that, yes,” I said. “But first we have to understand them. Doesn’t it make you curious at all? Even a little bit? Don’t you want to know who they are, and why they’re here, and why they’re killing everybody? Why does everyone insist on shutting their eyes to this?”

“Life is too short,” she said, folding her arms and leaning against the wall. “It’s too precious. We have to live in this world, but we don’t have to wallow in it. We don’t have to fill our lives with all of this darkness.”

“But somebody has to,” I said. “Somebody has to take the hit and deal with the darkness or it will never go away.”

A fierce look came into her eyes. “But that somebody does not have to be my son.” She stared at me a moment, her eyes wet with tears. “You’re all I have left.”

She turned and went back into the bathroom, and for a moment I watched the empty space where she had been. I wasn’t really all she had left—I was the only one left at home, sure, with Dad eight years gone and my sister Lauren barely on speaking terms with Mom. But she had Margaret, and she had … Well, she had to have somebody else. Right? And things with Lauren were better than they’d been in years, so that was something.

Right?

I turned back to the TV. The news was cutting to a commercial, but the sign-out footage was a quick shot of the courthouse lawn, probably taken earlier that morning when the mayor’s body was first found. There was an indistinct shape on the grass, presumably the body, and rising up from its back were two long poles, just like with the pastor. Caught on the poles, or perhaps hung there, were two wide sheets of ripped plastic, flowing in the breeze and splashed with dirty, red blood. They flapped in the wind like artificial wings, and then the screen went black.

*   *   *

Brooke’s house was just two doors down from mine, a two-story tract home that followed the same basic layout as every other house in the neighborhood—except mine, of course, which was just an apartment over the mortuary. I sat in my car, parked innocuously by the curb, and catalogued Brooke’s house in my head. There was the front porch, with the door right in the center; this opened to a long hallway that stretched to the rear of the house. On the left was the living room, small but cozy, with a large picture window, and on the right was a dining room that turned into a kitchen at the back; this had a large sliding glass door that led out to their backyard. The back corner on the left side was a bathroom and a large pantry.

The second floor I didn’t know nearly as well, having never been up there, but I’d been in the Crowleys’ house, so I could guess where everything was. The long central hallway had a staircase leading up, with a master bedroom—presumably her parents’—at the top on the front right corner. I could see the windows from my seat in the car: white lace curtains and a couple of cutesy knickknacks. Across the hall, closer to me, was a smaller bedroom which was probably her brother Ethan’s. The back left corner was Brooke’s room, with a wide view of the woods beyond—this I knew for certain, because I used to sit in the darkness of that wood and watch her through the back window. But I was better than that now.

Well, obviously not much better.

I don’t know why I was watching her house. It’s not like I needed the companionship—if I wanted to do something I could just call my friend Max. I wasn’t peeping into Brooke’s windows, and I wasn’t stalking her. I was just … thinking about her. I wondered if she ever thought about me.

It was late August, with just enough breeze to keep the heat from being oppressive. My windows were rolled down, and I hung my arm out the side, feeling it bake in the sun. Somewhere a lawn mower droned. I watched Brooke’s house with a blank mind. The world was hollow, like a bell.

A few minutes later the lawn mower shut off, and a minute or two after that, Brooke herself came into view, walking out from the backyard pushing a lawn mower. She lined it up on a corner of the front lawn and leaned down to grab the starter cord, ripping it up and back. The mower roared to life and she pushed it forward, carving a long, straight swath into the grass. She was so different from Marci—taller, thinner, less curvy and more … willowy? That was a stupid word. Brooke was elegant, long and slender. Her hair was golden, and today she had pulled it back into a ponytail that hung past her shoulders. She moved simply and gracefully.

She reached the edge of the lawn and turned around, coming back toward me as she cut the second row. I slumped down in the car so she wouldn’t see me, but her eyes were on the grass. When she turned again to go back the other way, I got out of my car and walked slowly toward her, coming to a stop in her driveway. She reached the far edge and pulled the mower around again for another pass. She saw me now and paused. She turned off the mower and pulled a headphone out of her ear.

“Hey, John.”

“Hey.”

We stood there, silent. There was so much I wanted to say, but … really nothing that I actually could say. Not because the words weren’t there, they just weren’t in any kind of order. Anything I said would be a string of random words: food shoes house, my not floor holding. Everywhere. Sky. Language fell apart, not just for me but for the entire world, from now until the dawn of time.

How did anyone ever talk to anyone else?

She spoke. “How you doing?”

“Fine.”

Silence again.

She bent back down to grab the starter cord, but I stopped her.

“Do you think…” I didn’t even know what I wanted to ask her.

“John,” she said, “I’m … sorry for what I said. But it’s still true. You’re … I mean I … I don’t know what I mean.” She sighed. “We talked about this already, right? I can’t just forget everything. I can’t just look at your eyes and see the person I used to see. I’ve seen…” She shook her head. “I don’t know what I’ve seen. More than I wanted to.” She braced herself to pull, hand on the cord, but I stopped her again.

“Wait.”

She closed her eyes. “Did Marci ask you out?” she asked.

I nodded. “How’d you know?”

“She asked me if she could. Like I had any say in it—you’re not my … anything. I mean, we only went on two dates, right?”

“You told her to ask me out?”

She let go of the cord and straightened up. “I didn’t tell her not to.”

“I thought you were scared of me. Seems like you would’ve warned her or something.”

She shook her head. “Please don’t think I hate you, John. You’re a good friend. You saved my life, maybe more than once. But now every time I see you, I see him, and I see the smoke, and then I see the way you…” She stopped, and from the way her voice cracked I could tell she was trying not to cry. She kept her eyes down, avoiding mine. “I see the way you looked at me. The way you looked when you asked him for the knife. I’m not scared anymore, I just…” She looked up at the sky. “I don’t know. I think it’s because I saw someone else, someone behind your face, like you’d taken off a mask. It was still you, but it wasn’t. And I don’t think that person is going to hurt me, or Marci, or anybody else, but … I guess the thing is that I don’t know anything about that person. At all. And that’s what scares me more than anything—that there could be two people, so different, and one of them so secret.”

I looked at her—bright blue eyes, clearer than the sky, cheeks wet with tears like drops of rain. I wanted to wipe away those tears, I wanted to run, I wanted to hold her and hit her and scream and disappear. I wanted to melt into a puddle of sludge, like Crowley and Forman before me—gone forever, like a drop of nothing. I wanted to deny it all, tell her she was crazy, act as normal as possible and convince her I was just like everybody else. I should have stayed in my car. I should have stayed in my house.

She bent back to the starter cord, but I stepped forward, my hand held out desperately.

“Can we talk?”

“About what?”

“About…” About what? I had nothing to talk about. I had no hobbies, I had no interests, I had no life but the one I could never share with anyone. The only thing I ever thought about. “I think Forman was a demon.”

“A what?”

“I know he was,” I said, taking another step forward. “So was the Clayton Killer.” Nobody knew it was Mr. Crowley. “And I think the new one is too.”

“A demon?” said Brooke. “Like, a literal demon, like with horns and a tail and all that?”

“I think that’s a devil,” I said. “I think demons just look like us.”

“What are you talking about?”

“That’s not the point—I mean it’s not a real demon, not technically, but it’s some kind of … like a monster, like a real monster. Like in a movie or something.”

She was staring at me, her mouth wide open and her brow furrowed in concern. “John, are you okay?”

I shouldn’t have said anything—I was usually so much smarter, so much more careful. Why did I think she would have any idea what I was talking about?

“Did you see anything when we were in the house with Forman?” I asked. “Did you notice anything weird about him?” Why did I keep talking?

“Monsters aren’t real, John,” she said. She looked worried. “Do you need to sit down?”

“No, I’m fine—listen, I’m fine, just forget it, okay?” I felt like I was drowning. “Listen, that was just a crazy story, you know? Just a … just a joke.” I took a step back. “I’ll see you around.” I turned and walked quickly toward my house.

“John, wait.”

I ignored her, never turning or slowing or breathing until I made it home, got inside, and locked the door behind me.
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The mayor’s body arrived in the mortuary on the first day of school, early in the morning, as I was getting ready to leave. Dead bodies keep to their own schedule: they decay at the same rate every time, no matter who it is, no matter how important it is, no matter how long the FBI studies it for evidence. The mayor had been dead for a week now, and there wasn’t much time left to embalm the body if the family wanted a viewing. When the body showed up early in the morning like this it meant that the coroners had stayed up all night finishing their autopsy—running final checks, performing a final cleaning, and dotting all the i’s on their paperwork. The funeral was only one day away. We had very little time.

I stayed in the kitchen, wolfing down my breakfast until finally the coroner left and I was downstairs like a shot. Mom was getting washed up, and I walked over casually to join her.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked.

“Helping.”

“Not during school hours,” she said, shaking her head. “You’ve got to leave in just a few minutes.”

“Then I have a few minutes,” I said. “Let me help get you started.”

Mom paused, watching me, then sighed. “Did you eat your cereal?”

“Yes.”

“And you washed your bowl?”

“Yes,” I lied. I hadn’t really, but she wouldn’t know that until it was too late.

“Wash your hands, then,” she said, turning back to the sink. “The last thing Mayor Robinson needs is Raisin Bran in his chest cavity.”

I crowded up next to her and washed eagerly, then pulled on an apron, a mask, and a pair of sterile rubber gloves. We unzipped the body bag and pulled it off, catching a powerful whiff of cleansers and disinfectants from the autopsied corpse.

“Let’s hope the fan doesn’t give out,” I said.

“Margaret’s on her way,” said Mom.

“I can stay until she gets here,” I offered, but Mom shook her head and looked at the clock.

“You can stay for four more minutes, then it’s off to school.”

“Smelling like a corpse.”

Mom sniffed the air and laughed. “You’ll smell like detergent, and most people don’t connect that smell to corpses. Just tell everyone you cleaned the bathroom this morning.”

“That’s sure to impress them.”

“Only the ones who appreciate a hardworking man,” said Mom. “Girls will love it.”

I unwrapped the bandages on the wrists, then reached for a bottle of Dis-Spray and froze, my hand suspended in midair. Something on the wrist had caught my eye.

I stepped back to the table and bent down to peer at the wrist more closely. On the first corpse, the wrists had been severed cleanly—no saw marks or serrations, no major tissue trauma—but the mayor’s left wrist was different. Instead of ending in a clean, indecipherable wall of meat and bone, this wrist was messy. There was a straight cut, yes, but behind it was a smaller cut, coming down through the flesh and glancing diagonally off the big knob of bone on the outside of the wrist. It looked like the demon had tried to sever the hand, missed, then hit home with a second swing.

What did it mean?

I had assumed that the demon used claws, like Mr. Crowley’s, and his claws had never been stopped by a bone—they’d been able to cut through anything. I’d seen him dig into the asphalt like it was clay. Did this demon have duller claws, or a weaker swing, or was she doing something else entirely? What if it wasn’t a claw at all, but an axe? But that didn’t make sense—an axe should have been able to slice through a wrist without any problem, and it couldn’t possibly have made the stab wounds on the back.

“Time to go,” said Mom.

“Yeah,” I said absently, grabbing the body’s shoulder to roll it over. “I need to look at something.”

“You need to go to school,” she said, pushing the shoulder gently back down. “That was the deal.”

“But look at this wrist,” I said, pointing at it.

“That was mentioned in Ron’s report,” she said calmly, steering me away from the table.

“Does it say what made it?”

“Go to school,” she repeated.

“But I need to know!” I shouted, shrugging her violently off of my arm. I was breathing heavily, my teeth clenched. She stepped back, eyes wide, and I stepped back the other way, as if backing away from an electric shock. Where had that come from?

I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.” I hadn’t had any kind of angry outbursts, physical or otherwise, in weeks. “I’ll go now.”

Mom regained her composure and nodded. “What do we say?”

I paused. It had been a while since we’d bothered with this, but it was another little ritual we had—a mantra we used to say whenever I left the house, to help me remember my rules. I didn’t want to start it again.

But it was better than the alternative.

“Today I will smile all day, and think good thoughts about everyone I meet.” Mom said it with me. It scared me, and I think it scared her, to know how quickly we both went back to the same preventative measure.

I took off my apron and mask, threw away my gloves, and washed my hands in the restroom on the way out.

*   *   *

In hindsight, it was stupid of me to stop at Brooke’s house on the way to school. Ever since I got my license last year, I’d driven her to and from school every day; I got to see her, talk to her, and smell the clean, soft scent that followed her everywhere. I cherished those car rides, and now, through force of habit and a powerful self-delusion, I was right back at it on the first day of the new school year. Of course, she wasn’t speaking to me, but she still needed to get to school, right? We’d never officially cut off the driving arrangement, so technically it was still on. And even if I drove her to school it didn’t mean she had to talk to me. But over time we were sure to start talking again anyway—meaningless small talk at first, then more and more, until everything would be just like it had always been.

I waited by her curb for three minutes, trying to get up the nerve to go knock on her door—she’d always come out on her own before—but it was stupid. I knew it was stupid even to come here, I knew it before I did it, it’s just … well, it was worth a try, anyway. I put the car in gear and drove away.

I passed Brooke two blocks later, waiting at the bus stop. She didn’t wave, and I drove by without slowing.

I’d never really liked school—I liked learning, but I liked a very specific learning environment. Noisy classrooms with yellowed floor tiles, fluorescent lights, and a few hundred kids who thought I was a freak were, unsurprisingly, not a part of the environment I preferred. Give me a good library, an Internet connection, and some educational TV, and I could sit and “learn” for hours, as long as I enjoyed the subject. I’d venture to say that I knew more about serial killers and criminal profiling than almost anybody in town, up to and including the FBI team that had come to investigate the Handyman killings. But I was also a realist, and I recognized organized education as a necessary evil. I wanted to become a real mortician when I grew up, and that meant I needed college, and that meant I needed high school. If I could sit through just two more years of broken desks, social cliques, and school spirit, I’d be in the clear.

I parked in the back lot and made my way toward school. It was still the last of August, and the weather was warm, but cooling rapidly. Scattered groups of kids were shouting to each other cheerfully, leaning on their cars or wandering slowly toward the various buildings. Our school had three—the main building, the tech building (which was fairly low tech, despite its name), and the gym. I saw a couple of sophomores wandering in a daze, still daunted by their first day in a real high school. They probably couldn’t read their class schedules.

“Hey, John,” said Marci, leaning against one of the flower boxes in the side lawn. Her best friend, Rachel, was with her. “How’s it going?”

I stopped. After our bike-riding date I hadn’t heard from her, and I’d assumed she’d lost interest. Yet here she was, on the first day of school, ignoring everyone else on the lawn and talking to me.

“Not bad,” I said. “Nothing like the first day of school to get you going in the morning.”

“Ug,” said Marci, “it’s like a Monday.”

“It is a Monday.”

“No, I mean like the Monday to end all Mondays,” said Marci. “It’s that same depressing ‘oh no the weekend is really over’ feeling, magnified a thousand times.” She grinned mischievously. “I’m taking bets on the first person to ditch class.”

“Counting the whole school?” I asked. “I bet there’s some people that don’t even show up.”

“That’s what I told her,” said Rachel.

“What’s your first period?” asked Marci.

I looked at my schedule, though I had it memorized. “Social studies with Verner.”

Marci smiled. “Sweet, us too. Then here’s the rules: check out everyone in our first-period class, make your pick, and then we’ll watch them for the rest of the day. First one to ditch is the winner.”

“You mean whoever bets on the first ditcher is the winner,” said Rachel.

“That’s debatable,” said Marci, standing up. “Let’s go grab some seats in the back, so we can get a good view of all our contestants.”

Rachel stood as well, and together they walked toward the nearest door to the main building. After a second of hesitation, I followed them. I’d never walked into school with anybody before, except Max, but that barely counted. He was only my friend because I didn’t have anyone else, and I was only his friend for the same reason. Besides, I hadn’t seen him in weeks, and I was with two very cute girls.

Marci and Rachel waved and smiled and chattered with a dozen or so people on our way through the halls, and I hung behind them like a shadow—not hiding, but not inserting myself into their conversations, either. It seemed like everyone knew them, and they knew just about everyone. I suppose that’s what “popular” means, and it shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did—I could go a whole week without talking to anyone at school, sometimes anyone at all. Marci was the exact opposite, to a degree that I hadn’t even imagined was possible. It was a little annoying, but more than that it was exhausting. It was so much easier to be an outcast.

Mr. Verner’s room was the same as always; I don’t think he’d put up any new posters since the nineties, if that, which seemed weird for a social studies teacher. Shouldn’t he have been more on top of current events? The door was in the back of the room, and Marci went straight to the far wall to claim the back corner seat. Rachel sat in front of her, so I hesitantly took the seat next to Marci on the back row. It’s hard to explain why I felt so strange—it wasn’t because Marci was popular or pretty, though she certainly was. It was more because I’d just never really hung out with anybody before. I felt like I was forgetting something, like I was supposed to do or say something and didn’t know what it was. I couldn’t think of anything, so I just sat down.

“My next class is with Mr. Coleman,” said Marci. “Gag. Do you know how many times he’s tried to look down my shirt?”

“So wear something else,” said Rachel. “With a shirt like that, I feel like I should be ogling you, too.”

“He’s a teacher,” said Marci. “It’s completely disgusting.”

“You should report him,” I said, glancing at her chest and then quickly looking away. I’d given up my rules against girl watching, but they were still so ingrained that I hadn’t even noticed her shirt yet—I’d been subconsciously avoiding it. It was a tight black tank top, the same color as her hair, with a curly-green-leaf pattern that showed off her curves to perfection. She really was gorgeous.…

And then I found myself thinking about Brooke. That’s the weirdest thing.

“I almost did report him last year,” Marci went on, but when I got to the counselor’s office he checked me out, too. I gave up. Obviously I enjoy a little attention, but it amazes me how brazen some people are about it.”

Two more girls wandered into the room, talking and ignoring us. I looked at Marci, keeping my eyes firmly on her face; her eyes were the same green as the vines.

“You shouldn’t just give up,” I said. “We have a…” I didn’t know what to say, or how to say it: we have a responsibility to stop people from doing bad things. Why was that so hard to say? Everyone I talked to was so complacent. Had people always been like this, and I was just noticing it now?

“What do we have?” asked Marci.

“We have…” Did they really want to talk about this? Most people didn’t care about any of the things I did, and I usually didn’t realize it until I’d already said something insulting, boring, or controversial. I looked around at the classroom. Think, John, I told myself. Find something to talk about. Talking is easy. People do it every day. I saw the two people who’d come in earlier, Kristen and Ashley, and I pointed at them. “We have our first two contestants,” I said. “Do you think either of them will be the first ditcher of the day?”

Marci was looking at me out of the corner of her eyes, ignoring my question. What was she thinking?

Rachel laughed and shook her head. “There’s no way Kristen goes first,” she said. “Straight A students don’t ditch.”

“They ditch all the time,” said Marci. “I got straight A’s in ninth grade, if you’ll remember, and I ditched my math class about once a week.” She grinned. “That’s a twenty percent ditch rate.”

“Kristen is not just any straight A student,” said Rachel. “She’s a straight A student taking every college credit class the school has, and she’s the editor of the school paper. She’s not going to ditch the first day of school.”

“She will if we’re counting school-paper meetings,” I said.

“Leaving normal school to go to voluntary extra school does not count as ditching,” said Marci. “It won’t be Kristen, and I don’t think Ashley will break first either. She’s not a super nerd or anything, but she’s not all that rebellious. We’re looking for a true wild woman.”

“How about a wild man?” I asked, watching as more people drifted into the room. Among them was Rob Anders, who I thought of as a bully, though he wasn’t really—he simply knew enough about me to be scared, without knowing enough to be smart about it. He hated me, but like most high school kids he was completely powerless to hurt me; sticks and stones could break my bones, but Rob was too chicken to go that far. His suspicions about me were just enough to guarantee him a few seconds of “I told you so” fame if anyone ever found out about the two people I’d killed, but between now and then he was just an angry kid. Even now, when he could have come over to taunt me or whatever, he didn’t—he was probably scared off by Marci, actually. No guy in his right mind wanted to look like a jerk in front of her.

Through the door, in the crowded hallway, I caught a quick glimpse of Max walking past—still short, still chubby, still wearing his glasses, but different somehow. His head was down, and he was scowling. And then he was gone.

“You think Rob?” Marci asked, following my gaze to where he stood in the doorway. She pondered him a moment, then shook her head. “I don’t see it. Punching you at the bonfire last year was the craziest thing he’s ever done in his life, and I heard he spent the whole summer working it off for his slave-driver mom. He’ll be on his best behavior today, just to prove he’s changed. We need somebody else.”

“Hey guys.” Brad Nielsen flopped down into the seat in front of me, right next to Rachel. “What’s up?” He was a guy I’d known better as a kid, though we hadn’t really hung out in years. He was nice enough, but I found myself suddenly hating him—hating him passionately, almost violently. Who did he think he was, invading my group and talking to my girls?

I took a breath and forced myself to calm down. This was exactly why I’d stopped hanging around people—I didn’t want to think like this. How quickly had I gone from nervousness to jealousy? He’d done something so little—he sat down in a chair—and I’d felt myself burning with rage. Why couldn’t I just have a normal relationship, without seeing everyone I met as a possession or a competitor? I breathed deep, counting slowly to ten while he talked, willing myself to calm down.

“Did you guys hear about Allison?” His face was grave, and the girls leaned in, frowning.

“Allison Hill?” asked Marci.

“Yeah,” said Brad. He looked at me. “You didn’t hear?”

“Nothing,” I said. “What happened?”

“Killed herself,” said Brad. He swallowed. “They found her this morning—wrists slit, just like Jenny Zeller.”

Rachel covered her mouth, her eyes wide, and Marci’s jaw dropped.

“You’re kidding,” she said. “What the hell?”

“It came on the radio right as I got to school,” said Brad.

“She just called me last night!” said Rachel, tears welling up in her eyes. “She called me five times—I thought she was just being annoying! I had no idea!”

Another suicide. I looked around the room and saw for the first time the worried looks of the other students: the furrowed brows, the pursed lips, the teary eyes. Everyone was talking about it.

Allison Hill had been a pretty normal girl, as far as I could tell. She didn’t have a ton of friends, but she had more than Jenny Zeller. She was in the choir and the dance team, she had two good parents, she had a job at the bookstore. I’d bought a book on Herb Mullin from her just a few weeks ago.

Why did normal people kill themselves?

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“I know,” said Brad. “It’s nuts.”

“Suicides always go up during periods of trauma,” I said, “and we’ve had plenty of trauma over the past year. But why teenage girls? They’re not in the target demographic of any of the three killers, so it’s not personal fear. And I don’t think either of them have had connections to the other victims. Did the two girls know each other?”

No one answered, and I mentally kicked myself. There I went again, spouting off about the technical details of a crime and making everyone think I was a freak. I looked up quickly and sighed with relief. Rachel was ignoring me altogether, too lost in her tears to listen, and Brad was only half-listening, probably out of politeness, while he tried to comfort Rachel. When I stopped talking he turned away altogether to focus on her.

But there was Marci again, looking at me with that same look as before: not judging, and not really studying, just … looking. Thinking.

Brad and Rachel were whispering now, locked in some tearful private conversation. All around us the class was locked in a dozen hushed, urgent conversations, as kids struggled desperately to come to terms with their emotions. I watched them blankly, unsure how to react. I wasn’t sad about Allison, I was … confused. Angry. Why was I even bothering with these idiots if this was how they valued their lives? I told myself I shouldn’t think like that, but it was hard to think of anything else.

Marci pulled out a notebook, turned to a clean sheet, and started writing. When she finished, she sat up straight and smiled at me—a fake smile, trying to be playful but leaving her eyes dull and sad.

“I’ve made my prediction,” she said, tearing out the page and folding it carefully in fourths. “Are you ready?”

“I haven’t thought much about it.”

“That’s okay,” she said, handing me the note. “We can work together on this one.”

I took the note and unfolded it.

John Cleaver

I looked back at Marci and raised my eyebrows.

“You think?” I asked.

“I do,” she said. “And as for your guess, I have it on very good authority that a girl named Marci Jensen absolutely cannot handle any more school today.” Her eyes misted up, just the tiniest fraction of a tear, and she blinked it away. “Pick her, and who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky, and we’ll both win.” She smiled again, more fully this time, but it was still a mask of sadness. “It could happen.”

I looked at the classroom—a mess of crying, confused students, and still no teacher. It was already five minutes after class was supposed to start. School wasn’t likely to be much of anything today anyway, after the news about Allison. I looked back at Marci.

“Where do you want to go?”

“Out,” she said, closing her eyes. “Out and away.”

The windows in the classroom were dark and blurry, made of some ancient plastic that had yellowed over the years until they were barely translucent. The sky beyond looked old and sour, like a jaundiced eye.

We didn’t need demons. It almost didn’t matter how many they killed, because we just rolled over and killed ourselves. Would it ever stop? Would there be anyone left when it did?

And I was the one who’d called them here.

I grabbed my backpack and stood up. “Let’s get out of here.”
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Marci had a much newer car than I did, though that’s not saying much, and she drove me to her house to pick something up on our way to Friendly Burger. The front door was open, as before, and the twin four-year-olds were still there—and still, as nearly as I could tell, wearing the same clothes as before. Marci smiled at them as we walked inside, and ruffled the boy’s hair.

“Hey dude,” she said. “Mom in the garden?”

“Is school over already?” the little girl asked.

“Yes it is,” said Marci, holding out her hands. “Isn’t that awesome?”

“Momma’s in the garden,” said the boy.

“Why is school so short?” asked the girl.

“Because we already know everything,” Marci answered, leading us into the kitchen. It was old, like the rest of the house, and the kitchen table was sticky with jam that I assumed had come from the twins’ breakfast.

“Momma’s in the garden,” the boy repeated.

“Thanks, Jaden, I heard you the first time.”

“Do you really know everything?” the girl asked. “Do you know how many stars there are?”

Marci turned to face the twins, squatting down to meet their eyes. “Four billion, five zillion, six hundred and twenty-three. Do you guys want to watch cartoons?”

“Yes!” they shouted. Marci herded them back down the hall, and I heard a TV come on. A moment later Marci returned to the kitchen, smiling, and walked to the sink.

“I remember being that happy.” She picked up a wet rag, walked to the table, and started scrubbing away the jam. I turned to look at the fridge. It was covered with calendars, flyers, crayon drawings, magnetic letters, and more. One of the magnets was a splash of rubber water, with a rubber fish dangling in front of it on a stiff spring. I turned back to Marci and saw her leaning forward, her hands braced against the table, watching me. I looked away again, at the window this time, and felt suddenly stupid. Why did I keep looking away? She probably thought I was a jerk. But just as suddenly, an answer popped into my head: it was my rules again, cutting in to stop me from looking at Marci’s chest. It was a force of habit so embedded that I hadn’t even noticed I was doing it. I needed to pay attention to her, not my rules. I forced myself to look back and saw her standing upright, leaning lightly against the counter with her arms folded.

“You’re different,” she said. “You know that?”

“I’m sorry.”

She raised her eyebrow. “Don’t be sorry, whatever you do.” She grabbed a purse off the counter and held it up. “You hungry?”

“Not really.”

“Me neither.” She stepped forward, pulling out a kitchen chair and sitting down. She stared forward, blankly, then shook her head. “Can you believe this?”

“You mean the Handyman or the suicides?”

“Any of it,” she said. “All of it. What’s happening to us?” She caught me with her gaze, staring intently. “Did you know the Clarks left town?”

The Clarks lived next door to Max, in the neighborhood called The Gardens. Max’s dad had been killed in front of their house just nine months ago, when Mr. Crowley had ripped him in half. I’d been there, hiding, and I’d hesitated just a second too long to save him. I pushed the thought away and looked back innocently.

“They moved?”

“They haven’t sold their house yet,” said Marci, “but they left. Three days ago. Said they wanted to get out before school started, so their kids could start the new year somewhere safe.” She closed her eyes. “Fifteen people dead in a year, seventeen if you count the suicides.” She opened her eyes and looked up at me. “Is that totally freaky that I know that? Of all the sick things to keep track of.”

It was actually nineteen dead, because Mr. Crowley had killed two drifters nobody knew about and hidden the bodies so well no one had ever found them—one, I knew, was in the lake, and the other was probably there as well. There might be even more; it had taken me almost two months to trace the killings to Crowley, and who knew what he’d done before I found him.

Marci was staring at the wall, her elbow planted on the table and her fist in front of her mouth. She was blowing into it, her face slack and her eyes moist.

I pulled out a chair and sat across from her. “Knowing how many people have died isn’t freaky at all,” I said. “I know them all too. I could probably name them.”

Marci laughed, but it was short and humorless. “Sometimes I wonder what it’s like to grow up where people have other things to talk about. Weather, or football games, or movies. You know?”

“We have all that stuff,” I said, “it’s just too boring to bother with.”

“I guess that’s true enough. But we used to live like that, you know, boring or not.”

It was time for me to do something—to say something, to involve myself in this conversation. On our first date I’d barely said a word, and even when I was dating Brooke I hadn’t been especially active—she’d planned everything, she’d done everything, she’d said almost everything. I was just along for the ride back then, and now I was doing it again. I needed to act; I needed to be. I needed to step up and be a real person.

But …

What could I possibly say? Her little brother had said she had lots of boys over all the time—what kinds of things did they say? Did they talk about sports? Did they tell her she was pretty? I couldn’t hold her hand or gaze into her eyes or anything like that. If I wanted to act, I needed to stop acting like I thought other people were supposed to act, and start acting like myself. I was the one she’d invited into her kitchen: John Cleaver. But how much did she really know about John Cleaver?

And how interested could she possibly be in the things that interested John Cleaver?

I spread my hands on the table, flat against the wood. I had no one else to talk to: Mom wouldn’t talk about the killings, and Brooke wouldn’t talk at all. I was desperate to talk to somebody, but if I told everything to Marci, I’d either gain a confidante or destroy a budding friendship. But what good was a friend I couldn’t talk to? I wanted to be the real me. I decided to test the waters.

“You’re dad told you about me, right?”

She looked up. “What?”

“Nobody knows what I did in that house—most people don’t even know I was there—but your dad does, and he told you. Right?”

She nodded. “You saved all those people. And you attacked Agent Forman.”

“And you asked me out anyway?”

“That’s why I asked you out.”

I paused just a moment before continuing. “What else did he tell you?”

“About you?”

“About anything. About Forman, or the Handyman, or the Clayton Killer. Does he tell you other things?”

“He…” She paused. “I ask him about his job a lot, actually—I think it’s fascinating—but he hasn’t said much about the killers. But he told me about Forman’s house, and what Forman was doing in there—what he did to you and to those women. He wanted me to know what was happening, so I’d be prepared if anything happened to me.”

“So are you?”

She paused again, longer this time.

“I think so,” she said. “I know some self-defense moves, I carry Mace. I know what parts of town to stay away from and what parts are safe, but … the mayor was just killed inside of city hall, you know, so I don’t know if anything’s safe anymore.”

“Forman kidnapped me inside the police station,” I said. “He pulled a gun, he beat up Stephanie, and he abducted us both right there. No witnesses, no chance for help, nothing.”

“That’s horrible,” she said. She looked at me, and her eyes softened.

“It was horrible,” I agreed, “but it wasn’t the end. We hung on for two more days, and we won. And it wasn’t because I had Mace or because I stayed away from danger zones. It was because I knew what was going on, and I knew how he thought and what he did. I knew what he wanted and I turned it against him.”

She was watching me, resting her chin in the palm of her hand. “You know, you really are different.”

I had her interest now; she was really thinking about what I was saying. “Do you remember what you said this morning about Mr. Coleman?” I asked, leaning forward.

“Geez, what a dirtbag.”

“You said you gave up. He did something wrong, you were going to stop him, and then you just gave up.”

“Well, come on now, it’s not like I can have every guy who looks at me arrested—”

“I’m not accusing you of anything,” I said, holding out my hand to calm her down. “I tell you right now, if I looked like you, I think the attention would drive me insane. I don’t know how you do it.” She smiled a little at that, and I went on. “What I’m saying is that the killers in town are just like that—it’s on a bigger scale, but it’s the same thing. Something bad happens, and you can try to do something about it or you can sit back, and when you do try to do something, it usually gets worse before it gets better. That’s what happened to you, and that’s what happened to me with Forman.”

It was time to show her who I really was. “Do you know why I was in the police station that night?”

“No.”

“I was helping Forman track the killer, though it turned out to be him all along. He was … I know this sounds weird, because I’m only sixteen, but he was running the case past me, bouncing ideas around to see if I had any insights.”

She raised her eyebrow. “You’re kidding.”

“I was there when the Clayton Killer attacked my neighbors,” I said. “I mean, everyone knows I was there, but I was really there, right in the middle of it, and not just because I lived across the street and heard a noise. I’d been studying the Clayton Killer for months, trying to figure out who he was, and who he was attacking, and why. Once I figured all of that out, I thought I could figure out how to stop him. I did figure out how to stop him. I saved Kay Crowley, and I almost saved Dr. Neblin.”

“And Mr. Crowley, too,” she said.

She didn’t know Mr. Crowley was the killer—nobody did. I nodded, and went on; it wouldn’t hurt to bend the truth a little bit.

“I almost saved him too,” I agreed. “And Forman knew that—he knew everything I’d done to track the Clayton Killer. So when the second killer started dumping bodies all over town, Forman asked for my help tracking him, too. And then it turned out that he was the killer, and he was really just trying to find out how big of a threat I was. Once he realized that I was almost there—that I’d almost traced the whole thing back to him—he locked me up so I couldn’t stop him.” It wasn’t the full truth, but it was all I dared to trust her with at the time. The demons would stay secret.

“You’re kidding,” she said again, laughing, but I shook my head. She stopped, stared, then frowned. “You’re serious?”

“Yeah.”

“I had no idea.” She sat back in her chair, staring at the table, then looked up at me. “What are you, some kind of genius detective?”

“That’s just the thing,” I said. “Anyone can do this, it’s just that nobody ever does. They leave it all to the police or the FBI. But if you pay attention and follow the case you can find all the clues. We can—” I couldn’t tell her that I planned to go after the killer myself, so I took the safe route—“we can tell the police everything we find, and help them stop this killer.”

That was it—I’d said it all. I’d told her who I was: John the Dragonslayer. I’d either piqued her interest or driven her off completely. I watched her, waiting to see what she said.

She watched me back, her eyes moving over me, searching.

“You really are serious,” she said.

I didn’t even nod, I just stared back, waiting. After a long moment she shrugged.

“So what do we do?”

“Are you sure you want to do this?”

She nodded. “My dad’s a cop, John. You’re going to have to try pretty hard to freak me out.”

“That’s a challenge I’ll accept,” I said, and she smiled warily. “So let’s get right into it. The central question of criminal profiling is this: what did the killer do that she didn’t have to do?”

“She?”

“I think the Handyman might be a woman,” I said.

“Why?”

“Just a hunch.”

She smirked. “I’m beginning to think this isn’t nearly as scientific as you led me to believe.”

“There’s very little science in criminal profiling,” I admitted. “It’s all educated guesses and shots in the dark.”

“Does it ever work?”

“It works all the time,” I said. “How about … okay, here’s an example: the Trailside Killer, from San Francisco. He killed a bunch of people, both women and men, in the middle of the woods, and he kept at it for a year before they finally caught him. The forensic evidence showed that the attacks were all fast, like really fast, which usually means that the killer doesn’t want to be seen, but this was in the middle of nowhere—there was no one else around for miles. The profiler on the case decided that the only reason to go that fast when there was no danger of getting caught was that the killer was ashamed of something and he didn’t want the victims to notice it.”

“So the profiler predicted that the killer had a big ugly scar or something,” said Marci, “and the police started looking for people with scars. Does that really help?”

I smiled. “It’s even better than that. You see, even though there were no witnesses in the woods, there were plenty at the trailheads and the parking lots, and nobody they interviewed had ever mentioned somebody with a physical deformity. So the profiler guessed that the killer had a deformity nobody could see, but that still made him feel awkward and outcast. He told the police to look for a guy with a stutter.”

“He got all that just from the speed of the attacks?”

“Well there was obviously more to it than that, I’m just paraphrasing. But your reaction is pretty typical. Even the police laughed at him. And then they caught the guy, and he had a really debilitating stutter.”

Marci shook her head, her mouth open. “That’s freaky.”

“Freaky and crazy and incredibly accurate,” I said. “If you know what you’re doing.”

“So the Trailside Killer did something he didn’t have to do,” said Marci, nodding, “and figuring out the reason for that told them something valuable about him.”

“Exactly,” I said. She’d picked this up a lot quicker than Max had.

“Alright,” said Marci, “I think I get it. But how does the Handyman thing make you think she’s a woman?”

“Just … forget the gender thing for now,” I said. “Let’s go back to my question: what did the killer do that ‘it’ didn’t have to do?”

“He cut off their hands.”

“Correct.”

“And that tells us that … he hates hands?” She laughed. “You realize this is impossible.”

It gets even harder when you consider the fact that the killer’s a demon, I thought. I still don’t know what the demon is doing with the hands and tongues she steals. “I don’t really have any good ideas about the hands,” I admitted. “It could be anything. So we start with something else.”

“Like what?”

“Like, well … the wounds are all very clean—the hands and tongue were removed very carefully. What could that tell us?”

“That the killer is very clean,” she said. “That’s what all the plastic drop cloths are for, too, right?” She grinned wickedly. “So maybe it is a woman, after all.”

“Very funny,” I said, “but certainly possible. Strong attention to cleanliness also suggests age: younger killers are sloppier, more impulsive, and old killers tend to be more meticulous.”

“So this is an older killer, possibly a woman,” said Marci, “who plans ahead and is very careful about everything. That fits perfectly, because she attacked the mayor in city hall instead of at home, where the security system was so much better.”

“How do you know that?”

“Dad said something about it.” She smiled. “Wow, this profiling stuff actually works.”

“Told you so.”

“Then it also stands to reason,” she said, “that the killer carries around a pretty big bag of stuff.”

“Why?” Nowhere in my analysis had I ever considered a bag.

“Because she has so much stuff she needs,” said Marci. “A woman is never without her purse, especially not an organized woman like this, so she has to have a big bag full of plastic sheets, and a gun, and a hacksaw, and whatever else she uses. That’s a lot of stuff.”

“That…” I paused. “You’re right, that is a lot of stuff. I hadn’t thought of that.” Because I was so sure the demon used her own claws for the killing, and that was coloring the rest of my theories. It’s entirely possible that she just uses a normal weapon, like Forman did, and that means she’d have to carry it with her—but then, what kind of weapon could have made the wrist wounds? I nodded. “You’re good at this,” I said.

Marci rolled her eyes. “This is the last thing I ever wanted to be good at.”

“But the thing about the hands,” I said, “is that they weren’t removed with a hacksaw—there was none of the tissue damage that you’d expect with a saw.”

“Now it’s my turn to ask how you know something.”

I stopped short. The lack of tissue damage was something they’d never mentioned on the news—I’d learned it in the mortuary, and my involvement in the mortuary was supposed to be a secret. How much should I tell her?

Marci was looking right at me, not accusing but simply curious. She was being completely honest and open. I needed to learn how to be the same.

“I help my mom in the mortuary,” I said. “I helped embalm Pastor Olsen.”

“Holy crap.” She shifted in her chair. “Isn’t that completely … icky?”

“‘Icky?’”

“That’s the technical term for ‘ohmygoshgross,’” she said. “I never knew that about you.”

“Believe me,” I said, “there are a lot of things you never knew about me. But let’s think about the wrist wounds: do you have any idea what could have made them?”

“No saw marks?” she asked.

“Nope.”

“A knife?”

“It’s a single cut,” I said. “There’s no way you could get that kind of force behind a knife. Maybe a machete.”

“Or an axe,” she said, tapping her chin. “Or a shovel.”

“An axe and a machete are probably too big to conceal,” I said, “let alone a shovel. Even if we think big and give our killer a duffel bag for her stuff, she’s going to have trouble carrying anything big enough to make that kind of cut.” I kept going back to the claw—it had to be a claw. Nothing else fit. But telling Marci about the demons would be another giant step, and I still wasn’t comfortable with it.

“What about a hatchet?” she asked. I looked up, struck by the idea, and she went on. “A hatchet handle’s not as long as an axe, so you can’t get quite as much power behind it, but it might be able to cut through a wrist bone like that.” I stared at her, and she smiled nervously. “I guess? I don’t know how to cut through a wrist bone.” I kept staring. “Look,” she said, “you started this, don’t look at me like that.”

“No,” I said quickly, “no, I’m not looking at you weird at all. I think that’s brilliant.”

“Thank you.”

“I mean, it’s not brilliant—”

“What?”

“I mean, it’s something I never thought of, and I should have. A hatchet. I can’t believe I didn’t think of a hatchet.”

“I liked this conversation better when I was brilliant.”

“What?” I asked, smiling. “Now you’re some kind of genius detective?”

“Hey,” she drawled, “this stuff’s easy.” She narrowed her eyes and winked. “Stick with me, kid; we’ll catch this psycho.”

“Wow,” I said, cocking my head to the side. “Is that a … was that a cowboy or a film noir mobster?”

She threw the wet rag in my face. “That was a brilliant criminal investigator. Who is also hungry.”

“I know how she feels,” I said. “Does she want to go get something?”

“Yeah,” said Marci, smiling. “I think she does.”
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The next night was the mayor’s funeral, starting with a viewing at five o’clock, and the place was packed. Mom and Margaret and Lauren had spent the entire day finishing the embalming, coordinating with the cemetery, and running all over town between flower shops, city offices, and even print shops, for the programs. When I came home from school at three o’clock, they threw me into it as well; they had me vacuuming the chapel and rolling out the good entry rugs and making sure everything was perfect. The police were there too, securing the area tighter than I’d ever seen—we’d had plenty of murdered nobodies in our chapel, but this was our first murdered government official. Officer Jensen waved at me, and I waved back. I wondered if he knew Marci and I had skipped the entire first day of school.

At 4:30, with the chapel prepared and the corpse ready for display, Mom and Margaret and I went upstairs to change. I had a white, collared shirt I wore for funerals, with a thin black tie and a black suit coat. I kept the tie knotted on a hanger in my closet because I could never remember how to tie it; I pulled it on now and tightened the loop.

There were still a few minutes left before I needed to be downstairs, and I walked to the window. On the other side of the road, maybe a hundred feet away, was the Crowleys’ house. There was the white Buick where I’d found Dr. Neblin dead; there was the old shed where I’d dragged his body; there was the mark in the road where Mr. Crowley’s claws had torn up the asphalt. I’d stopped him, but it had taken too long. Too many people had died. Now we had another demon, killing more people, and I still didn’t know much about it.

A cloud passed overhead, darkening the sky just enough for me to see my reflection in the window, faint and ghostly. I straightened my tie and went downstairs.

A viewing is an odd thing: families like to see their dearly departed one last time, so we morticians spend hours with makeup, putty, and string, trying to make a sack of dead meat look as much like a person as possible. Corpses, especially when they’ve been dead a week like this one, simply don’t look like they used to—not because their flesh is rotting off or anything, but for smaller, subtler reasons. The muscles are slack, without even blood pressure to form them, so the face is shaped differently: more gaunt, with none of the expression it had in life. The jaw hangs open, so we pin it shut with hooks and wire. The eyes shrivel, so we fill the cavity with cotton to give the eyelids their proper curve. With no blood to give it color, the skin grows pale, so we mix the formaldehyde with dyes and paint the face with foundation and blush. We work from photos, doing our best to approximate not just any dead guy but your dead guy; not just any father but your father, your mother, your sister, your aunt. Then we dress it up in your dead father’s suit, like a giant stuffed animal, and lay it in a coffin for you to wander past, awkward and uneasy.

People grow uncomfortable at viewings because, for most, it is their only contact with death. They don’t know how to deal with it. They stand there, silent, maybe piping up with a comment about how peaceful he looks, or how much he looks like himself. It’s never true—he never looks like himself. Whatever “himself” used to mean, it’s gone now, and the thing left behind in the suit and the coffin could just as easily be anything: it could be a stranger, it could be a tree. Eventually, it will be. The friends and family stare blankly, wondering why this lifeless thing holds no comfort, and then they wander away and talk about how long it’s been, and how are the kids, and don’t you love my new shoes?

My job was to stand in the doorway with funeral programs, handing them out and occasionally answering a question about the restrooms. I was an informative table, deferential, glad to be of use. Eventually I left the programs on a chair and retreated to the office, watching the somber crowd through the crack of the open door. Someone still managed to find me and ask about the restroom. I gave him directions and closed the door completely.

At six o’clock the viewing ended, and I stepped out to help usher everyone into the chapel for the funeral itself. Usually I pushed the coffin as well, from its home in the antechamber to its place of honor in front of the lectern, but tonight the police were performing that job. Sheriff Meier and Officer Jensen, their dress uniforms cleaned and pressed, led a long procession of family, with the dead mayor at the head. I watched from the back. Marci was on the other side, sitting alone. She watched the procession through dark eyes.

Mom stood next to me. “Where have you been?” she whispered.

“Upstairs,” I lied.

“I looked upstairs.”

“Outside.”

“I need your help, John,” she said. “This is a job, you know. This is how we pay our bills. We need to do it right.”

“Does everyone have a program?” I asked.

“That’s not the point—”

“Everyone has a program,” I said, “so I did my job fine.”

Mom glared at me, but the family was almost seated, and she needed to start the ceremony. She left me and walked to the front, and I knew she was putting on her polite, practiced mortician face: understanding and professional, serious yet calm. I turned to leave again, but another soft whisper pulled me back.

“You got somewhere we can hide from this?”

I turned and saw Marci standing quietly behind me. She was wearing a slim dress and heels that made her nearly as tall as I was.

“I hate funerals,” she said. “I only came to be with Dad, but he’s sitting in the front with Meier.”

“Come on,” I whispered, and led her into the hall and back to the office. If Mom hadn’t found me there before, it was probably still the best place. “In here,” I said. I held the door for her, followed her in, and offered her the nice chair behind the desk. I closed the door behind us and sat across from her.

“So,” she said, looking around. “This is where you work.”

“Yep. I don’t do a lot here in the office, mostly in the back. Clean a lot of restrooms, vacuum a lot of floors. Embalm a lot of mayors.”

“Ugh,” she said. “It’s one thing to see them on the news, but getting right up and touching them is so not for me.”

“We have a week,” I said.

“You have the bodies for a week?”

“No, I’m saying we have one week before the next death. The other attacks were two weeks apart—one on Sunday, the next on a Monday. So number three will be one week from tonight if the pattern holds. We have one week to figure it out.”

Marci grimaced. “What, you and I? We don’t know anything. Not anything important.”

“What about the bag and the hatchet? We figured those out.”

“The police already knew about them,” said Marci. “I asked my dad. I might be able to get more out of him, if I know what to ask.”

“Ha,” I laughed, smiling thinly. “The daughter of a cop and the son of a mortician: teen crime fighters. We’re like a bad TV show.”

“I know.” She stretched her arms, pushing her chest forward, and I looked away instinctively. My gaze fell on the filing cabinet, and I stood up quickly.

“Hang on,” I said, walking to the files and opening the top drawer. “I think the son of the mortician may have another trick up his sleeve.”

“What do you mean?”

“I didn’t get to help embalm the mayor,” I said, flipping through the files, “but his paperwork’s in here somewhere. If we still have the body, we still have the state files on it.”

“What’s in the papers?”

“A complete listing of all wounds,” I said, closing the drawer and moving to the next one down. “Man, I have no idea how Lauren’s files are set up.” I found the mayor’s name on a folder and pulled it out. “Here we go. You might want to look away.”

“Why would I—holy sheez.”

I flopped open the folder on the desk, exposing a sheaf of autopsy photos clipped to the stack of papers. Marci looked away, gagging and muttering, while I flipped through the files.

“There were wounds on the first body that the police didn’t tell the media about,” I said. “Wounds on the back—dozens of them, hidden by the victim’s shirt so nobody could see them.”

“I cannot believe that you work here,” she said, staring at the wall. She was gripping her chair for support.

“You get used to it,” I said, then tapped my finger on a pink sheet of carbon paper. “Here it is. Bullet wound in the head … both hands severed … tongue removed … two pole wounds in the back … thirty-seven stab wounds in the back. Wow.” I sucked in a slow breath. “Thirty-seven.”

“I’m going to be sick.”

“It’s okay,” I said, closing up the folder, “I’m putting it away.”

“That’s not going to help.”

“Sure it is,” I said, sliding the folder back into the drawer and rolling it closed. “There—photos are gone, everything’s gone. You can turn around.”

Marci turned reluctantly. “You know, I could have gone my whole life without seeing those photos.”

“If we don’t figure this out in time, there’ll be plenty more where those came from.”

“Don’t remind me.” She leaned back, looking at the ceiling. “Thirty-seven times. Who stabs a guy thirty-seven times?”

“That’s exactly the question,” I said. “She didn’t have to do it, which means it’s important. So: who would stab a guy thirty-seven times?”

“Someone really…” Marci closed her eyes “… angry. So angry she couldn’t stop stabbing, even when the victim was dead.”

“The victim was dead when she started,” I said. “He was shot in the back of the head.”

“So she’s really, really angry,” said Marci. “Angry enough to stab a dead body. I’ve been that angry a couple of times.”

“Really?”

She opened her eyes and glowered at me. “No, not really, but sometimes you just wanna … vent your frustration, you know? You just want to pound something.”

“I’ll make sure not to make you angry, then.”

“We have a punching bag in the basement,” she said. “Many a bad date has been erased from my memory thanks to that thing, I assure you.”

“So we have a killer who’s venting his anger,” I said. “But that would suggest an angry attack—something violent and impulsive. This woman attacks very calmly, with everything carefully planned in advance. She gets in, she shoots, she lays down plastic, and only then does she start stabbing. Plus, the hands and tongue are removed very precisely—that doesn’t suggest anger at all.”

Marci looked back up at the ceiling, sitting silently. She didn’t look like she was getting into it—she hadn’t come here for this, and she probably had plenty of subjects she’d rather talk about. I was trying to think of something I could say to bring back the same excitement she’d shown the day before, when suddenly she spoke again. “Do you think her victims see her before she attacks?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I guess it’s possible.” It’s also possible that she can turn invisible, or change her shape, or some other crazy supernatural thing that would help her hide from her prey, I thought. Trying to profile a demon was getting harder and harder.

“I was just thinking,” said Marci. “This guy showed up at my house one time just incensed about something—another bad dating story, sorry. But this guy was so mad, I didn’t even go out with him. He terrified me. I called off the date right there on the porch.”

“Which probably only made him madder,” I said.

“Obviously,” said Marci, “but he couldn’t freak out on me with my dad’s squad car parked twenty feet away, so he just left. But the point is, if someone came up to these victims looking mad enough to stab them thirty-seven times, they would have run away screaming. But none of them did.”

“You’re right,” I said, going back over the news stories in my head. “Nobody heard screaming, nobody found any sign of a fight, and there were no defensive wounds on either of the bodies. So whatever the killer looks like, she doesn’t look scary.”

“Or angry,” said Marci.

“Or,” I said, “she might not even be angry at all—we might be misinterpreting the stab wounds completely.”

“Can you think of anything else it could be?”

“Well, what if it’s a message?” I asked. “She leaves these bodies outside where everyone can see them, so she’s obviously trying to say something. Maybe the stab wounds are part of it.”

“But they were covered up,” said Marci, leaning forward. She was getting excited again. “You said the stab wounds were hidden by the shirt. As a proud graduate of home ec I can assure you that thirty-seven cuts in the back of a shirt would completely destroy it—you wouldn’t be hiding anything under there. This woman had to take their shirts off, stab the living crap out of them, and then put their shirts back on.”

“So if anything,” I said, “she’s trying to hide the stabs, not display them.”

“Alright,” said Marci. “We have a killer who starts out calm and then gets angry. All we have to do is figure out what the victims did to make her angry—probably something pretty simple, since both of them did it.”

With that comment, another piece of the puzzle snapped into place for me. I looked up at Marci. “The only common factor between the two situations is her. The killer is making herself angry.” Forman said that demons are defined by what they lack, I thought. She kills because she’s trying to fill a hole, in her mind or her heart, and somehow that hole is filling her with rage.

“Why would she make herself angry?”

“It’s not on purpose,” I said. “It’s just the side effect of something else. She’s calm, and then she kills, and then she flips out.”

“And then she tries to cover it up with a shirt,” said Marci, nodding slowly. “It fits. But what does it mean?”

“It means she doesn’t want to kill,” I said. “She probably hates it, but she can’t stop it. She promises herself she’ll never do it again and then she does it again anyway. And she goes nuts.”

“This is…” Marci grimaced again. “This is really vile.”

“But really cool,” I said. “This is a piece I’m sure the police don’t have yet.”

“I’ll tell my dad as soon as the funeral’s out.”

“No,” I said, “not yet. This is a good piece, but it doesn’t lead to anyone.” She looked troubled, and I held out my hands to soothe her. “Let’s wait until we have more to give him; there’s no sense jumping the gun when we’re this close.”

Marci looked uneasy. “How close do you think we are?”

“Very close,” I said. “Maybe close enough to predict the next victim.”

“And if we can predict him,” said Marci, smiling for the first time that night, “we can warn him.”
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I went to Marci’s house every day that week, and we traded theories and combed through every piece of evidence we could remember. At first we sat in the kitchen, but Marci got nervous with the little kids so close by, so we took our talk of serial killers and dismembered corpses outside.

“What about the poles?” Marci asked. “That’s got to mean something, right?” It was Saturday, and we were still no closer to an answer.

“It’s a message,” I said, “but that doesn’t tell us much. Most of the time when a serial killer leaves a message like that, it’s just the standard ‘here I am, you can’t catch me.’”

“Even if it’s just to get attention,” said Marci, “the fact that the killer needs attention is still a pretty good clue, right?”

“Absolutely,” I said. I don’t know if Marci was a natural psychologist, or if it was just the fact that she wasn’t sociopathic like me, but she was really getting good at this. Sociopathy is defined as the lack of empathy: we can’t identify with other people, which means we can’t really understand them either. Marci didn’t have that handicap, so she was finding connections I’d never thought of.

“The poles are like flags,” she said, thinking out loud, “to make sure people see the body. One of the poles in the mayor was an actual flagpole.”

“But with the flag ripped off,” I said. “If they were supposed to be flags, why would she strip it down?”

“It was an American flag, so maybe she hates America. Or maybe she loves America and didn’t want the flag associated with the murder.”

“Serial killing isn’t murder,” I said, the words slipping out before I could stop them. It was a pet peeve of mine, but from the shocked look on Marci’s face I knew she’d misinterpreted it. “I mean, it is murder, but it’s not just murder. It’s like saying … computer hacking is theft. It is, but it’s got its own set of reasons and methods that make it so different from any other theft that you have to look at it differently.”

“That seems like a weird distinction,” said Marci. “Killing someone is murder. That’s that.”

“It is,” I said again, “but it’s a very specific kind of murder that needs to be looked at very differently.” She was still looking at me strangely, so I tried to change the subject. “Look, it doesn’t matter—let’s get back to the flag. You think the killer loves America and doesn’t want it associated with … killing.”

Marci watched me silently for a moment longer before speaking. “Could be a war protest.”

“Clayton County is a weird place for a war protest.”

“I know, I’m just thinking. The poles really do act like flags, though, and I’m trying to think of why she rips the actual flags off. Maybe it’s just the poles—she doesn’t want something up there to distract from the poles themselves.”

“I don’t think so,” I said, remembering the shot I’d seen on the news. “When the mayor died, she hung plastic sheeting on the poles. It was like she was making her own flags.”

“Did they look like anything?”

“Kind of like wings, actually. But it was a flagpole, and she hung her own flag on it.”

“So she’s replacing America.”

“Or removing it.”

“Removing it?”

“Maybe not completely,” I said, “but from the crime scene, at least. How about this: the Handyman always puts poles in the victims’ backs because that’s how she sends her message. This time, because she was in city hall, the only pole she could find was a flagpole, but she didn’t want the flag to interfere with her message: it’s not about America, it’s about something else. So she had to take the flag off so people wouldn’t get the wrong idea.”

“That works,” said Marci, “but it means there’s probably more to her message than just ‘here I am.’”

“There you are,” said Marci’s mom, opening the screen door and stepping out onto the porch behind us. Marci and I were sitting on the porch, our feet on the steps, and her mom set down a plate of buttered bread on the floor between us. “This isn’t fresh out of the oven or anything, but I thought you might like a snack.” Marci’s mom was large—not fat, just big—and her hands were weathered and calloused from constant work in the yard and garden. She was nice enough, but it was obvious Marci had gotten her good looks from somewhere else.

“Thanks,” said Marci, smiling widely. She seemed grateful for the interruption, though I wasn’t sure. She picked up a piece of bread. “Mom’s bread is great, John, you’ll love it. This is, what, like five whole grains?”

“Six,” said her mom. “I added another one.”

I took a piece and held it up to inspect it. It looked like a slab of birdseed.

“Wow,” I said. “I didn’t know you could get that many whole grains into one piece of bread.”

“I don’t want to interrupt,” said her mom, opening the door and stepping back in. “Just bringing a snack. Have fun!”

“‘Have fun,’” said Marci, laughing. “She thinks we’re out here talking about our favorite bands or something.”

I held out my bread. “Do you seriously eat this?”

She laughed. “Of course we eat it, what else would you do with it?”

“You could hang it from a tree and feed every bird in the neighborhood.”

“It’s good for you,” she said, in a voice that meant she knew exactly how stupid that sounded, but then she took another big bite. She obviously enjoyed it.

I took a bite; it was rough and chewy. I tried to say something, but it took so long to chew I couldn’t form any words.

“Mom’s been perfecting this recipe for years,” said Marci. “You should have tried it when she first started—it was pretty heavy duty.”

I finally managed to swallow, and shook my head in disbelief. “Holy crap, that’s like a buttered granola bar.”

“We eat it all the time,” said Marci, “it’s totally normal to us now. Anything else feels too flimsy—Wonder Bread’s practically tissue paper compared to this.”

“Wonder Bread’s like tissue paper compared to anything,” I said, “but if I can reverse the metaphor, this is like titanium compared to Wonder Bread.”

“That’s actually a simile, not a metaphor. You can tell because it has ‘like’ in it.”

“And this is actually a construction material, not a food,” I said. “You can tell because it has wood pulp in it.”

“Poor baby,” said Marci, making an exaggerated frown. “Wood pulp is good for you—it’ll put hair on your chest.”

“And you’ve been eating this for how long?” I asked. “That’s horrifying.”

Marci laughed. “Shut up!”

I heard a car engine rumbling closer, and looked out to the street just in time to see Marci’s dad pull up to the curb in his squad car. I set the bread back down on the plate and tried to look innocent. I wasn’t afraid of cops, I actually quite liked them, but I’d never met one at his own house before. The last thing I needed was for him to freak out and tell me to stop corrupting his daughter.

“Hey, Dad,” said Marci, swallowing another bite of bread.

“Hey, babe,” said Officer Jensen, stepping out and closing the car door behind him. “And the venerable John Cleaver—it’s an honor.”

“Hi,” I said. I gave a small wave, uncertain what else to do.

“What brings you here?” he asked, stopping a few feet away with his hands on his hips. He seemed cheerful enough. Would he stay cheerful if he knew we were talking about the Handyman?

“We’re talking about the Handyman,” said Marci.

“Cool,” he said.

Well, I guess that answers that question.

“We’re doing our own investigation,” said Marci. She sighed, long and fake. “Just a little criminal profiling. You know, nothing big.”

Her dad laughed. “Well, John’s the one to do it with. A little too much personal experience with psychos, huh kid?”

I’m sure he didn’t mean anything rude by it—he didn’t know I was a psycho too.

He folded his arms. “So, what do you have so far?”

Marci glanced at me quickly, then turned back to her dad. “How much do you work with the profilers assigned to the case?”

“Not at all,” he said. “I’m only marginally involved with the Handyman case.”

“Well,” she said, “we’ve got some stuff you might want to pass along.” She glanced at me again. Why did she keep doing that? “For example, we know that killing makes her angry.”

So that’s why she keeps looking at me: she told him the thing I wanted to keep secret. I kept my face impassive. Did she tell because she didn’t trust me, or just because she didn’t understand my reasons for secrecy? It’s not like I could tell her my plan: that we could find the killer on our own, and then I would go after her myself. Having the police and the FBI running around following the same leads would make my plan a lot more difficult.

“‘Her?’” asked Officer Jensen. “You think the killer is female?”

Oh come on, she was giving away everything.

“That’s another thing,” said Marci, nodding. “We’re pretty sure she is.”

“A woman who gets angry when she kills, but does it anyway,” he said. “Interesting.” He smiled, just barely, with the corners of his mouth, and spoke again. “So what have you deduced about the hands?”

That smile meant something—it meant he knew something. They had evidence about the hands they hadn’t shared yet, or more likely new evidence that had just come in; if it was a secret, he wouldn’t have mentioned it. But would he share the whole thing? I had to frame my answer carefully.

But what could I possibly say, when the only real answer was, “the killer’s a demon who uses the stolen hands and tongue for an as-yet-unknown supernatural purpose?”

I spoke slowly, cautiously. “The killer removes the hands and tongue very carefully, almost surgically. This is probably after the bout of rage that comes from the initial kill, because she’s obviously very calm when she does it. She takes off the hands with a hatchet, a single blow for each one, and the tongue with … some kind of scalpel, I think.”

“And what does he—or she, if you prefer—do with them?”

“Most serial killers keep souvenirs of their kills,” I said, trying to spin a plausible lie, “because they like to remember them. They can pull out a piece of jewelry or a driver’s license even months later and relive the crime. Body parts don’t last that long, especially soft tissue like the tongue, so it’s more likely, statistically speaking, that the Handyman is eating them.”

“Gross,” said Marci.

I was positive that wasn’t the case here. If the demon was just looking for food, she wouldn’t need to be nearly this careful about it. There had to be some other purpose. But if I gave Officer Jensen a false answer, I gave him an opportunity to prove me wrong, and the natural human response to that opportunity would be to take it, to show what he knew. I had to hope it worked.

“It’s the only explanation that has any real precedent,” I said. “Jeffrey Dahmer, Ed Gein, Albert Fish; the ones who take body parts are usually cannibals. Usually. There are some we don’t know much about, like Charles Albright—no one ever found out what he did with the body parts he stole.”

“What did he steal?” asked Marci.

“Eyeballs.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have asked.”

Officer Jensen wasn’t smiling anymore, but he wasn’t frowning either. His face was flat, his mouth turned down. He wasn’t mad, he was … professional. I’d slipped him into lecture mode. He was going to take the bait.

“So you think he eats the hands and tongue?” he asked.

“It seems likely,” I said. I watched him carefully.

“And what if I told you that he didn’t?”

Perfect! It was exactly like I’d hoped—they’d found some new evidence. Having a friend with ties to the police was awesome.

“What have you found?” I asked.

He lowered his voice. “We got a call this morning: two hikers out by the lake came across a firepit, with the fire still burning. They got there just in time to hear someone running through the trees toward the road. A few seconds after that, a car started and drove away. They didn’t think anything of it until they smelled meat in the firepit and poked it with a stick.” He looked down at the sidewalk. “It was the mayor’s hand.”

No, I thought, that doesn’t make any sense. She had to be saving the hands for some kind of special purpose. What purpose did it serve to save them, and then turn around and destroy them?

“So she was cooking them to eat,” said Marci. “Just like John said.”

“Only if she likes meat really, really well done,” said her father. “These weren’t on a grill or a spit—they were down inside, under the logs.”

From my years of pyromania, I knew that the area in the center, under the logs, was the hottest part of a campfire. That’s where the fire pulled in new oxygen, and it burned like a furnace. Anything in there would be incinerated.

But why? What could the demon possibly gain from burning the hands? Was she destroying evidence? Was someone too close? But if she could absorb them or disintegrate them the way Crowley had, she wouldn’t need to burn them. I couldn’t believe it. It had to be something else—they were unrelated hands from an unrelated attack.

“You can’t possibly have ID’d the hands already,” I said. “The fingerprints would be unreadable, and you haven’t had time for a DNA test.”

Officer Jensen smiled grimly and held up his wrist, tapping the knob of bone. “This is called the pisiform bone. The blow that took the mayor’s left wrist—probably done with a hatchet, like you said—bounced off of this bone the first time, and then cut slightly through it on the second stroke. It left a very distinctive cut, and the bones we recovered from the fire match perfectly.”

“Did the hikers see the killer?” asked Marci.

“Not a thing,” he said, shaking his head. “Not even a silhouette or a flash of color through the trees. Certainly not a confirmation of gender. I’m afraid your female theory is still just a theory.”

“What about the car?” she asked.

“Our hikers didn’t see anything,” he said, “but we’re still questioning everyone we can find who was out by the lake today. Someone may have seen it, so we might be able to get a description.”

No. This was wrong. It didn’t jibe with anything I thought I knew about the killer. Why would a demon need to burn evidence? Why would the killer save the hands so carefully just to destroy them later? Did the destruction imply more rage, or more control? More planning, or less? It didn’t make sense.

“What about the tongue?” I asked. “Did they find the tongue?”

He nodded. “There was some kind of charred lump in addition to the hands, which was probably meat and might be the tongue, but there’s no way to confirm that yet. The Feds have it; we’ll see what they come up with.”

The tongue too. So it was the same killer. I wracked my brain, searching for any explanation, but nothing came. What was I missing? We needed another victim, and we needed it soon, so we could find the next piece of the puzzle.

“Are you okay, John?”

I looked up and saw Marci looking at me, her face marred by a frown. She was concerned. How bad did I look?

“He’s probably just squeamish,” said her dad, but Marci snorted.

“John’s the most unsqueamish person in the world,” she said. “I’m the one who gets grossed out, he’s only bothered by … by letting the bad guys get away, I guess.” She looked into my eyes. “We’re not going to make it, are we?”

“Make what?” asked her father.

“We wanted to predict the next victim,” she said, “so you could try to warn him, but there’s only a few days left, and your new evidence changes everything. It sets us back.”

Here I was upset about being wrong, and she thought I was worrying about the victim we wouldn’t be able to save. I was desperate for another killing, and she only thought the best of me.

Just like Brooke had, before she’d learned the truth.

I was a killer. I had known when I first called Nobody that she would kill people here, and I’d been willing to accept it as the only way of tracking her. I followed corpses like bloody footprints, and when I reached the end I made another corpse of my own. I’d killed two men—two demons—but how many more bodies had I left in my wake? How many people had died so that I could pretend to be a savior?

Was I really a savior at all? Or just another killer?

“You gonna be alright?” asked Officer Jensen.

I looked up, shrugged, and nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

“It’s probably just Mom’s bread,” said Marci, laughing halfheartedly. “Six whole grains today.”

“Six,” he said, and whistled. “No wonder you look like that, I can barely handle four—but don’t you dare tell her I said that.”

He stepped up to the porch, passing between us and reaching for the door. He was already pulling it open when Marci stopped him.

“Hey, Dad?”

“Yeah, babe?”

Marci shot me another quick glance, but different from before. That had been a guilty look, when she had known she was about to tell our secret. This was more searching, more … nervous. She looked back to her father.

“Did you have a chance to follow up on that teacher I told you about?”

“Mr. Coleman?”

“Yeah, the one who … leers at me all the time.”

So, she’d told someone after all. Good for her.

“Of course I did, honey. I thought you’d heard.”

“Heard what?”

He looked at her, then at me, as if surprised we didn’t know something. Officer Jensen’s eyes went grim as he spoke.

“The vice-principal checked his classroom after I mentioned your concern,” he said, “and it turns out Mr. Coleman’s computer was filled with pornography, most of it depicting underage teens. Girls and boys. He was fired this morning.”
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Mr. Coleman was found dead four days later, on Wednesday morning, his hands severed and his tongue removed. It was unexpected—nothing in the previous crimes, or in any of our profiling, had led me to think that the next victim would be someone like Mr. Coleman. The first two victims were older men, late fifties to early sixties, with families and jobs and good reputations in the community. Coleman was in his thirties, single, and the community pariah. Everyone hated him.

I expect widely hated people to be murdered now and then, but serial killers choose their victims through entirely different methods. What was it about this guy that put him into the Handyman’s sights?

*   *   *

“Are you going to Marci’s house again?”

It was Wednesday night and Mom and I were eating dinner. I kept my eyes on my food and answered blandly.

“Yeah.”

“Doing anything fun?”

“Just hanging around.”

“You know,” said Mom, poking at her food with her fork, “you could hang around here sometimes. I wouldn’t mind.”

“Yeah,” I said. I had no intention of ever bringing Marci here, but it was easier to just agree and then not do it.

“I’m serious,” said Mom. “You don’t have to just go to her house all the time. We have some board games, and movies, and I could make popcorn or something—”

“No thanks,” I said, still looking down. “Her house is fine.” I took another bite of food; as soon as I finished I could leave.

“Oh, I know,” said Mom. “I’m sure her house is great, and I’ve met her mother—she’s a lovely woman. And obviously her father is very nice.”

I shrugged noncommittally. “Yeah.”

We sat in silence for a minute, and I started to think I was free. Then I glanced up at Mom, and she still wasn’t eating. That wasn’t good—it meant she was thinking, and that meant she was going to talk again. After another long pause she whispered softly.

“I’m sorry there’s no father here.”

Oh, please no.…

“Mom,” I said, “can we please not start this?”

“I wish you had a good father, John, I wish it every day, and I try to be the best mother I can—”

“My father is fine,” I said, “especially because he’s not here.”

“Do you know how painful it is to hear you say that?”

“Why? Come on, Mom, you hate him more than I do.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m happy about it,” she said. “It doesn’t mean I’m happy about the way things turned out. Yes, he was a bad father, and a bad husband, and a bad everything, but that doesn’t make it any easier to grow up fatherless. You have no male role models, you have no positive male influence—”

“Wait, are you saying I’m going to Marci’s house because I’m looking for a male role model?”

“Officer Jensen is a good man, and you don’t have one at home.”

“And Marci is practically a model, and we don’t have any of those at home either. Maybe as long as you’re out shopping for new dads you can pick up some hot teenage girls in the next aisle over. We can place them around like lamps, liven the place up a little.”

“That is not what I’m suggesting at all.”

“I have a friend, Mom,” I said. “That’s it. You are always begging me to go out and make new friends, but then as soon as I do you start psychoanalyzing me.”

“I am not—”

“And then you wonder why I don’t bring Marci over here,” I continued. “Halfway through the popcorn and the dusty kid games from the laundry closet you’d tell her I’m only dating her because I don’t have a dad. That would be fabulous.”

Mom stopped, eyes wide. “You’re dating her?”

“What?”

“Like, officially dating?”

“No, I’m not dating her. We’re just … friends.”

“Well how am I supposed to know these things when you refuse to talk to me?”

“We’re talking right now, aren’t we?”

“I’m certainly trying to talk,” she said. “You’re just yelling.”

“I am not yelling.”

“Tell me about Marci.”

“I actually don’t even knock,” I said, sitting back and folding my arms. “I sit outside and peep through the windows while cutting myself with a razor.”

“And there you go again,” she said, shaking her head. “As soon as I ask you to open up about your life you start spinning some ridiculous lie you know I won’t believe. I’d expect someone with as much therapy experience as you to have a little more subtlety with his deflection tactics.”

“Ouch, Mom, bring up the therapy. Go ahead and mention how much it cost you, too, if that’s where this is going.”

“This is not about money, it’s about your life.”

“No, it’s about you getting into my life. It’s about your money and your expectations and your meddling and your everything else. It is always about you.”

She slapped me, hard, right across the face. I stared at her in shock.

“Don’t you ever say that again.”

My face stung, hot and red. She’d never struck me before—Dad had, of course, but he’d struck everybody. That’s why they got divorced. But Mom was different—hard as iron inside, but never physical. Never violent. I stared at her, expressionless, and she stared back with her eyes wide and her mouth pinched tight. She was determined, resolute. She was as surprised as I was.

My cheek throbbed in pain, but I didn’t raise my hand to touch it. I simply stared back. We sat that way for an eternity before she spoke again, softly.

“When you were younger I used to have nightmares every night about my little boy, all alone and small and away from his mommy. I used to check on you three times a night, sometimes four, seeing you huddled up in your blanket, a spark of heat in a cold, empty room. Some nights you came into our bed, and then one day you stopped, and you just called for me from your own room, and then one day you stopped that too, and you … didn’t do anything. You didn’t need me anymore, and you didn’t talk to me anymore, and then one day I realized I wasn’t Mommy anymore.” Her eyes moved, almost imperceptibly; she was no longer focusing on my face but on some phantom point beyond it. “I used to be April; I used to be ‘dear.’ Now I don’t know what I am.”

I stood up calmly, carried my dishes to the counter, and dumped the uneaten food in the garbage. I stood there for a moment, staring at the wall.

“I’m sorry I slapped you,” she whispered.

I reached out to the counter, to the knife block by the sink, and pulled out a long kitchen knife. Mom gasped behind me. It was the same knife I’d threatened her with nearly a year ago. I turned, walked to the table, and set it gently in front of her.

“Remember this the next time you doubt me,” I said. “Of the two of us, I’m the one who held back when an argument turned violent.”

I walked out the door and drove away.

*   *   *

“Hi John,” said Marci’s mom, opening their front door. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “Why?”

“Your teacher died,” she said, pulling me inside. “I’m sure you’re just sick over it.”

“He was a pedophile,” I said. “He was leering at your daughter. I say he got what he deserved.”

“He deserved to be fired, and worse.” Her voice was hard. “But he didn’t deserve to die.”

Didn’t he? Pornography leads to violence—that’s exactly how Ted Bundy got started—and a pedophile in a position of control over minors, like Mr. Coleman, was a crime just waiting to happen. He’d worked at the school for years, so there were bound to be students and former students coming out now with tales of illicit offers, molestation, perhaps even rape. If he hadn’t done it yet, he would have. What was so bad about stopping it for good?

Logical or not, it wasn’t an argument I wanted to get into at that moment. I needed to analyze the new evidence, and for that I needed Marci.

“You’re right,” I lied, “nobody deserves that. Is Marci here?”

“She’s upstairs in her room,” said Mrs. Jensen, “and I’m so glad you’re here. Perhaps you can cheer her up.”

Cheer her up? I thought, following Mrs. Jensen up the stairs. Even if her mom’s upset over the death, why would Marci be? She hated Mr. Coleman.

We stopped outside a closed, narrow door, and Mrs. Jensen knocked softly.

“Marci, honey?”

“I want to be alone for a while,” said Marci, her voice soft and cracked. She’d been crying.

So she was upset. People with empathy are so weird.

“John’s here,” she said. “Do you want to talk to him?”

There was a pause, then a shuffle of stuff being moved around behind the door.

“Sure,” said Marci at last. She opened the door, rubbing her eye with the palm of her hand. Her clothes were rumpled, and her eyes were red and raw. She saw me and laughed awkwardly. “I’m sorry, I look hideous.”

“You look fine,” I said.

“Come on in,” she said, standing to the side and gesturing into her room. “Sorry it’s a mess.”

“Keep the door open,” said Mrs. Jensen sternly before turning to go back downstairs.

I walked into Marci’s bedroom, which was indeed a mess, and sat on the desk chair. Marci sat on her hastily made bed, cross-legged, and combed her fingers through her hair.

“Seriously,” I said, “you look fine.”

“Good, then screw this.” She stopped fiddling with her hair and fell backward, lying down on the bed with her legs still crossed. “This is the worst thing ever.”

“Yeah,” I said, looking around the room. It was full of posters and photos and knickknacks, some of them new but some of them obviously several years old. The room wasn’t so much decorated as attacked. “Your mom said the same thing,” I continued, “but I didn’t expect you to take it this hard.”

She laughed hollowly. “You didn’t expect me to take it this hard? I’m the one who got him killed!”

“What?”

“This never would have happened without me. I’m the one who reported him, I’m the one who got him into the public view, I’m the one who made him a target. I may as well have just pulled the trigger myself.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I said.

She started crying again. “You don’t know what it feels like to be responsible for this.”

Oh, I knew what it felt like—I just didn’t know what it felt like to feel bad about it.

“Listen,” I said. “If you were responsible, you’d have done the world a favor. But you’re not responsible because this is not a punishment killing, so exposing him doesn’t lead straight to his death. There’s nothing about the Handyman that suggests she’s punishing people; the first two victims were completely innocent of anything.”

“How could this not be a punishment?” she asked. “Didn’t you hear about the eyes?”

“The eyes?” This was new.

“Oh damn, that’s not even public yet.”

“Your dad told you something?” I asked, leaning forward. “What was it?” Something about the word “eyes” was bothering me—niggling at my memory, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

“Not tonight, John. I can’t do this anymore.”

“But this is important! If the manner of the killing changed then it’s a new clue, or it’s an escalation from the killer. If you’ve got something new you’ve got to tell me.”

“Don’t you even care?” asked Marci, sitting up. Her face was wet. “Somebody died last night, and it was my fault!”

“Of course I care,” I said. “If I didn’t care I wouldn’t be trying to stop her.”

“I’m not talking about her,” she said, her eyes pleading, “I’m talking about me.”

She started sobbing again, and flopped back down on the bed, curling up on her side.

I knew I had to say something, but what? I’d felt awkward enough talking to Marci when she was happy, and now that she was sad I had no idea what to do.

Eyes … eyeballs … It was right on the tip of my brain.

Charles Albright, the Eyeball Killer. I stopped abruptly, shocked by the sudden recollection. I’d mentioned Albright to Marci and her dad just a few days ago. I’d mentioned stealing eyeballs to a man who already had a strong reason to hate Mr. Coleman, and a few days later Mr. Coleman was killed, and his eyes were either damaged or stolen. Was it just a coincidence?

Or was Officer Jensen the Handyman?

Obviously it wasn’t the Eyeball Killer himself—Charles Albright was in jail, happily drawing pictures of eyes on the walls of his cell—but it might be a hint or a clue. Maybe it was a message to me: “I killed the man you were talking about, in the manner you were talking about. You have to know that it’s me now.” Was he getting tired of waiting for me to figure it out? Was this little piece of escalation designed to spur me into action?

But it didn’t fit. If Officer Jensen was a demon, and wanted me dead, why not just kill me? And how had he become a demon? Even if Nobody was a genderless shapeshifter, able to assume a man’s identity as easily as a woman’s, why choose Mr. Jensen? Marci and I hadn’t even talked yet when the first victim died.… I paused, feeling sick. We didn’t talk before the first killing, but we talked right afterward, specifically because Marci’s dad had told her about me. Had he been orchestrating this entire thing, bringing us together and planting these careful crime scenes, all for some purpose of his or her own? What could Nobody possibly be planning?

There were so many holes in the idea—yes, if Officer Jensen was human he’d have great reason to hate Mr. Coleman, because he was harassing his daughter, but a demon masquerading as Officer Jensen wouldn’t hate him at all. There would be no reason to break his pattern and kill Coleman when the eyes of any other victim would serve just as well. There were too many pieces that didn’t fit at all.…

… and yet there were other pieces that fit almost too perfectly. Marci’s dad had pushed us together. Marci’s dad had told her the secret of Coleman’s eyeballs, knowing she would tell me. Marci’s dad.

Marci.

I looked at Marci again, curled up on her bed, sobbing. Was it her? If Nobody was a shapeshifter then she could be anybody—Marci, Marci’s dad, even my own mother. If Marci was a demon, that could explain why she’d been so friendly to me. She was a smart, popular, beautiful girl who’d never given me the time of day until three weeks ago. What was her plan? What did she want? If she wanted to kill me, why not do it now when she had the chance—why lie there and pretend to cry?

The skin of her waist was exposed where her T-shirt had rumpled up away from her waistline; I could see her smooth, pink skin, the soft ridge of her hip, the intoxicating outline of her breasts and backside pressing against her clothes.

I could kill her now—strike first, before she knew I’d learned her secret. And then with time and the proper tools I could learn all her secrets; I could pry her open and find the demon inside. I could finally understand.

My hands were shaking, trembling in time to Marci’s sobbing body.

Get up and leave.

I shifted in my chair, moving just slightly to see more of her exposed back. But then, without any conscious decision, I found myself moving away, turning from her completely. My rules against looking at girls. I faced the wall, breathing heavily, focusing on the tacks and creases in the corner of an ancient poster.

I shouldn’t be here. I was acting paranoid, seeing demons everywhere I looked. I was a threat to Marci, and a threat to myself. I had to leave.

I stood up. “I have to go.”

Marci rolled over. “Please don’t go, John, I’m sorry, I’m just a wreck—”

“No, I have to go.” I took a step toward the door as Marci stood up. Her T-shirt cascaded back down around her body, and the desire to stay welled up even stronger, a bursting, violent geyser in my pit of my stomach. I forced myself to look away again; everything I’d thought tonight was stupid and paranoid. I was losing control. “I have to go.”

“Why?”

There was something in her voice, but my mind was too muddled to read it. Was she sad? Confused? Sorry? Happy? Angry? I was destroying our friendship; I was abandoning her in her hour of need.

I was saving her life.

“I’m sorry,” I said, but my voice sounded stiff and robotic. I tried to think of an excuse, anything to make me look less cruel, less suspicious, less hollow. Nothing came. I put a hand on the door frame and ground out a final good-bye: “Don’t hate me.” It was the best I could do.

I walked down the hall, down the stairs, and out the front door, ignoring Mrs. Jensen’s confused farewell. I had to think, and I couldn’t do it here. I couldn’t risk any more than I had. But I couldn’t just stop, either—something had happened to Mr. Coleman’s eyes, and I needed to know what it meant. I needed to solve this puzzle and stop this demon—but how? I couldn’t talk to Mom, I couldn’t talk to Brooke, and now I couldn’t talk to Marci, maybe ever again. I supposed there was always Max, but that’s not what I needed—another dumb kid with tunnel vision. This was a real demon, not a regular killer, and trying to treat it like a regular killer had gotten me nowhere. Either Mr. Coleman’s death literally made no sense, or it made perfect sense within a set of factors I hadn’t considered. I’d missed those factors thus far because I was brainstorming with people who didn’t acknowledge the supernatural, but that had to change. It was time to visit the only person left who I could talk to about demons.

It was time to visit Father Erikson again.
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Father Erikson lived in a ranch-style brick house on the east side of town. He answered the door in a thick cotton bathrobe draped over his regular clothes; it was dark blue, with a Disney logo in the corner.

“Hello?” he said.

“Hi. Can we talk?”

“And you are?…” He studied me for a second. “Wait, I know you. You’re the kid who was asking about demons.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Can we talk?”

“How did you find my home address?”

“It’s called the Internet,” I said. “Now listen, I need to talk, and I need to talk right now. Can I come in?”

“Um, sure, come on in. Do your parents know you’re here?”

“Of course,” I lied, “I never go anywhere without telling Dad all about it.”

“Well that’s … good.” I wasn’t sure he believed me. He closed the door behind me and pointed to the couch. The TV was showing some kind of soap opera, but I couldn’t understand the words. “I’m trying to learn Spanish,” he said, grabbing a remote and turning it off. I sat on the couch, and he eased himself into a well-worn recliner. “After the last time we talked, I asked the newspaper about their high school intern,” he said. “Apparently your name is Kristen.”

“I’m not really an intern at the paper.”

“So I gathered. What’s your name?”

I paused. “John.”

“Do you want to tell me what you’re doing?”

“Mr. Coleman was killed,” I said. “He was a teacher at school.”

“And a member of my congregation,” said the pastor. “It was a terrible tragedy.”

“Why does everyone think it’s such a horrible thing for this guy to be dead?” I asked. “He was a pedophile. He was a horrible person. After he got fired, all anyone could talk about was how terrible he was, and how lucky we were to get him out of the school. Now someone’s taken him out of our lives altogether and that’s a bad thing?”

“I wasn’t talking about his death,” said the priest, “though that was a tragedy too. I was talking about his life.”

“I think you’re overusing the word ‘tragedy’.”

“Maybe,” he said, shrugging. “But I think you’re overestimating David Coleman’s evil. Yes, he sinned, and yes, that deserves punishment, but he also did a lot of good things that deserve praise. He was a very good teacher, and he was a very good friend. No one is all or nothing.”

“Fine,” I said, “he was a great man. Whatever. That’s not why I’m here. I’m trying to find out who killed him.”

“And, as before, you think a demon did it.”

I nodded. The priest was taking this all remarkably calmly. He must have dealt with a lot of weirdos at church.

“Why are you bringing all this to me?” he asked.

“Because I’m trying to find this demon and stop her, and I need help, and you’re the only person I know who admits to a belief in paranormal creatures. And also because you’re a priest, so if I ask you to, you have to keep this conversation confidential.”

He raised an eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”

“Again, it’s called the Internet. Seriously. As Catholic clergy, you are bound by your church to treat a private conversation as confidentially as possible. It’s not as legally binding as a psychologist, but a good clergyman, as I assume you are, will honor the request anyway, in good faith.”

He sat quietly, watching me, as if sizing me up in his head. “You’re a stranger off the street, underage, obsessed with a killer, and convinced of the reality of mythological monsters. If I’m as good a clergyman as you say, I should probably take you to a counselor.”

“So you be my counselor.”

“I’m not equipped to act as a—”

“Listen,” I said, standing up, “swear to secrecy right now or I walk out. You want to help me? This is how you do it.”

He looked at me, thinking, and finally nodded. “To the extent that I do not see you as an immediate threat to anyone’s life, and provided that you let me introduce you to a therapist I know, I won’t tell anyone about this conversation.”

I stared at him. He stood and offered his hand. “You have my solemn promise.”

I looked at his face: mouth set in a thin line, eyes open, jaw slightly clenched. He was telling the truth. I shook his hand. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” he said.

We sat down. “Alright,” I said. “This demon has thus far followed very strict criteria when choosing her victims—if you look at the first two in Clayton and the seven or eight before that in Georgia, the pattern is remarkably consistent. They’re all men, they’re all older, they’re all married, and they’re all respected members of the community. Pastor Olsen; Mayor Robinson; Steve Diamond, who was a policeman in Athens; Jack Humphrey, who was some kind of religious leader in Macon; and on and on. Everyone fits this pattern but Coleman: he was younger, he was single, he was hated by the community, and he wasn’t even employed at the time. All the other victims had strong, stable jobs.”

“He may have been targeted before he lost his job,” said Erikson. “It’s only been a few days.”

“That’s possible,” I said, nodding, “because she definitely puts a lot of thought into these attacks, and she might not have had time to find a new victim. But there are even more differences. It turns out that this time the demon did something to his eyes—she’s never messed with anybody’s eyes before. There’s no precedent for it, by which I mean there probably is a precedent and we just don’t know enough to see it.”

The priest leaned forward, frowning. “Why do you say the killer—the demon—is a woman?”

“Force of habit,” I said. “I honestly have no idea what gender this thing is anymore. It’s very possible that this demon can change shape and look like anyone, so honestly, the person we’re looking for could be male or female, and it could even be someone we know.”

“Demonic possession.”

“In a sense, yeah.”

The priest scooted forward in his chair, looking me in the eye. “This is the part where I start to get nervous, because you’re not just talking about hunting a demon anymore—you’re talking about hunting a member of this community.”

“Someone who looks like a member of this community—”

“No,” said the priest, “you can’t think that way. You came to me because you think I’m some kind of demon expert, so listen to me: if a person is possessed by a demon then the original person is still inside. That’s how they work. Demons are supposed to be cast out, not killed, and that’s a very long, very careful process designed to protect the human host.”

“You want to do an exorcism?”

“No I don’t,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m not trained, and I’m not convinced it’s even necessary. But the point I’m trying to make is that in all likelihood, the thing you think is a demon is just another guy, just like you and me, and that there is nothing paranormal going on at all.”

I laughed dryly, remembering Forman melting away into ash. “You’ve got to trust me on this one.”

“But I can’t trust you,” he said. “I’ve known you for maybe half an hour total. You haven’t given me a last name, and for all I know the first name you gave me is a fake. You come in here, you talk about hunting demons, and I have no way of knowing if you’re serious, or joking, or completely deranged.”

“I need your help.…”

“I agree,” he said, “but I’m pretty sure we’re talking about different kinds of help.”

We stared at each other, silent and intent, my mind seething with rage. Why wouldn’t he just answer my questions? His hands were pressed tightly around the armrests of his chair; his knuckles were white and his arms were trembling—just barely—and I knew that he was scared. He really thought I was dangerous. But he’d confronted me anyway, alone in his home, with no way of defending himself. If I were really as dangerous as he thought I was, I could kill him right here.

Maybe I should. Maybe he’s the demon.

Even as I thought it, I knew it was stupid. There was no way he was the demon, just like there was no way Marci was the demon. I was desperate for anything, desperate to stop hunting and just kill something, and I was seeing demons in every shadow, behind every face, looking out from every pair of eyes.

Eyes. The eyes had to mean something—when a killer changed her methods, it always meant something. But Father Erikson wasn’t going to help me figure it out. No one wanted to help me stop the demons, they just wanted to save me from myself. I am not the biggest threat here!

But … the priest thought I was. And he didn’t know my name.

I could use that.

The same thing had happened with my old therapist, Dr. Neblin—we started talking about the bad guy, and we just ended up talking about me. People like Max and Marci were legitimately interested in this kind of stuff, but adults always assumed I was talking about myself—that the scenarios I posed were some kind of convoluted metaphors about my inner feelings. Neblin, the priest, my mom … it was the only kind of help they ever wanted to give. So why not let him help me?

“Let’s say I’m as dangerous as you think I am,” I said, leaning forward. Stay imposing—even if he’s only talking to stall, at least he’s talking. “Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that I am the Handyman.”

“I don’t think you’re the Handyman.”

“Pretend,” I said. “Now: what do you want to say to me?”

His eyes widened. “What?”

“I’ve just killed three people. Why?”

“I … don’t know why.”

“I just cut out a man’s eyes, which I have never done before. Why did I do it?”

“Why are you asking me these questions?”

“You said you wanted to help me, so help me. Psychoanalyze me. Offer me sage counsel from the Bible.” I clenched my fist, trying to stay calm. “A serial killer is asking you for help, dammit, help him!”

“I…” He paused. “You’ll have to tell me more.”

“About what?”

“If you’re a killer, why are you here?”

“In your house?”

“In Clayton.”

I nodded. That’s a good question; this might actually work. “I’m looking for someone.”

He swallowed. “Someone specific?”

“Yes,” I said, “but I don’t know who it is. Someone in this town has done something to make me very angry, and I’m here to find him.”

“What did this … mystery person do to make you angry?”

Who does he think I’m talking about? “That doesn’t concern you,” I said carefully. “I know he exists, but nothing else.”

“So why are you killing?” he asked.

“You tell me.”

“You’re…” He paused again. “You’re sending a message. The people you kill, and the way you kill them, are messages to the man you’re looking for, somehow representative of whatever made you mad enough to come look for him in the first place.”

“That’s good,” I said, nodding. “But remember that I killed eight people in Georgia before coming here, and they were all the same method.”

“So if the deaths are messages,” said the priest, “then the killer—you—is sending the same message here that you sent before.”

Interesting, I thought. And if the current messages are directed to a demon hunter—me—does that mean the older messages were directed at another demon hunter in Georgia? The demons have been around for ages. I can’t possibly be the first human to learn about them.

“Are you saying the missing hands and tongues are threats?” I asked, continuing my line of thought.

“Are they?”

“It makes sense,” I said. “Kind of a ‘this is what I’ll do to you when I find you,’ kind of thing.”

“Are we still talking about you?”

“Are you more comfortable that way?”

“I’m not really comfortable either way.”

“Then it doesn’t matter,” I said. “Just keep talking. If the mutilated bodies are threats, why change a pattern ten bodies along and start mutilating eyes?”

“What exactly happened to his eyes?” the priest asked. “That wasn’t on the news.” He stopped suddenly, his voice soft. “How do you know about the eyes?”

“I’m the Handyman.”

“You’re not the Handyman, but you’re … something. What are you not telling me?”

“Do you think I’m dangerous?”

“You’re definitely dangerous.”

“To you?”

He paused, watching me through narrowed eyes. After a moment he shook his head. “Only if you think I’m the person you’re looking for.”

“It’s the demon who’s looking for someone, not me.”

“And you’re looking for the demon, or whatever it is, and when you find the person you think it’s in, heaven help them. You’re focused, I’ll give you that—you’re like a loaded gun, cocked and aimed, and as soon as your target walks into your sights you’ll destroy it.” He leaned forward. “I beg you: be careful of your aim. If you choose the wrong target, you’ll destroy yourself as well.”

I thought of Marci lying defenseless on her bed, of Brooke chained to Forman’s table. I thought of my own mother, cowering under the tip of my knife, of a hundred mothers throwing their phones at the wall, screaming for me to stop calling, huddling terrified with their children in the dark.

“Then help me,” I whispered. “I can’t do this alone.”

“Then stop.”

“I can’t stop.” I closed my eyes, growling through clenched teeth. “If I stop, she keeps going. She dies or we all die. Why won’t anyone see that?”

“If thy eye offend thee…,” he whispered.

Thy eye. I looked up quickly. “What?”

“It’s a scripture,” he said. “‘And if thy right eye offend thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee.’ Matthew, chapter five, verse twenty-nine.”

I felt a tingle of anticipation. This is important. “Keep going.”

“It’s a metaphor,” he said. “‘For it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell.’”

I paused to deconstruct it. “It’s saying that one part can spoil the whole, so it’s better to get rid of that part than to let the whole thing get corrupted.”

“Exactly,” he said. “Taken out of context, that scripture could be seen as a justification for murder.”

“Is there any more?” I asked. “To the scripture, I mean—does it say anything else?”

“It does,” said the priest, looking up with wide, startled eyes. “It does. The very next verse says the same thing about hands.”

“Hot damn.”

He stood up, eyes unfocused. “It’s real.”

“So we were right about the message,” I said, “but we got the nature of the message all wrong—we thought it was an announcement, ‘here I am, I’m coming for you,’ but it was a lesson. Coleman died because Coleman was a sinner; he looked at something he shouldn’t have looked at, so he lost his eyes. He was destroyed for the greater good.”

“But the others weren’t sinners at all,” said the priest. “Why kill them?”

“You said it yourself: no one’s all or nothing. They were killed because of … of things they said, I guess, because their tongues were cut out. And the hands were cut off because of things they’d touched, or things they’d done.”

Father Erikson stared at me, eyes wary. “You really believe this, don’t you? That these people need to die so the rest of us can be saved.”

“I…” I shook my head. “No, not me, it’s the Handyman.”

“But you said the same thing.”

“That was an exercise to get you thinking,” I said. “Of course I’m not saying we should kill people.”

“But you said we should kill the Handyman,” he said, stepping slowly toward me. “And you said the same thing before that, when you first got here: that we shouldn’t feel bad about David Coleman’s death. You said we were better off without him, and we should be glad he was killed.”

“I…” I stopped, bewildered. “I’m the good guy here. I’m trying to stop a killer.”

“By killing,” he said. “Whether you succeed or fail, our community will still have a killer.”

No! “I am not a killer!” I shouted. “I am not a threat to anyone in this community—I am trying to help people!”

“You think the Handyman doesn’t tell himself the same thing?”

I lunged toward him with a roar. “Stop saying that!” He held his ground, and I stopped just inches from his face. I forced myself to breath evenly; I fought back the feral growl I could feel growing in my throat. I held his stare a moment longer, then turned and stalked to the door.

He called out grimly, “What are you going to do?”

I stopped, my hand on the doorknob. “What are you going to do?”

“We made a promise,” he said. “You keep your end and I’ll keep mine.”

I turned back toward him, trying to read his face. He can’t possibly be ready to let me go. I watched his eyes. He knows I’m a danger to everyone around me. Is he really going to just let me go?

He didn’t move. Neither did I.

“You said your name was John?”

I nodded.

“I want to help you, John. I want you to talk to my friend.”

“The therapist.”

“Yes.”

I glanced at the door, then back at him. “If I walk out right now, all you have is my word.”

“Is your word good?”

I paused. “No.”

“Then tell me your name.”

“So you can turn me in?”

“So I can contact you and introduce you.”

The thought of it made me nervous. I have to stay anonymous. My stomach soured, and I balanced lightly on the balls of my feet, ready to run. The priest didn’t move.

Can I trust him?

I stared into his eyes. “What if I threaten you?”

“I’m not the demon,” he said, “and you know it. You won’t hurt me.”

“And if I run?”

“Then I do my civic duty and tell the police about the young man who told me he wanted to kill a woman in town.”

I breathed deeply. Just kill him. Just take him now, while he’s not expecting it—knock him back against the wall, crack his neck against the chair. Hide him in the basement. No one will ever know a thing.

“Give me a week,” I whispered. “Just one week.”

“You said I can’t trust you.”

I met his eyes. “You can trust me for a week.”

He paused a moment, eyes flicking as he thought. Finally he nodded. “One week, and you come back here. But if you hurt anyone, I swear to God your torment will not end in this life.”

I took a breath. “One week.” I opened the door and stepped out into the darkness.
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I drove home in a long, convoluted route, looking over my shoulder for anyone following me. Everywhere I looked I saw movement out of the corners of my eyes; shapes and shadows that I knew were watching me, hunting me. But when I turned to see them, they disappeared. I told him too much. I felt sick and nervous, and I couldn’t stop shaking. I parked several blocks from my house, walked into a stranger’s backyard, and climbed over the fence into the forest beyond. It was a haze of dark on dark, shadows and shapes barely distinguishable from the smothering blackness of night. I waited, watching and listening with every ounce of concentration, but no one followed. I was alone. I felt my way through the trees, passing darkened houses on one side and the endless forest on the other, until I reached the parking lot of the mortuary. No one was waiting; no police cars, no slavering monsters. It was nearly two in the morning. I went inside, locked the door tightly, and collapsed on my bed.

The religious theory made sense. All three killings could be the work of a self-styled holy avenger. But why would Nobody, a demon, want to punish sinners? She wasn’t here on her own agenda—I had called her, and she had come to hunt me. Everything she did had to make sense through that lens.

Did she see me as a sinner, too? I’d killed her friends.

There were two main possibilities: either this was part of a complex plan to figure out who I was and take her vengeance, or she was merely passing time while she searched for me in other ways. Each demon I’d met thus far was missing something—they had no identity, or no body, or no emotions. They killed because it helped them to fill that hole, even if only for a little while. This demon wasn’t killing people because they were sinners, but because believing they were sinners gave the killing some kind of vital meaning in her mind. It was the only way she knew to try to fix the holes in her soul.

I needed to know what the victims’ guilt meant to her, which meant I needed to know exactly what she thought they were guilty of. Mr. Coleman was guilty of looking at underage porn, so he was killed and his eyes—the offending organs—were removed. That was relatively clear and simple. But what had the other two victims done?

Neither Pastor Olsen nor Mayor Robinson had lost any extra body parts—just the hands and tongue. Those seemed to serve as a baseline. It might be that the hands and tongue were taken from every sinner, regardless of his specific crime, and an extra part was taken from those who were especially evil.

The tongue was easy enough to guess at: it represented what people said. But what had the pastor said to invoke the Handyman’s wrath? What had the mayor said? None of the three victims had very much in common when it came to speaking: one spoke about religion, another about politics, and the last taught math in school. The mayor and the teacher maybe overlapped on the subject of economics, but the pastor certainly didn’t—not unless he’d preached a sermon on supply and demand or something.

Preaching. Preaching and teaching …

Maybe the overlap had nothing to do with what they said, but who they said it to: all three of them were in positions of authority. All three victims had been men who made a living talking to others. They made plans for others; they guided others’ lives. The mayor was not an actual teacher, like the pastor and Mr. Coleman were, but he held a huge influence over the entire town. When you boiled it down, all three men were leaders.

That made Father Erikson an obvious target—him and every other pastor and schoolteacher in town—but so far they were OK. The demon wasn’t killing indiscriminately; the mere fact that she posed the bodies so carefully meant that she was trying to teach us something. She had a message, and she wanted it to be heard and understood. We’d missed her point on the first few killings, so now she was being more careful; that’s why she’d “signed” the mayor’s corpse with bloody plastic wings, marking herself as an angel of death, and it was why she’d made the lesson even more obvious by taking Coleman’s eyes. That meant the next victim would be similar to Mr. Coleman: a community leader with a sordid past, so no one would miss the point. All I had to do was find the most likely candidate and then lie in wait, ready to catch Nobody on her way to the kill. It was perfect.

But it wasn’t.

Father Erikson had cut me right to the core, obliterating all the careful lies I’d built up to protect myself from the truth: that I was a killer, no different from any other. But I couldn’t just stop—there was simply no way, no physical way, that I could turn around and walk away from this. If I didn’t stop Nobody she’d keep killing, and that would make me responsible. I refused to be responsible for any innocent deaths.

If I could figure out who the next target was and stop Nobody before she got there, I’d be saving lives—if everything went perfectly. Nothing ever went perfectly. But if I could figure out a way to involve the police, they could move in first and protect the target. I wouldn’t have to kill.…

But I want to kill.

No. One thing at a time. I find the target, I tell the police, and then I can find out if I’m right or not without putting anyone at risk. Then the next time, I can do it myself. I can be ready. I can kill the demon.

If the demon kept to her pattern, the next death would be in two weeks: late at night on Wednesday the twenty-second or early the next morning on Thursday the twenty-third. It seemed like a lot of time to find one sinner, but it wasn’t.

There were an awful lot of sinners in Clayton County.

*   *   *

The next afternoon I parked in front of the Jensen’s house and turned off the car, too nervous to go inside. Marci’s dad was the only policeman I knew personally, so if I was going to present my plan to the police it had to be through him. We’d talked before—he knew that I knew what I was talking about and he trusted my opinion. But if Marci hated me as much as I thought she did—or even if she simply didn’t like me anymore—my chances of talking to him were slim to none.

Not to the mention the possibility, still lurking in the back of my mind, that he was the demon. Just because I’d figured out why the demon was killing didn’t mean I knew who the demon was—and if Nobody could steal bodies and identities like Crowley had, she could be anybody. Still, even if Officer Jensen was a demon, he hadn’t killed me yet, and now that I knew to be suspicious I could keep my eyes open and try to stay one step ahead. The only way to figure out his plan, if he had one, was to observe him as much as I could. I took a deep breath and got out of the car.

It was a cooler day than usual, and I shivered as I walked up the steps and knocked on the door. The inner door was open, as usual, warm air spilling out through the screen. I heard the common noises of Marci’s family—a loud TV, children shouting, footsteps pounding up and down the stairs and running through the halls. I waited only a moment before Marci appeared and stood behind the screen. Her face was blank.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.” Despite all the time I’d spent preparing for this visit—planning my pitch to Officer Jensen and my escape strategy if he turned out to be a demon after all—I had no idea what to say to Marci. I stood still, feeling robotic again, watching her face for some sign that I could grab onto and know what to do. She was looking off to the side, her eyes avoiding my face.

I remembered her crying, remembered how sad she was, and tried to force myself to empathize through pure force of will. Nothing came. Instead I fell back on my old standby: faking it. What would a normal person say to a sad friend?

“Are you okay?” I asked. It sounded clumsy, too loud and direct. I watched her carefully for a response, and she nodded.

“Yeah. You?” She turned to face me, catching my eyes with hers. They were red from crying. She hadn’t been in school all day, and I wondered if she’d been crying straight through since last night.

“I’m fine,” I said. What would a normal person say next? I was no good at this—just like before, the first time I’d sat down and talked in her kitchen, I knew I couldn’t pretend with her. I couldn’t be somebody else. I took a deep breath.

“Look,” I said, “I’m not very good with people. I don’t know how to talk, and I don’t know how to … react, and I definitely don’t know how to comfort anyone. I know you were really sad last night, and I wish I’d been able to do something about it but I … couldn’t. Sorry.”

She started crying again. “No, no,” she said, shaking her head, and I braced myself for the worst. “I was such a mess last night. I was hysterical, it’s not your fault at all.” She paused. “After the way I treated you I didn’t think you’d ever come back.”

That was not what I had expected.

She put a hand on the screen. “You want to come in?”

I hesitated just a fraction of a second. “Sure.”

She pushed open the screen, and I started to step in, but she caught me midstep and drew me into a tight hug, wrapping her arms around me, burying her face in my neck. Her tears were wet against my skin, and I could feel her chest against mine, her heart pumping steadily.

“I don’t hate you at all,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry you would ever think that.”

Slowly I put my arms up around her, touching her uncertainly. I could count on one hand the number of times I’d hugged someone in the last eight years—I had no idea what to do. I patted her a couple of times before letting my arms fall still and simply hold her.

“I’m sorry,” she said, sniffing and pulling away. “I’m gonna get snot all over you. Come on in.”

*   *   *

The phone rang twice before Father Erikson picked up.

“Hello?”

“Don’t call the police.” I was on the pay phone by the truck stop; I hadn’t bothered to disguise my voice.

“Who … John?”

“Yes.”

“We made a deal, John. You talk to my friend, or I call the police. I can’t just let this slide.”

I’d worked this out beforehand, planning my moves carefully to throw him off my trail. “Do you think I’m crazy?”

He paused. “It’s just a therapist, John, not a psychiatrist. She’ll just help you work some things out.”

She. I’d looked up every therapist and psychological counselor in town, and of the three I found two were female: Mary Adams, a recovery counselor at the hospital, and Pat Richardson, the high school counselor. Which one was his friend?

“I’m not trying to back out of the deal,” I said, “I’m just … I don’t want anyone to think I’m crazy, you know?” I tried to sound embarrassed and sincere, but I was never good at faking emotion. Was he buying it? “I’ve never had therapy before. I’m scared.”

“It’s nothing to be afraid of,” he said, and I tried to read his voice. Reassuring? Impatient? I really hated talking on the phone, but sometimes it was the only safe way—he couldn’t see me or touch me, and he had no idea where I was. “She’s completely discreet; no one you know will even see you talking to her.”

I smiled. That’s means it’s not the school counselor. Doctor Adams at the hospital was an odd choice, given her specialty, but I could make this work.

“Please,” I said. “I know it’s not our deal, but … I already took your advice, and I got an appointment with a counselor at the hospital. It’s the only place I could think of to go. Please, just let me talk to her—don’t call the police.”

He said nothing, and I knew he was thinking it over. He knew I was volatile, and now he thought I was already seeing the counselor he wanted to introduce me to, so why force the issue any further? It wouldn’t hold him off forever, but it would give me more time. A week, at least.

If he bought it.

“Father?”

“Yes, John, yes. I think that will be fine.”

I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. “Thank you.”

“If you need anything else,” he said, “if you ever want to talk again, I’m always available.”

“Thank you, Father. That’s very kind.”

I hung up.

*   *   *

Sociopath or not, I knew it was stupid to bring up the Handyman in my first few days back with Marci. Instead we sat on the couch and watched TV, silently together, while I bit my tongue and tried not to talk about killers and corpses and holy avengers. Finally, playing poker in her room on a rainy Saturday, I couldn’t take it any longer. I set down my hand of cards.

“We haven’t talked about the Handyman all week.”

“Thank goodness,” she said, and pointed at my cards. “Call or fold?”

“I’m serious,” I said. “I think I’ve cracked it.”

She frowned. “You know who it is?”

“No, but I think I know why she’s killing. And I think we can figure out who’s next.”

She stared at her cards, silent for a long time. Finally she shook her head. “No, I don’t want to.”

“What?”

“I don’t want to get back into it. It’s too much—it’s too close. I don’t want to be responsible for another death.”

“That’s exactly why we need to do this,” I said, “so there won’t be anymore deaths.”

“But there will be,” she said. “We’re just two kids—we’re sixteen. We can’t stop a killer. We shouldn’t stop a killer—we should let the police do their job, and we should do ours. This isn’t a game.”

“Do you want to know why Mr. Coleman was our fault?”

“For the love of all that’s holy, no.”

“Because the Handyman is punishing sinners,” I said, “and we exposed one, which made him a target. It’s not just any sinners, but sinners in positions of authority. Leaders in the community, like pastors and teachers and government officials.”

“John…”

“Every attack is getting worse,” I said. “Remember how Mayor Robinson had thirty-seven stab wounds in his back? Well, Coleman had sixty-four.”

“Please stop.”

“Sixty-four,” I repeated. “And in a week and a half our time will be up, and she’ll purge another sinner—someone important, and someone in the public eye to make sure that everyone gets the message. But now we’ve figured it out and we can find the next victim before she kills him.” I stared at her, holding her gaze intensely. She stared back. “Please, Marci—you’ve got to help me.”

She stared back, eyes hard. I tried to guess what she was thinking. Would she go along or refuse?

“It’s impossible,” she said. “There’s no way we can guess one specific person this creep thinks is a sinner.”

That means she’s considering it, I thought. She’s thinking about it. I have to feed the fire.

“It could be another pastor, or a teacher,” I said. “Maybe the principal at school.”

Her face went white. “It could be a cop.”

I nodded. “Anyone who’s in a position of authority is game, but only if they have some kind of shady background—not a secret, but something everyone knows about. Your dad should be totally safe.”

She continued staring, her mouth a thin, pink line. Her eyes were shadowed by her brow, and she looked out darkly. “Sheriff Meier should be safe,” she said. “Mick Herrman, Craig Moore; they should all be fine.” I stayed silent, and she squinted her eyes. “This is why I didn’t want to do this—I don’t want to think about all the bad things people have done, and I don’t want to feel guilty when I forget about some terrible thing that gets somebody killed.”

“What about—”

“Ellingford,” she said suddenly, opening her eyes. “Larry Ellingford. He was an officer that got called under review two years ago for abuse of power—he was writing fraudulent speeding tickets to people he didn’t like. I don’t even know if he’s still in town. I haven’t heard anything about him in ages.”

“That’s good,” I said. “Can you think of anyone else?”

“Why am I doing all the work?”

“Okay,” I said, nodding, “how about Ms. Troyer, the vice-principal? There was that whole thing last year about her fudging the results of the student-body election.”

“You think that’s enough?” she asked. “If the Handyman’ll kill someone for that, none of us are safe.”

“I’m just brainstorming,” I said. “I’m trying to think of anyone I can.”

She paused, then raised her eyebrow. “How about Curt Halsey?”

A host of thoughts rushed to my mind, crowding each other out. If ever anyone deserved to be killed by a demon … “You mean the guy that burned down Forman’s house?”

“Why not?” she asked. “He’s currently under suspicion of homicide—that’s a pretty big sin.”

“He’s also in police custody,” I said. “She couldn’t get to him. Besides, it’s stretching the requirements quite a bit to call him a community leader.”

“People think he killed Forman,” she said. “He’s getting all the hero credit that you’d be getting if the truth came out.”

“True,” I said. “That gives us three leads: one who might have moved, one who’s only a sinner by the widest definition, and one who’s in jail. Not a very good list.”

“But good enough for tonight,” she said, pointedly picking up her cards and fanning them out. “I’m not thinking about this anymore for now. Call or fold.”

I looked at her and she looked back, cocking her head with a look that said, “just try to disagree with me.” I nodded, picked up my cards, and fanned them out. “Give me all your fours.”

“Wrong game,” she said sternly, then slowly broke into a smile, and then laughed. “I count that as a fold, though. I win.” She scraped the pile of M&Ms across the carpet and into the much bigger pile by her legs. “You still have a few left—shuffle up, and I’ll take them off your hands.”

“You’ll just share them with me anyway.”

“Try me, punk.”

I gathered the cards and shuffled, all the while running through names of possible victims in my head.

*   *   *

On Monday night, the phone rang during dinner. The caller ID said Jensen.

“Hello?”

“John,” said Marci quickly, “are you watching the news?”

“Not at the moment.”

“That’s fine, I don’t even know if it’s on yet.”

“What?”

“Can you get over here?”

“Slow down, you’re talking in circles.”

“William Astrup was arrested,” she said. “My dad’s radio just went off, and I heard it from the hall—he was arrested in Springdale for soliciting a prostitute.”

I frowned. Springdale, despite its cheerful name, was the poorest neighborhood in Clayton County—a massive string of apartments that sprawled through the heart of town. It was exactly the kind of place someone would go to solicit a prostitute, but not the kind of place anyone would expect to find a community leader.

“Who’s William Astrup?” I asked. “Is that another cop?”

“You’re kidding me,” she said. “He’s the owner of the wood plant—he’s the richest man in the county, and the biggest employer. No one else even comes close. How can you not know that?”

“I’m kind of amazed that you do know it,” I said. “How do you know the guy who owns the wood plant?”

“Just get over here,” she said. “This is our next victim—it’s got to be—and I’m not telling dad about this without you.”

She was right—this sounded like the ideal victim for the Handyman, and there were only a few days left. But as ridiculous as it sounded, I still couldn’t shake the idea that Officer Jensen might be the demon. Did I dare go and spill my whole plan to him? I paused, trying to analyze the situation. If he was the demon, then he had a much bigger plan I hadn’t begun to grasp yet, and embedding myself in his life was the best way to discover it. And if he wasn’t the demon, then he could save the victim while I slipped by in the dark and took the demon out.

For just a moment I considered not telling him at all, to make absolutely sure that no one interfered with my trap for Nobody. This William Astrup would be perfect bait if he suspected nothing, and if the police stayed far away. But it was too late now—by bringing Marci into this, I’d brought in her ethics as well. She wanted the victim protected and she would make sure it happened whether I was the one to say it or not.

“I’ll be there in a minute,” I said.

“See ya.” We hung up, and I turned to leave.

“Something happened to William Astrup?” Mom asked.

“How does everybody know this guy but me?”

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I just need to run over to Marci’s.”

“Can’t you finish your dinner first?”

“No.” I went down the stairs and out the side door, then drove quickly to Marci’s house. Her father was walking out to his squad car right as I pulled up, with Marci close on his heels.

“Here he is,” she was saying as I stepped out of the car. “Just listen to him.”

“Make it quick,” he said, turning to look at me. “Apparently you’ve got something to tell me about the Handyman?”

“Yes,” I said, stumbling over my own thoughts as I tried to get them in order. “You need to … I mean…” I wasn’t ready to explain all of this yet—I liked to take my time and plan things, not rush into them blindly. “She’s going to try to kill William Astrup.”

Officer Jensen narrowed his eyes. “What makes you say that?”

“Because she’s targeting community leaders she thinks have done wrong,” I said. “The Handyman is a holy avenger—it’s not a very common serial killer profile but I promise you it’s true in this case. She’s trying to save us, or teach us, or cleanse us, or whatever, and a rich, powerful guy like Astrup getting arrested is exactly what she’s looking for.”

“Wait—how did you know about…” He studied me for a second, then growled under his breath and turned to Marci. “Marci Elizabeth Jensen, have you been eavesdropping again?”

“I didn’t try to hear it, it’s just loud.”

“I have told you a hundred times that you are not allowed to interfere with my job. This is very serious—if word of this arrest gets out—”

“Word is going to get out no matter what you do,” I said. “Astrup is too important, and people are going to find out, and then the Handyman is going to try to kill him. Late Wednesday night, if he sticks to his pattern—that’s only two days away. You have to trust me. He fits the profile exactly.”

“If he fits a profile,” Officer Jensen said, “the FBI will already know about it.”

“Then no one will think you’re weird when you suggest protecting him,” I said. “Listen, the Handyman probably lies awake at night praying for someone as important as William Astrup to make a mistake this big. Killing him is exactly the message she is trying to send, and if she cut out Coleman’s eyes for porn I don’t have to tell you what she’ll cut off of Astrup for solicitation.”

“Ew,” said Marci.

“You know about the eyes too?” said Officer Jensen sternly, turning to Marci again.

“You told me that one yourself!”

“Look,” I said, “I know you have no reason to trust us, but…” I stopped suddenly, unsure of what to say next. If he leaves Astrup defenseless I’ll be able to see exactly what the demon does to him, and how. If I’m lucky I’ll spot a weakness and find a way to kill Nobody right there, on the spot, with no more waiting and no more speculation. But I didn’t want Marci to think I was backing down. “You know he’s probably going to post bail right away, so you won’t be able to hold him anyway, but you could send him some guards or something. Maybe. I don’t know.” What am I really doing here? I have to learn more about Nobody, and yet I’m sabotaging my best chance just to save one criminal’s life. Or am I doing it because I’m afraid of what Marci will think of me?

What’s really important here?

Officer Jensen looked at me again, eyes intense. I could tell he was thinking about it.

“What about the prostitute?” he asked. “Aren’t you worried about her?”

“The Handyman doesn’t care about her,” I said. “Only the authority figure.”

He paused again. “I can’t just walk in there and tell them my daughter and her boyfriend cracked the Handyman case.”

“Then tell them you did it,” said Marci, “but just tell them.”

No! He almost said no, and you ruined it!

He looked back and forth between Marci and me, then sighed. “Fine, I’ll tell them, but I won’t guarantee anything. And in return,” he pointed at us sternly, “you two will keep absolutely quiet about this, and you will stop ‘accidentally overhearing’ my radio, and you will keep out of this permanently. Am I clear?”

“Loud and clear,” said Marci, nodding. We stepped up onto the curb, and Officer Jensen got into his car. He gave us one last look before driving away, and Marci waved as he left.

“Thanks for coming,” she said, patting me twice on the chest before turning toward the house. I turned with her, silently cursing that we’d managed to convince him, and we walked slowly to the front steps. “I’m so glad to be rid of this.”

“Yeah,” I said, already trying to think of my next move. I needed to find a way to watch Astrup, to see who contacted him and how they reacted to the police. But how could I get close enough?

“Marci,” her mom called from the doorway, “phone’s for you.”

“Who is it?”

“Rachel again.”

“Oh my gosh,” Marci muttered, then she shouted back, “just tell her I’m busy, and I’ll call her later.”

Mrs. Jensen faded back into the house, and Marci shook her head. “That girl will not leave me alone! ‘What are you wearing to the dance?’ ‘Who are you going with?’ ‘Can we go in a group?’ ‘What diet should I use so I can fit my dress?’ She’s driving me crazy.”

I wasn’t paying much attention, too preoccupied with my plans, but I nodded and tried to look like I was listening. “She’s going to a dance? Cool.” The victims are all killed without a fight, usually inside their own homes, which means they let the killer in of their own free will. That usually means the killer is someone they know, but with this many victims, it has to be something else. Whatever disguise or cover Nobody is using is apparently nonthreatening, and somehow familiar to everyone she killed.

“Yes, there’s a dance,” said Marci, enunciating each syllable. “The homecoming dance—you may have heard of it? A little social gathering this Friday?”

“Oh yeah, the homecoming thing. There are posters at school and stuff.” I’ve been assuming that Nobody can change her face and body, like Crowley did, but Crowley could only do it by killing someone—by literally stealing their bodies. The Handyman doesn’t steal bodies, and the few parts he does steal he just destroys later on. How is it disguising itself?

“Rachel’s going with Brad,” said Marci, “and we’re kind of hoping to go in a group, though I don’t have a date yet.”

This pulled me out of my thoughts. “You don’t? But you’re, like … It seems like someone would have asked you weeks ago.”

Marci was staring at me, her mouth wide open, as if she didn’t know what to say. I realized I’d said something stupid and tried to cover it up.

“I mean, you’re … amazing,” I said. “Everyone loves you—you have more friends than anyone I think I’ve ever met. How could no one have asked you yet?”

“As … a matter of fact,” she said, fumbling slightly with her words, “five people have asked me. Five. And I’ve said no to all of them.”

“You don’t want to go?”

“No, I’d kind of like to go, actually.”

I looked at her, eyes wide, awaiting an explanation. Girls are so weird. She looked back for a moment, then rolled her eyes and looked up at the twilit sky. “Do I have to do everything myself?”

And that’s when it finally hit me: she wanted me to ask her.

“I…”

“Yes?” she said, turning back to face me. “Something you want to say?”

“Are you…”

“Something finally clicking in that remarkably thick head of yours?”

“Wait.”

“Oh, I’ve been waiting.”

“Do you actually want to…” I trailed off.

“… go…,” she prompted.

“… go … to the homecoming dance…”

“… with…,” she said.

“… me?” I finished.

“I am astonished at the level of meddling it took to make that happen.”

“I’m confused,” I said.

“Obviously. Let me explain: first, yes, I would love to go to homecoming with you, thank you so much for asking. Second, what in the hell is your problem?”

“What?”

“You’re over here for hours every day, you obviously like me, I obviously like you, and frankly we don’t spend enough time apart for you to even have time to ask anyone else to the dance, let alone flirt enough to make asking a possibility. How long would you have waited if I hadn’t forced the issue?”

“I … I’m not really a dance kind of guy.”

“You mean never?” she asked. “Here I was, waiting all this time, and you weren’t even thinking about it?”

“I’m … sorry?”

“You are without a doubt the weirdest guy I have ever met.”

I took a breath. “But that’s just the thing,” I said. “I am the weirdest guy you’ve ever met. I’m like the opposite of you. You have lots of friends, I have no friends; you’re beautiful, I’m weird looking; you’re popular and interesting and fun, and I … work in a mortuary. I’m obsessed with death and I study serial killers for fun. Guys like me don’t go to dances, and when we do, we don’t go with girls like you.” I didn’t think I had to actually explain how messed-up I was—couldn’t people tell just by looking at me?

Marci looked astonished. “Is that seriously how you think of yourself? Is that seriously how you think of me?”

“As beautiful?”

“As above you. As … too good for you. Listen, John, how should I put this?…” She licked her lips. “Girls aren’t stupid, okay? We know when guys like us, and we usually know why. Yes, we know we’re attractive, and yes, we notice when guys check us out. I can’t tell you how many conversations I’ve had in just the last month where I have to look at a guy’s forehead the whole time because he’s staring at my boobs. And yes, I admit that sometimes I use them on purpose to get attention. I’ve done it with you. But you’re the first straight boy since sixth grade that it hasn’t worked on. The first one who doesn’t just stare.” She shrugged, and looked out at the street. “You’re the first boy in years who’s more interested in talking to me than checking out my rack.”

“But I’m just…” How could I explain this? “I’m just following my rules. I’m trying to treat you like a person. With respect.” The alternative is to treat you like the bodies in the mortuary, like a doll to play with, and I don’t dare allow myself to think like that.

“‘With respect,’” she repeated. “One of the best things about you, John, is that you have no idea how rare that is.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing. We sat for a moment while the sky turned bright orange as the sun set. After a moment I spoke up, hesitantly.

“So … does this mean we’re dating?”

Marci laughed out loud. “Holy crap, you are such a geek!”

“Well how am I supposed to know these things if you don’t tell me?”

“Even my dad called you my boyfriend, just now when he drove away. Everyone thinks we’re dating; I have no idea how you missed it.”

“Well,” I said. “Boyfriend, huh?”

She pulled up her knees and rested her head on them, looking at me sideways. “Yup.”

“And that would make you my girlfriend.”

“It would.”

I paused a moment. “Then I should give you a mushy nickname, like ‘Sweetums’ or ‘Cupcake.’”

“I don’t think we have to go that far.”

“How about ‘Sugar Booger’?”

“Call me that again,” she said, laughing, “and I’ll find another date for homecoming so fast your head will spin. Five guys I turned down—remember that. Five.”

“Five,” I repeated. Why did you choose the only one who’s dreamed about killing you?

*   *   *

I let Marci make our homecoming plans, and busied myself with plans for trapping Nobody. I drove to William Astrup’s house and scoped it out—he hadn’t been released by the police yet, and the news hadn’t broken, so his house was empty and I could wander through his yard at will. There was a large hedge by the front door, and the back door that faced the forest was surrounded by plenty of good hiding places. Which one would be best? Assuming that Nobody wasn’t completely invisible—which might actually make sense, given her name—she was liable to show up under some kind of harmless pretense. Delivering a pizza? A package? “Hi, my car broke down and my phone won’t work—can I use yours?” Whatever it was, it would almost certainly happen at the front door. That’s where I needed to watch.

I scoped out the front hedge: I could hide behind it for hours if I had to, completely obscured. If I had a gun, I could just sit there and shoot the first person to show up with a big duffel bag—assuming that a gun would even work on Nobody. They hadn’t worked on Crowley, but Crowley had been much more physical, more brutal. Nobody was a finesse killer who used tools and took her time. She might not be able to shape shift or regenerate at all—obviously Forman couldn’t.

A gun might actually work, especially if it had a silencer. I could shoot her before she even rang the bell, and be gone just as quickly, and the evidence would melt away to nothing. An ashy smear on the front porch. I could do this, as long as the police didn’t get in the way. Had Officer Jensen really believed us? Had he really taken us seriously?

The whole point was moot if the Handyman didn’t hear about Astrup’s arrest and choose him as the next victim. I drove back downtown and used the pay phone to call in an anonymous tip to the newspaper. It was on the news Monday night, and by Tuesday everyone in town had heard about it; the bait was set. All I needed was the gun. I thought about stealing one from Marci’s house, because I knew Officer Jensen had some, but I discarded the idea immediately. I’m not dumb enough to steal a gun from a cop. Max, on the other hand, was another story—his dad had a huge gun collection, and now that he was dead nobody ever used them. They’d never even know it was missing.

I woke up Wednesday morning ready to visit Max and steal a gun, and turned on the morning news while I ate breakfast. The story hit me like a kick to the stomach: the killer had struck early. William Astrup was fine. Instead Sheriff Meier was dead, his hands and tongue removed, his body pinned to the grass with two long poles rising up like wings.
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“Hold still,” said Mom, fussing with my bow tie. “This would be a lot easier if you didn’t fight me the whole time.”

“Imagine how easy it would be if you just left me alone,” I said, pulling away for the fifth time. “It looks fine.”

“It’s crooked,” she said. “For goodness sake, let me fix it for just twenty seconds so I can take a picture, and then you can mess it up as much as you want.”

I stalked down the hall to the fridge, where Mom had stashed the corsage she bought me. “I don’t want a picture.”

“But you have to get a picture!” she said, following me through the house. “This is my baby’s first dance!” I glared at her. “I mean my handsome young man’s first dance! Of course I need a picture.”

“So you can never look at it and accidentally delete the memory card?”

“That only happened once,” she said sternly. “And no, it’s so I can show everyone.”

“‘Everyone’? Who’s ‘everyone’? All the friends we don’t have, or all the family that aren’t here? Lauren left work an hour ago without even coming upstairs, and Margaret didn’t come in at all, so I can’t imagine they care about seeing a picture of it. And if Dad wanted to see my first dance, he gave up his shot a few years ago.” There was a knock on the door, which gave me the perfect opportunity to look away from my mother’s stunned face. “That’s probably my ride.”

I opened the door and saw Brad Nielson, Rachel’s date, standing out on the landing. “Oh, good,” he said, “I wasn’t sure if I had the right door. I was half afraid I’d open this up and find a bunch of dead bodies or something.”

“The mortuary’s downstairs,” I said. “And nobody’s dead right now.”

“Well that’s good to know,” he said, and waved politely at my mom. “Hello Mrs. Cleaver, how are you?”

How could anyone not know if someone in town is recently dead or not? I thought. It’s the only interesting thing that ever happens around here.

“Hello Bradley,” said Mom. She’d regained her composure after my outburst, and now raised her camera. “Stand close.”

“No, Mom,” I said, “no pictures.”

“But your friend’s here now,” she said, waving us together. “Smile!”

“I don’t need a picture with…” The flash snapped. “… another guy. That’s great, Mom, thank you. Send that one to Dad and tell him we’re going steady.”

“Sweet!” said Brad. “Don’t worry, man, they take photos at the dance; we’ll get some of those. How is your dad, anyway?”

“He’s awesome,” I said. “He’s currently my favorite parent.” I pushed Brad back onto the landing and shut the door behind me, then led him down the stairs to the side door and out into the night air. It was the last week of September and already the evenings were darker and cooler. We got into Brad’s car—he had the best car out of the four of us—and drove off to pick up the girls.

“It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?” said Brad. I looked over at him.

“A long time since what?”

“Since we did anything,” he said. “We used to hang out all the time in elementary school. What happened to all that?”

“I don’t know.”

“What was that game we used to play, on that thing in the playground? The big wooden thing?”

“I don’t remember.”

“No, it was a game you made up, with that ramp thing made out of tires, and we had to call the pockets, like in pool, and then try to jump into the right one.” He laughed, and the memory came back—fuzzy and distant, like a memory of someone else’s life. Kids at recess, laughing and shouting and jumping and falling, playing all day without a care in the world.

“That barely seems like us anymore,” I said, watching the cars and houses and people drift by outside. It’s a different world now, and darker. It’s full of demons—real, live demons that want to kill us all. It’s hard to imagine that anyone could ever be that carefree again.

“I know what you mean,” said Brad. “It’s like, we used to pretend to do things, but now we’re actually doing them—we have jobs, we play sports, we go to school. I mean, of course we did those things before, but now they mean something—now it’s not just football in the street, it’s football on the big field with lights and announcers and the whole town watching.”

I stared blankly out the window—different houses than I’d seen a minute ago, and different cars, and different people, but still somehow the same. Blocks and blocks and miles and miles, all the same. Lights and announcers. Is that really as far as your ambitions reach?

“And the girls!” said Brad, slapping the steering wheel. “You think we’ve changed, holy cow. I remember when Rachel had pigtails and skinned knees and screamed at the PE teacher every time we played soccer. And Marci was like a total hippie or something, like a feral child, until one day—bam! The girls disappeared and these gorgeous women appeared out of nowhere.”

Everyone grows up. I thought about Marci’s little sister, Kendra, fours years old with frizzy hair, growing up to be a young woman: filling out, becoming beautiful. Somebody’s girlfriend; somebody’s obsession; somebody’s victim. All grown up and sexy and dead.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s just the way things go sometimes.”

“Rachel’s right up here,” he said, turning down a street and pointing ahead. He parked and ran to her front door while I shuffled into the back seat. A few minutes later Brad led Rachel to the car, opened her door, helped her in, and closed it after her. I watched carefully, preparing to do the same thing.

“Hi, John,” she said, turning slightly to wave from the front seat. “Lookin’ good!”

“Hi,” I said. I was starting to remember how much I hated spending time with people; the bigger the group, the worse it got. This dance was going to kill me.

We drove to Marci’s house, and I walked up to the door with my corsage in a plastic box. The front door was open, as always, and I knocked on the screen. Instantly there was a crash and rumble as her siblings jumped off the couch and ran to see me. The house filled with shouts of “Marci! John’s here!” and the hallway filled with kids.

“My sister looks beautiful,” said Kendra. “You’re going to love her, but Mom says she’s immodest.”

“Back! Back inside!” said Marci, coming down the hall. She was wearing a long, dark green dress, lifting the hem carefully off the floor as the kids charged past her and back into the TV room. The bottom of the dress was flowing, shimmering softly in the faint light of the hallway, while the top was an elegant, embroidered corset. Her shoulders and collarbone were bare, with more cleavage than I’d expected after her speech to me the other night. She opened the door and beckoned me in. “You’d better come inside—Mom wants pictures.”

“Everyone’s going to want pictures,” I said. “You look incredible.”

“Thank you.”

“I thought you were going with me because you didn’t have to show off the…” I gestured vaguely. “You know.”

“I’d already bought the dress over the summer—how was I to know I’d end up dating an actual gentleman? Plus there was a really good sale online.”

I held up the corsage. “That’s great for you, but there’s literally nowhere for me to pin this. Plus I think your dad would shoot me if he saw me trying.”

“I’ll do it,” she said, taking the box as we walked into the kitchen. “But this means you have to do your own boutonniere.” She pulled a little flower box of her own from the fridge, handed it to me, and we pinned on our flowers while her mom laughed and took pictures. We posed, we held hands, I did my best to smile, and finally we escaped back out to the car. Brad threw it into gear, and we were off.

*   *   *

We ate dinner at the nicest restaurant in town—a steak place that, precisely because it was the nicest restaurant in town, was crammed full of high school kids in rented tuxedos and an explosion of multicolored satin. Marci had planned ahead and made reservations early, probably the same time she’d bought the dress.

I’d spent several months as a vegetarian, trying to keep myself from thinking about dead meat in general, and dead humans in particular. Once I’d found my purpose and focused on killing demons, I’d been able to let some of those rules slip, and I figured it was okay to have a little meat for a special occasion. I looked over the menu and ordered a porterhouse steak—my favorite cut. Brad got the same, and Marci and Rachel ordered salads.

“I absolutely love your dress,” said Rachel, reaching toward Marci. She stopped just shy of touching her. “So much better than this boring thing I’ve got on.”

“I love your dress!” said Brad. “You look great.”

“Thanks, said Rachel, flashing him a smile. “You’re so sweet.” Her smile was quick, and her face turned toward him, but I caught a glimpse of something … off. There and gone in a flash. Did Brad say something wrong? I wondered. Even compliments are hard to give right in a situation like this. I hate social politics.

“Did you guys hear about the sheriff?” asked Brad. Marci and I looked at each other silently; we hadn’t had much chance to talk about it yet, though I’d been working on my own theories all week. The demon had broken her pattern again, in ways we hadn’t anticipated, and that scared me—it meant I didn’t know as much as I thought I did, and that was a very dangerous situation to be in. I was desperate to learn more, and elated that Brad had brought it up.

“Let’s not talk about that,” said Marci, shooting me a warning look. I leaned back and sighed, listening as the conversation turned to gossip about the other kids in the restaurant.

Brooke was there, on the far side of the room, in a light blue dress and a matching satin jacket. Her hair was in a pile of curls on top of her head, and she looked radiant. She was sitting next to Mike Larsen, and I found myself hating him passionately.

A troupe of waiters brought out our plates, and my three companions dug into their food. I stared at mine, suddenly queasy. The meat was red and juicy—medium rare, just like I’d ordered—and staring out starkly from the center was a sawed-off cross section of bone. It was a piece of the vertebra, perfectly trimmed and perfectly normal, but all I could see—all I could think of—was the parade of severed wrists that had come and gone through the mortuary. Red, juicy meat around a neat central column of bone.

It’s okay, I told myself, just eat. I pressed my fork into it, watching the juices run out from the holes, and I raised up my knife, and suddenly it was Mike Larsen on the plate, dead and bleeding: meaningless food to be chewed up and swallowed. I felt no wave of nausea, no rise of bile in the back of my throat. I knew that those thoughts were wrong, but they didn’t feel wrong. It was just another thing. It was the way I’d used to think, in the times before I’d gained control.

My old thoughts and habits were all creeping back, one by one; my dark side, the part of me I called Mr. Monster, was stirring. My angry fight with my mother, my paranoid suspicions of Marci, my urge to kill her that night in her room. It was all coming back. Why? Wasn’t it enough that I was hunting a demon? Wasn’t it enough that I was planning to kill?

Of course not, I whispered, deep in the caverns of my mind. I don’t want to think about killing, I want to really kill. I’m a creature of action. Thinking about it will never be enough.

The room grew dark, and I felt my skin grow hot. I shouldn’t be here. I have a demon to catch, and here I am wasting my time—and everyone else’s lives—at a stupid dinner before some stupid dance. I’m an idiot. I’m a fool. I’m sitting idly by while Nobody teaches her vicious lesson with a trail of death. I have to act. I have to find her, and I have to kill her. It’s the only way to stop her.

But what then? Who’ll be next after Nobody, and how many people will die before I find him?

I pushed my plate away.

“Something wrong?” asked Marci.

“I don’t think I can eat it,” I said. I don’t think I can even have it on the table. I flagged down a waiter. “Can you take this back?”

“Is there a problem with it, sir?”

If I blame them, I can dodge the embarrassing questions. “Yes,” I said. “I ordered it medium rare, and this is barely medium.”

“Of course, sir, I’ll have the chef prepare a new one immediately.”

“Actually,” I said, looking over at Marci, “that salad looks really good. Could I just get one of those instead?”

“Of course, sir. Would you like it with grilled chicken?”

“No thanks,” I said. “No meat at all.”
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The homecoming dance was held in city hall, in a large, open room with a marble floor circled by rows of ornate wooden pillars. It was probably too small for a crowd this size, but it was really the only choice—whenever the city needed a bigger venue than city hall they used the gym at Clayton High, and nobody wanted to hold the dance there. Instead the students crammed into this small space, jumping and pulsing in time to the music, and retreating to the cool shadows outside whenever the room grew too full, too noisy, or too hot.

Marci grabbed my hand and plowed her way through the crowd, almost instantly separating us from Brad and Rachel. I followed her, holding tightly to her wrist and apologizing mutely to everyone we bumped into on the way. Nearly everyone smiled and waved at Marci, followed by a polite wave to me. People were accustomed to seeing us together, but that didn’t mean they knew how to react to us. To them I was still just the weird kid who lived over the mortuary.

When we reached the center of the room, Marci turned around, cheered loudly, and started dancing. I did my best to follow along, which mostly just meant shifting my weight back and forth from one foot to the other. I decided in that moment that I was never meant to be a dancer. I also decided that of all the torture I’d experienced in Agent Forman’s house of death, nothing could compare to the torture of a high school dance.

Marci laughed, tried to show me what to do, then laughed again as I continued to suck. A more empathetic person would have said, “at least she’s enjoying herself,” but I was ready to turn around and run. Thankfully, blissfully, the song ended and the dancing stopped. There was a chorus of cheers from the eager crowd, and then another song started—slow and bluesy. Marci stepped in close, wrapped her arms around my shoulders, and began to sway softly.

“You know,” she said, “this works a lot better if you touch me back.” I glanced at the other couples around us, saw how they did it, and tentatively put my hands on Marci’s waist. It was soft, and perfectly curved, and I touched her lightly, like a balloon I was afraid of popping. She chuckled and sighed.

“How are you liking your first dance?”

“A few seconds ago it was also my last dance,” I said. “But I have to admit that this part is pretty nice.”

“It is,” she said, stepping in closer. We moved back and forth, hesitantly awkward and blissfully comfortable at the same time.

We were close to each other, yet still worlds apart. I have rarely felt truly connected to anyone, but those few connections all were powerful memories: brandishing a knife at my mom, staring hungrily at Brooke in Forman’s house. Each event was a scar in my mind, violent and intense, like a white-knuckle ride in a speeding car. I lived my whole life behind a hazy, emotionless curtain, cut off from the rest of the world, but for just a few seconds here and there I’d been able to break through it; I had been connected, sharing my emotions with another person just like a real, empathetic human being. Even then it was limited—not in the depth of emotion, but in the variety. It only ever worked with fear and control.

Then Marci shifted slightly, beginning to rotate, and without thinking I went along with her: step forward with one foot, step back with the other. Forward with one foot, back with the other. Words were unnecessary; we were perfectly coordinated. Perhaps it was a coincidence. Perhaps we were thinking the same thoughts. Perhaps …

Perhaps it was best to think no thoughts at all.

We danced that way for an eternity, locked in perfect sync, moving and turning and shifting in a harmony I’d never known. This is real. The song faded and still I clung to Marci, desperate to keep going, to hold onto that connection like a lifeline to humanity.

Another grinding dance song exploded over the speakers, and the crowd cheered loudly. They shook the floor, stomping and waving, and I cocked my head toward the refreshment table on the side.

“Can we sit this one out?”

“What?”

I leaned in close, whispering in her ear, feeling her hair on my face. “Can we get a drink?”

“Sure!”

We made our way toward the side of the room, ducking into an alcove where the sound was less oppressive. We reached the drink table just as Rachel found us in tears and grabbed hold of Marci’s arms.

“Rach, what’s wrong?”

Rachel was too much of a mess to speak, and I turned to the punch bowl while she composed herself. I reached for the ladle just as another hand got there first—slender and pale, flanked by a flash of blue in the corner of my eye. Brooke. I looked up just as she did; we stared at each other a moment, faces blank. She poured her drink, offered me the ladle, and slipped into the crowd.

“This whole night is a disaster!” cried Rachel, while Marci clucked and cooed to try to soothe her. “This dress looks horrible, I spilled some salad dressing on it, and Brad was just looking at you the whole time anyway.”

“Oh, come on,” said Marci, pulling her into a hug. “You’re gorgeous, and he can’t take his eyes off you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure,” said Marci. “You look great, and he looks great, and he’s had a thing for you since last year. You need to get out there and enjoy yourself!”

“Thank you,” said Rachel, crying. “I wish I was as happy as you, or as pretty.”

“Seriously, Rachel, you’re gorgeous.”

“You’re the best friend ever. I wish I could be…” And then she left, melting back into the crowd, and Marci stepped next to me.

“Sometimes I don’t know what to do with that girl,” she sighed. “She is an emotional issue with legs.”

“She’s right, though, you know.” I turned to face her. “You’re always happy, you’re always … there. I can read people really well most of the time—I can look at a face and figure out almost exactly what they’re thinking. But that’s as far as I can go. I know what people are feeling, but I don’t know what I should be feeling about it. You can do the same thing, and then you actually use that knowledge productively.”

Marci smiled and leaned in closer, grabbing my hands. “John Wayne Cleaver, you give the weirdest compliments in the entire world.”

“You have empathy like I’ve never seen,” I said. “You know exactly how to talk to people, exactly how to connect. You think it’s weird because it’s easy for you, but for people like me, it’s…” How could I explain what she had done?

“People like you, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“And what kind of people are you, precisely?”

In her heels she was nearly the same height as I am, and standing this close our eyes were perfectly level; our lips were level; our noses were almost touching. I stared deeply into her eyes. Does she really want to know what I am? Do I even dare to tell her?

No, I don’t. I can’t. But if she could figure it out on her own …

“You’re the social genius here,” I said, pasting on a smile. “Why don’t you tell me what kind of person I am?”

“Well,” she said, grinning, “you’re smart, but very eclectic about it—you focus on the things that interest you and ignore everything else.” While she was speaking a movement caught my eye—not an individual motion but a wave of activity rippling across the crowd, accompanied by a rustle of voices audible above the music. I stood on my toes to get a better look, and Marci turned, crinkling her brow. “You have a … What’s that?”

Someone shouted, though I couldn’t hear the words. The music stopped abruptly and in the sudden silence a girl screamed, harsh and terrified.

“Get away from me!”

The shout was like a signal for the dance to collapse into chaos, and the whole crowd started screaming and backing into the walls. Marci and I were pressed back; the drink table tipped and crashed to the floor, and a swarm of terrified dancers surged into it, scrambling on the wet floor, trapping people behind the overturned table, desperate to get away from … what? There was an old radiator behind us, and I stepped up on it to get a better view.

“That scream sounded like Ashley,” said Marci.

“It is,” I said, looking over the heads of the maddened crowd. Ashley Ohrn, a girl from school, was walking through the center of the hall, eyes squeezed shut and sobbing hysterically. There was a black harness draped over her satin dress, a web of straps holding six brown blocks to her chest. It was an image I’d seen in a hundred movies, now horribly real and barely fifty feet away—bricks of C4, strung together with brightly colored wires. “She’s wearing a bomb.”

“Ashley,” called someone, “what are you—”

“Don’t talk to me!” she shrieked. The crowd by the doors was fleeing in a trickling line, but the rest of us were being pushed back into the walls, leaving a wide circle of terror with Ashley at the center. “Everybody just get away!”

“What’s going on?” asked Marci.

“She’s here for me,” I whispered. Nobody’s here, but she doesn’t know who I am—she narrowed it down and discovered I was a teenager, but not which one. She stole Ashley’s body, not Officer Jensen’s, and made a bomb big enough to kill every teenager in town.

Ashley reached the center of the room, crying hysterically. Marci grabbed hold of my arm and stood on the radiator with me, balancing precariously against the wall.

“She’s really going to do it,” I said.

“She’s terrified,” said Marci. “If that’s a bomb, she didn’t put it on herself.”

I glanced back at the door and the black night beyond. Marci’s right. Ashley’s not the killer, she’s the pawn. Nobody’s out there somewhere, watching from a safe distance. I flexed my fingers in frustration, curling them around imaginary weapons. I had nothing—there was no way I could confront her. I didn’t even know if I could reach the door, and the window behind me was too high to reach. I thought about calling Nobody, begging her to call off the attack, but Forman’s phone was still at home, hidden away. There’s nothing I can do.

The press of people surged against us, squishing screaming students into the wall and almost jostling us down from our perch on the radiator. Someone else was scrambling up now, pulling heavily on Marci, and I shoved him back.

“I can’t just stand here,” I said, staring out at Ashley. She had something in her hands; her knuckles were white around it. “I’ve got to do something.”

“Are you crazy?” asked Marci.

“Technically, yes.” But what could I do? I caught a glimpse of Brooke on the far side of the ring, eyes wide with terror, and I made my decision. “Do you have your phone?”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to stop this,” I said. “Do you have your cell phone?”

“Where would I hide a cell phone in this dress?”

“Then find someone who does,” I said, “and call the police. And stay here.”

She shouted after me again but I ignored her, jumping down into the crowd and shoving my way through a sea of stomping feet and frightened faces. Ashley’s voice rang out, wet and hoarse with tears. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”

“Let me through!” I shouted, but the only people lucid enough to pay attention merely shouted back insults as they pushed past me in a futile rush toward safety. I struggled against the current and finally pushed my way through, stumbling into the wide circle that had formed around Ashley. Students and teachers and chaperones were pressed tight against all four walls, eyes wide with terror.

“John, get back!” shouted a teacher. “You’ll get us all killed!”

“She’s doesn’t want to kill everyone,” I said. The next words stuck in my throat, but I forced them out. “This doesn’t have to happen.”

“It’s not me!” shouted Ashley, her voice cracking. “I swear it’s not me!”

“I know,” I said, walking slowly toward her. “I know it’s not you, it’s the woman who put the bomb on you.”

“What woman?”

I stopped. “The woman who’s making you do this.”

“It was a man,” she cried, “only a man, I didn’t see a woman.”

So I was right; she’s taken a new body somehow. “That’s fine,” I said, taking a step closer. “It was a man. What did he tell you?”

“Stay back,” shouted the principal. “It’s not safe!”

“It’s fine!” I shouted. “Ashley is not going to hurt anybody, and nobody is going to hurt Ashley. Isn’t that right?”

She nodded, and I took another step forward. “What did he tell you?”

“He said—” She choked on her tears, swallowed, and continued, “He said he’d push the button and kill us all.”

There has to be some way out of this. “He’ll kill us no matter what?” I asked. “Is that all he said?”

“He said I had to read this letter.” She held up her hands. She’d been clutching a sheet of paper.

“That’s good,” I said, nodding and grasping at the sliver of hope. “If he wants us to hear something then he’s not gonna kill us—there’s no point. He needs us alive so the message can get out.” I nodded again. “Just do what he said. Just read it.”

She trembled, and I could hear the paper rattling in her hands. “‘Why won’t anybody listen,’” she began.

That’s right, I thought. We’re listening now. Just don’t kill us.

“‘I have tried to be reasonable. I have tried to be—’” She swallowed. “‘—polite. Your city is plagued by evil, and I am trying to destroy it, but all you do is fight against me.’”

Am I the evil she’s fighting against? But these four killings seem designed to lead me toward her, not drive me away—it doesn’t make sense.

“‘When I—’” She sobbed, squinting through her tears. “‘—killed the … the great liar, I sent a letter to the newspaper, which they refused to print. When I killed the pedophile I talked to them directly, but they still refused to share my teachings.’”

Slowly it dawned on me: this isn’t about me at all. It’s not a plan or a trick or anything else—the Handyman really cares about his message, more than anything else.

“‘Now this is the final straw,’” Ashley continued, fighting back sobs. “‘You have understood my teachings, but you have turned against them. You have tried to protect the adulterer. But still I am merciful, and I have slain the one who led you astray.’” Ashley dissolved into tears, too terrified to continue, and I took a step forward again.

“Is that all?” I asked. “Ashley, look at me. Look at me.” She looked up, and I held her gaze. “He said you’d be safe if you read it,” I told her. “You have to read it all.”

She nodded and looked back at the paper. “‘I didn’t want to put these innocent children in danger, but it was the only way to make you listen. This is your final warning. Walk in the ways of the Lord, and make his paths straight. Thus you shall be purified…’” She trailed off, then looked up. “‘… by fire.’”

The hall was silent, no one daring to move or breath, everyone waiting. A single second ticked by, as long as an hour. Nothing exploded.

“Is that all?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Are you sure? There’s nothing else at all?”

“That’s every word, I promise!”

I took a step forward. “Then I want you to drop the paper, and turn around.” I was only ten steps away now, and walked slowly forward. “Just turn around so I can undo that harness.” She turned slowly, gingerly, as if expecting to blow up at any second. I was three steps away, two steps, one. The harness was a simple web of straps and plastic buckles hanging loosely over her shoulders and around her chest; he hadn’t even tightened it. I inspected the first buckle carefully for wires or metal contacts, saw nothing, and slowly squeezed the plastic nubs until the buckle popped loose. Nothing happened. I undid the next one, then the next, then reached around to grab the pack of explosives before opening the last clasp.

Something’s not right.

I didn’t know anything about explosives, but I’d seen enough movies to know what a block of C4 was supposed to be like: like dough, like a heavy brick of clay that you pressed the detonators into. This wasn’t anything like I had expected. I moved around to face Ashley directly, getting a better look at the blocks.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Quiet.”

I’d assumed that the subtle differences between the Hollywood image and the bomb on Ashley’s chest were because the ones on TV were inaccurate, but I could see now that it was more. Seen up close these bombs were completely different—almost handmade. Almost fake. I reached out and grabbed the edge of the paper wrapping, digging my finger into a crease, and tore it away.

“No!” shouted Ashley, but nothing happened. The torn paper revealed wood grain, saw marks and the bright red stamp of a lumberyard.

“They’re made of wood.” I pulled the paper on the others away and found the same: long, wooden blocks wrapped in paper. The wires that ran into them were held by hidden nails. There was no explosive, no power source, and no detonators, just a carefully crafted prop designed to remind us of the movies. “The whole thing’s a fake.”

Ashley pulled away from me, reaching behind her back in a frenzy and pulling apart the last buckle. She tore the fake bomb off and held it up, grimacing, then threw it down and backed up a step. The crowd gasped. The wooden blocks knocked against the marble floor, echoing in the high room. Nothing happened.

I jumped forward and grabbed Ashley’s arm, whispering urgently. “What did you see out there? What happened?”

“It was a man,” she said, trying to pull away. I held her with a grip like a vise. “He had a gun. He told me to put the vest on or he’d shoot, and then he said to come in here and read the letter or he’d blow me up.”

“Did you see him? Can you describe him?”

“No, no!” she cried. “It was dark, and I couldn’t see a thing—just his outline. He was short, maybe … five feet tall, I don’t know!”

“And his voice,” I demanded. “Describe his voice.”

“He didn’t say anything,” she said, “it was all written on a note. Let me go!”

The crowd was parting in the back, and police were coming in. I let go of her just as the police caught up to us, shouting for paramedics, and they pulled Ashley and me outside. More cops were directing traffic through the double doors, trying to get everyone out of the building. A bomb squad rushed past us going in, but I shook my head. “It’s fake,” I called after them. “He was never going to blow up anything.”

I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see Officer Jensen; Marci was right behind him and rushed to my side. I reared back, suddenly afraid that he’d come to kill me, but he held up a clear plastic bag with a small, discarded pistol. “He was never going to shoot anybody, either. This was out in shadows, just over there, clean as a whistle—no clip and nothing in the chamber.”

“He left his gun?” I asked.

“He probably wanted us to find it,” said Officer Jensen. “It looks like he scrubbed it clean of evidence, and then left it where he knew we’d see it.”

I leaned against Marci, suddenly tired. “He wanted us to know it was really him. I’ll bet you anything the ballistics of that gun match all four killings, but you won’t find any evidence to tell you who he is.”

Officer Jensen nodded. “That’s exactly what I thought, too.” He cocked his head to the side. “You’re very good at this, you know?”

I studied him closely, sizing him up, trying to match him against Ashley’s description of her attacker. He was far taller than she’d described. It couldn’t have been him.

But it was a man, that much she was sure of. Which meant either Nobody really was a shape-shifter, or …

… it wasn’t Nobody.

I stumbled, feeling drained, and Marci caught me and led me out onto the park lawn.

“You need to sit,” she said. “You’re going to come down off a killer adrenaline buzz any second now, and you don’t want to be on your feet for it.”

“I’m fine,” I said, but allowed her to lead me to a bench. It was dark, lit only by the flashing lights of a dozen cop cars and fire trucks, and the sidewalks were filled with terrified students. My hands were shaking, and Marci pulled them into her lap and held them tightly.

“He didn’t say anything,” I said. “He just gave her a note. That either means he couldn’t talk, or he wouldn’t.”

“You’re an absolute idiot,” she said. “You could have been killed, do you realize that?”

“This is important,” I said. “None of the victims have ever fought the Handyman, which probably means he gains their trust, which almost definitely means he can talk. So why would he talk to them and not to Ashley?”

“Just let it go,” said Marci, “just for one night.”

“No,” I said, fixing my eyes on her. “He just told us he’s going to keep killing, and he just showed us that most of our profile is garbage. We can’t just let it go, we’ve got to figure him out. Or her—we don’t even know that for sure anymore.”

Marci reached up and touched my cheek, running her hand up the side of my face and straightening my hair. I found myself suddenly unable to think about anything else.

“You’re a hero,” she said, “but even heroes need a rest sometimes.”

“He might have a…” What was I going to say? “A, uh, speech impediment. Like the Trailside Killer. But it’s probably not something, um, debilitating.” She was stroking my head, and I could barely concentrate. “It’s probably just an identifier, like an accent. He didn’t want Ashley to hear his voice because he knew he was going to leave her alive. The Handyman has an accent, I’ll bet you anything.”

“That’s your whole thing, isn’t it?” said Marci, leaning close to my face. I could see the blue and red lights from the police cars reflecting on her skin and flashing in her eyes. “You see something wrong and you have to fix it, and damn the consequences.”

“But it’s important,” I said again. “She, or he, or whatever it is, will just keep killing and killing until I stop it.” I looked up at the stars. “Now I’ve wasted two whole months building a profile that can’t predict anything, and we’re not any closer now than when we started.”

“You don’t have to solve everything by yourself,” Marci said softly. “I know you’re trying to do your best to make things right, and I love that about you, but you can’t let it eat you alive. The Handyman left evidence, and the police can use it to track her down, or him, or whatever, and you don’t have to do everything.” She smiled weakly. “You don’t have to march into hell every single time they open the gate.”

I studied her face, cataloguing every familiar line and curve. I let out a long breath, pushing out the air like it was poison. Calm down, I told myself. I turned and looked at the street. Cars crept past slowly, trying to get a good look at the chaos. “You know, I am suddenly struck with the horrifying realization that you and my mom might really get along.”

“Then you’re lucky to be surrounded by smart women,” she said. “I can see we have our hands full.”

She said “we.” She’d seen me be stupid, she’d seen me be obsessed, she’d seen me put my life at risk … and she said “we.”

“You’re not leaving,” I said.

She smiled, curling her mouth into a mischievous grin. “Are you kidding? My boyfriend just saved the whole school. He’s a hero! He’s a stupid, reckless, idiot of a hero, but hey, he’s mine.”

“I’m yours, huh?”

We watched the chaos swirl around us, curiously separated from it all by darkness and grass. There were police on the front steps, interviewing witnesses; there were long lines of students trying to get to their cars; and long lines of cars trying to get out onto the street. I tilted my head back and looked up at the stars.

“You know,” said Marci, “it’s getting kind of chilly out here.”

I smiled up at the sky. “Now you’re regretting that immodest dress.”

She punched me lightly, laughing. “I’m not complaining, you dork, I’m asking you to put your arm around me. I swear, it’s like dropping hints off a cliff.”

I lifted my arm and curled it around her shoulders. She laid her head on my shoulder. She was warm and soft and perfect.

“So,” she said. “How’d your first dance go?”

“Not bad, overall.”

“I take it this is also your first bomb threat?”

I smiled. “Yep.”

“How about your first kiss?”

I paused, lost for words, my brain a hollow, buzzing sphere. “Nothing’s happened yet, but it is a night for firsts.”

She lifted her head, bringing it level with mine. “Well if it’s your first, I’d better make sure it’s memorable.”

And she did.
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I slept in the next morning, dreaming of Marci, and finally crawled out of bed at ten o’clock. Mom was gone, and I flipped on the TV; there was nothing on, so I turned it back off. I poured a bowl of cereal and was just sitting down to eat it when the doorbell rang. I ignored it, but it rang again, then a third time. I dragged myself out of my chair, walked to the door, then down the stairs to the outside door and opened it. Brooke was in the driveway, walking away.

“Hey,” I said, suddenly conscious of my wrinkled pajamas and mussed up hair.

She turned around. “Hey.” She was dressed simply, in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. She stood silent a moment, shuffling her feet. “I just heard about Rachel, and I wanted to say I was sorry.”

“Rachel?”

Her face, already pale, went white. “You haven’t heard.” It wasn’t a question, but a sudden shock of realization, and in that instant, reading her eyes and her face and her stance, I received the same shock. I knew exactly what she was going to say.

“She killed herself.”

Brooke nodded.

“Dammit.” I stepped back, feeling the blood drain from my head, leaving it light and useless; an empty, worthless thing that buzzed with static and noise. The walls were dark and oppressive; the sun was too bright and too cold. “She was a mess all night—crying and depressed and everything. I didn’t think she’d take it that far. I had no idea.” I turned away from the door, saw the wall too close, and punched it in rage. “Why?” My scream devolved into a roar, loud and harsh until it scratched my throat and raked it raw.

“I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you,” said Brooke, now standing in the doorway. “I knew you were spending a lot of time with her lately, and I thought I’d better come see if there was anything I could … I’m so sorry, John.”

“Why do they keep killing themselves?” I demanded. “Everything we do, everything we risk, is just … meaningless! It’s like we never even stopped the killers. It’s like they’re all still out there, still killing anyone they want, and we still can’t do anything about it. I don’t know why we even try!” I threw myself down on the stairs, hurting myself as I sat, and I relished the bright focus on pain. I grit my teeth and punched the wall again, hammering it over and over until my hand throbbed red. Brooke put her hands in pockets, then took them out again. She leaned on the doorframe.

“You want to talk?”

“Doesn’t matter if I do, since nobody ever listens.”

“I’ll listen.”

I looked up at her framed in the doorway. “You think I’m a freak.”

She shrugged awkwardly. “Even freaks need to talk sometimes. I wouldn’t mind talking about it myself, honestly.”

I stood up slowly, rubbing my hand, waving weakly at the wall as if to say that was nothing; just forget it ever happened. “Come on up, then,” I said. “My cereal’s getting soggy.” I walked back up the stairs and she followed. I sat down to eat, and pointed in the general direction of the cupboard.

“Bowls are in there if you want some.”

“Thanks.” She poured a bowl of cereal and sat down across from me, pressing the flakes down into the milk with her spoon. “Did you know Rachel well?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think I know anyone well.” I took a bite, chewed and swallowed. “She’s Marci’s best friend, I guess, but we never really did much with her.”

Brooke smiled. “I kind of think you’re Marci’s best friend now.” She smiled, then winced. “I mean, even before her other best friend died. I’m sorry, that sounded totally bad.”

I shrugged. “It’s hard to make a suicide sound worse than it is. Say whatever you want.”

“I don’t know if I have a best friend,” said Brooke, staring at her cereal. She hadn’t eaten any yet. “I knew Rachel pretty well, though; we always got along.” She smiled and looked up. “I remember this one time when we had a slumber party at her house, in seventh grade, and we dared each other to call the boys we liked. She called Brad.” She looked down again. “I’m glad they got to go to a dance, even just once, before she died.”

I scowled. “She didn’t just die—it’s not like she was hit by a meteor or something. This wasn’t an act of nature, or an attack, or an accident: she killed herself. She was sitting there, perfectly alive, and said ‘you know what? I’m going to end my own life,’ and now she’s gone. What makes a person do that?”

Brooke shook her head, eyes wet. “I don’t know.”

“Mom talked about leaving,” I said. “We can’t, obviously, because scary, dangerous times are the only times we make any money in this pit. We have to take care of the dead. We’ll have to take care of Rachel, now. But sometimes I just want to get out. I just want to get out on the highway and drive and drive until I can’t even remember this place. Until I get somewhere good.” I laughed, and it was brittle and humorless. “I guess everywhere sucks, though.”

Brooke stared at nothing, her eyes wet.

I played with my cereal, tapping the spoon against the bowl, then set it down. “I thought I could stop it.”

Brooke looked up.

“I thought I could wave a magic wand,” I continued, “or a knife, or whatever, and make all the killing stop, make all the sadness stop, and no one would ever have to die again. No one would ever go away. But that doesn’t happen. People always go away, and it doesn’t matter if they’re shot or stabbed or hit by a truck or killed by cancer or worn out by old age; it’ll never stop.”

“Everybody dies,” said Brooke. “It’s just that not everybody dies when they’re supposed to.”

“How do you know when they’re supposed to?”

She shrugged. “You don’t. I think you just try to help everyone as much as you can, and even if you only give them one more day, then that’s one more day they didn’t have before.”

“And you think one more day is going to change anything?”

“I don’t know. You can do a lot in one day, I guess, but I think the people it really changes are the ones who do the helping, you know? When you help somebody, even if it’s only for one day, then that means you’re the kind of person who helps people.” She looked back up. “I think the world needs more people like that.”

The outside door banged loudly, muffled by the intervening walls. The sound was followed by footsteps on the stairs and then another bang as the inner door opened and Mom came in, arms full of groceries.

“John, can you help me with—oh, Brooke—” She froze in place, mouth open. “I … didn’t know you were here. What’s up?”

Brooke wiped her eyes with the tips of her sleeves. “Hi, Mrs. Cleaver, we were just talking. Do you need help with the groceries?”

Mom pushed past us to the counter, looking back and forth between us, still surprised. “No, that’s fine, I can manage.” She set her bags on the counter. “Is everything okay? You’ve been crying.” She stepped forward. “You’ve both been crying.”

“Rachel Farnsworth killed herself,” I said.

Mom’s eyes went wide. “No.”

“It was last night,” I said, “after the dance, I guess. Brooke just came over to tell me.”

“I’m sorry,” said Brooke.

“Wasn’t Rachel in your group for the dance?” asked Mom, sitting down. Her hands were on the table, hovering just above the surface as she wanted to reach and out hold onto mine, but she didn’t. “Did she seem okay?”

“She was kind of depressed all night, actually,” I said. “I didn’t really see her after the police showed up—Brad took her home, and then Marci and I got a ride with her dad.”

“Have you talked to Marci?”

I looked over at Brooke, who grimaced and sucked air through her teeth. I knew that face: it meant she felt guilty.

I shook my head. “Not yet.”

“I should go,” said Brooke, standing up. “I didn’t mean to take all your time … I’ll go so you can call her.”

“Goodbye, Brooke,” said Mom. “Thanks for coming.”

“Yeah,” said Brooke, and she looked at me. I said nothing, and she left.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” asked Mom. “You seem upset, and you don’t usually get upset when people die. Is everything all right?”

“I’m not upset because she’s dead,” I said, rising up from my chair. “I’m upset because there’s nothing I can do about it.” I picked up my cereal bowl and carried it to the counter, dumping the dregs into the sink and rinsing it with a burst of water. I held the bowl for a moment, motionless, then placed the bowl carefully on the counter. I set down the spoon next to it, stared at it, then pushed it slightly to the left until it sat parallel to the bowl. It was a perfect table setting, like a photo from an ad.

“John?”

“It’s not right,” I said. I adjusted the spoon again, scooting it closer to the bowl.

“The spoon?”

“The suicide. It’s not right. Something’s … not right.”

“What?”

“Do I look like I know?” I touched the spoon again, shifting it imperceptibly. I stared beyond it, at everything and nothing. “It’s too perfect.”

“Suicide is perfect?”

“She slit her wrists,” I said. “Just like Allison Hill, and just like Jenny Zeller. Why?”

“It’s a really common way to do it,” said Mom. “It doesn’t mean they’re connected.”

I looked up sharply, my eyes wide. “But they are, aren’t they?”

“I never said that.”

“But you know it’s true. We all do, we just haven’t admitted it yet. Too many suicides, and too similar.” I slammed my hand on the counter, suddenly angry. “Dammit! It’s a full-on killing spree right under our noses, and we didn’t even think twice!”

“They’re suicides, John. They’re killing themselves.”

“No they’re not,” I said, my mind suddenly alive and racing with the possibilities. It’s so obvious! “We’re supposed to think they’re killing themselves, but they’re not. The Handyman is not the only killer in town.”

“You think the police haven’t already considered that?” asked Mom. “If there’s any evidence of murder in any of these deaths, I guarantee they’re following it up.”

“But there’s not any evidence,” I said, stepping toward her. “At least not any that the police can recognize. It’s a demon.”

She stared at me, silent. I felt my heart pounding with a blend of fear and excitement. This has to be it! Last night at the dance I knew there had to be another, I knew it couldn’t be the Handyman, and now here it’s been, right in plain sight all along.

“Don’t tell me you don’t see it,” I started, but she cut me off.

“I see it,” she said. Her face was pale. “I don’t want to see it, but I do. It’s like an optical illusion, and you stare at it and stare at it, and once you finally see it you can’t ever … not see it again.”

“We’re the only ones who can stop it,” I said. “We’re the only ones who know enough to do anything about it.” I ran into the hall. “I’ve gotta get dressed and go to Marci’s.”

“Wait!” shouted Mom. “Let’s talk about this!”

“That’s what I’m going to do.”

“No,” she said, “I mean you and me, here, together.” Mom followed me into the hall. “You don’t have to bring Marci into it. I’m trying to help you and … I’m right here.”

“Yeah,” I said, “I know.” I went into my room and closed the door.

*   *   *

“Marci, John’s here.”

I was standing in the Jensen’s hallway while Marci’s mom knocked on her bedroom door. Déjà vu. There was no answer, and her mom knocked again.

“Marci, are you in there?”

“I don’t want to see anyone,” said Marci softly. Her voice was cracked and feeble.

“Not even John?”

“Nobody,” said Marci, and her mom looked at me helplessly.

“I’m sorry, John; she’s been like this all morning. Don’t worry, she’ll come out soon enough. You want a piece of bread?”

“No thanks,” I said, being careful not to make a face. “Just tell her to…” I paused, desperate to talk about the killers. There’s two! I wanted to shout. There’s been two all along and we didn’t see it! But her mom was right there—I couldn’t say anything crazy. “Marci! We need to talk!”

“Not today, John,” Marci called back. “Can’t you give it a rest?”

Her mom smiled at me sadly. “I’m sorry, John. You know how she gets.”

I took a deep breath. “Yeah, I know. Tell her to call me. I don’t know.…”

“She needs some time alone,” said her mom, leading me back downstairs, “but it won’t be long until she needs you again. Don’t worry, she’ll call you whether I tell her to or not.” We reached the kitchen, and she picked up a pair of dirty, leather gloves. “I need to get the compost tilled in before it gets too much colder. You sure you don’t want a snack or a drink or anything?”

“I’m fine,” I assured her. “I can show myself out.”

She nodded and went out the back door, and I walked slowly down their dark hall toward the front. It was cold enough now that the front door was finally closed—the first time I’d actually seen it shut. I put my hand on the knob, then froze as I heard a burst of static from the nearest room.

“Officer Jensen, you there?” It was his police radio. I heard the creak of a chair and a rustle of newspaper, then Marci’s dad spoke.

“Yeah, Steph, I’m here.” Stephanie, I thought, from the police station.

“We just got a call from another searcher, out by the lake. They found another old fire pit with some bones in it, and some burned-up gloves—sounds like a bigger glove remnant than we got with Coleman. Moore wants you to go check it out.”

Interesting, I thought. I crept closer.

“How old?” asked Officer Jensen.

“Pretty old,” said Stephanie. “More likely Pastor Olsen than the sheriff, assuming it’s even legit. Anyway, bag it all and bring it, and we’ll see if we get a match.”

“Will do, Steph. See ya.”

“See ya.”

I heard the faint clink of buckles, probably Officer Jensen pulling on his police belt. I couldn’t open the door without him hearing and I didn’t want him to know that I’d been listening, so I slipped out of the hallway and waited in the den, holding my breath. Jensen’s footsteps creaked across the floor, into the hall, and then the front door squealed on its hinges. He stepped outside, and the door slammed shut behind him. I took a breath, waited for several seconds, then went to a window and watched him as he walked to his car, got in, and drove away.

Why is the Handyman destroying the hands? I wondered.

I opened the door and walked to my own car. It was cold, and I shivered, wishing I’d brought a jacket. I turned to look up at Marci’s window. The blinds were closed tightly. I told Marci that everything was lost, that our whole profile was worthless, but I was wrong. We were right about the religious messages, and we were right about Astrup being next. We just didn’t take it seriously enough—we didn’t realize that the Handyman would fight back when we messed with her plan. Meier didn’t die because we built the wrong profile, he died because the profile was right but we used it wrong. I turned away from the house, still shivering, and got into my car.

Two killers: the Handyman and the suicides. I breathed deeply, trying to focus. Two demons; it made perfect sense for Nobody to bring backup. I told her I was going to kill her—she’d be stupid to come alone. So instead she grabbed her friend the Handyman and brought him along, so he could distract me while Nobody hunted. Why didn’t I see this before?

I shook my head. Everything I thought I knew about Nobody—the entire profile—was actually the Handyman. That put me back to square one on Nobody, but the profile of the Handyman was still good. If I can find him, he’ll lead me to her. I just need to focus.

*   *   *

The doorbell rang three times before I got up to answer it. I opened the door and froze.

It was Father Erikson.

“Hello, John.”

He found me! My heart jumped into my throat, and I looked desperately at the window, as if expecting to be tackled by a swarm of police. There was nothing. I took a step back, poised to bolt.

“That was quite a scene at the dance,” he said. “I’m told you saved the day.”

So that was it: my big show at the dance. The whole school saw me talking to Ashley. Of course it would get onto the news. I hadn’t even thought to watch, I was too distracted with Brooke and Rachel and Marci. I glanced at the blank TV, eager to turn it on and see what they were saying, but it was midafternoon; the noon show was over, and the evening news wouldn’t be on for a few more hours. I sighed.

“You put that together, huh? There’s a lot of kids named John, you know, it wasn’t necessarily me.”

“Not necessarily,” he said, “but more likely than not. I took a guess and came over.”

Then he didn’t know for sure until I—

“Don’t worry,” he said, as if reading my thoughts. “I recognized the car outside. I would have known it was you whether you opened the door or not.”

I nodded, keeping my face calm, but inside I was terrified. If the news story is enough for Father Erikson to put it together and find me, who else is going to find me? Will Nobody put it together as well? The police tried so hard to keep my involvement with Forman quiet. Would this blow my cover?

I pushed those thoughts away and looked at the priest. Deal with him first. “What do you want?”

“You lied about talking to a counselor. There’s only one at the hospital, and she’s never heard of you.”

I shrugged. “It got you off my back. And it’s a good thing—what would have happened at the dance last night if you’d called the police and I wasn’t there to help?”

“Technically nothing, from what I hear,” he said. “The bomb was fake. That doesn’t make you any less brave, of course, but it made your attempt to defuse it a lot less vital.”

I smiled thinly. “Fair enough. You gonna turn me in now? The Homecoming Hero?”

“I don’t…” He shook his head. “Is your father here?”

“Nope.”

“When will he be back?”

“I’ve been wondering the same thing for nine years.”

The priest nodded, as if that explained something important. “And your mother?”

“Grocery shopping.”

He nodded again. “You know, I’m not sure I understand you, John. I talk to a lot of troubled cases at the church, and all of them lie now and then, and all of them break promises, but you … You’re the only one I’ve met who’ll lie to my face and scare me to death, and then turn around and risk his own life to help somebody.”

“I’m full of surprises.”

“That you are,” he said, nodding. “Your theory about the Handyman, at the very least, seems to have been proven entirely accurate.” He shifted on his feet, looking over my shoulder at the room beyond.

“Why are you here?”

He nodded slowly. “Same thing as before. I want you to talk to my friend.”

“Because you think I’m going to hurt someone.”

“I think you would benefit from a talk with a therapist.”

My laugh was thin and hollow. “How many lives do I have to save before you stop thinking I’m a bad guy?”

“We had a deal, John—”

“The deal is off,” I said firmly. It’s time to end this, I thought. Act forceful—don’t leave any room for argument. “You go to the police, and you tell them I talked about killing someone two weeks ago. They’ll ask why you didn’t report this earlier, and you’ll sound like an idiot when all you can say is ‘he asked me not to.’ They’ll ask if you have any evidence beyond your own word, and you won’t. They’ll ask if you’re aware that John Cleaver risked his life to save a building full of people, and you’ll be officially out of options.” I folded my arms. “The police like me a lot, but you go ahead and try, if it makes you feel better.”

I watched him carefully, keeping my face firm and impassive. Did it work? Did he buy it? If he calls my bluff and goes to the police, I could actually get in a lot of trouble. I had to hope my confidence convinced him.

He stood on the landing, watching me silently. After a moment he nodded his head. “I see.” He paused. “I see.” He looked me in the eye, the corners of his mouth turned down, his eyes dull. Sadness. “Just … be careful, John. You’re getting into something very dangerous, probably more dangerous than I’m even aware of. If you need anything, please call me.”

I said nothing.

He turned and left.

*   *   *

Sheriff Meier’s body arrived at the mortuary a few days later, on Monday afternoon, and I got home from school just as Mom and Margaret were getting started. I washed up and joined them, cleaning the body and setting the features, smearing the wounds with Vaseline. While we worked, I thought about Nobody, trying to piece together what few clues I had about her. She kills young girls. She makes it look like suicide. She … That was it. It was all I knew. There had been no fingerprints at the scene but the girls’ own; no sign of a struggle; no evidence that any of the deaths had been anything but suicide. I supposed it was possible the police knew something they weren’t making public, but any secret evidence they had probably still pointed to suicide. Otherwise Officer Jensen would be a lot more protective of his daughter.

As I worked on the body, I tried several times to roll it over and work on the back, but every time I did, Mom found something else to do first: there was still dirt in his hair and we had to wash it again; the string in his jaw was too tight and it was making the nose looked pinched and unnatural. None of it was true—he looked fine. She was stalling.

“We’re going to have to roll him over eventually,” I said. “We can’t embalm him until we seal up the back.”

“I know,” she said, grimacing. “I just don’t know if I can handle it. I’m pretty desensitized to this stuff, but still—David Coleman had how many wounds in his back? And how many more is this one going to have?”

I shrugged. “There’s no getting around it.”

She sighed and shook her head. “Let’s do it, then.” We stood on the body’s left and lifted it up, flopping it gently down onto its face. We stopped in surprise, mouths open, then bent over the back to look more closely—it was heavily mangled, but not nearly as bad as Coleman’s had been. I started counting, and Mom grabbed the file from the side counter.

“Twenty-two, twenty-three…”

“Thirty-four,” she said, looking up from the folder. “That’s even less than Robinson.”

“And Pastor Olsen had thirty-two,” I said. “They were all pretty much the same, except Coleman. Why was he different?”

“That’s not our concern,” said Mom quickly, snapping the folder closed and setting it aside. “We’re here to make sure Sheriff Meier looks as good for his viewing as he did in life—that’s it. We are not investigating this.”

“But it’s important.”

“Not for us,” she said again, picking up a jar of Vaseline. “Let’s just be grateful it’s not as bad as we thought, and we won’t speak of it anymore.”

I started to protest again, but she glared at me, and I stopped. Margaret glanced at us from her side table, said nothing, then turned back to her work on the organs. I closed my mouth and went to work on the perforated back.

Three victims, all nearly identical, with a victim in the middle that breaks the pattern. It wasn’t just the eyes, it was the back wounds as well—they weren’t part of a rising trend, they were an anomalous spike. How does it fit?

What does it mean?

I reviewed the facts as I packed the stab wounds with cotton, struggling to make sense of the chaos. The Handyman kills, he gets angry, he takes it out on the back. Something about Coleman made him far more angry than any of the others. So what made him angry?

The obvious first guess was Coleman’s sin—he was the only one killed for looking at porn, underage porn specifically, and that might have special significance for the killer. Was he traumatized in his youth? Was he abused or molested? But this was an ageless demon we were talking about, not a human—did demons have a youth to be traumatized in? Could they even be traumatized at all?

The more I thought about it, the less likely it seemed. The Handyman had already reacted to the porn by taking Coleman’s eyes, and he had done it as coldly and clinically as he had the hands and tongue. The rage in evidence on Coleman’s back was separate, and sparked by something else. As odd as it seemed, I had to consider the possibility that the two anomalies in Coleman’s corpse were unrelated. Something made him so mad that he lost control more than he ever had before. An external force? Something in his personal life? I shook my head, bewildered. I didn’t even know if he had a personal life.

We finished packing the stab wounds and smeared them with Vaseline, covering them tightly with bandaging tape and rolling the body back over. Mom began to prepare the embalming fluid, and I used a scalpel and hook to open the corpse’s collar and pull out a vein. We slit it open, inserted the tubes, and turned on the pump.

Marci and I had already talked about the back wounds weeks ago, sitting in the office during the mayor’s funeral. We’d hypothesized that the cause of the anger was the killing itself. Something about the act of killing enrages him. But then why kill at all?

We know why he kills, I thought. He wants to punish the guilty. But what prompts that desire? What mechanism clicks inside of his head and says, “now is the time to kill”? Each victim had been fifteen days apart, except for the last one: Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, and Tuesday. Did the days mean anything, or just the time between them? Was the most recent killing a day early, or was the daily pattern simply a coincidence?

I looked at the calendar on the wall, a large poster of a beach resort with all twelve months printed in tiny blocks at the bottom. Mom watched me, probably guessing that I was thinking about the killings, but I ignored her and stepped up to the wall, pulling off my rubber gloves and tapping each death date with my finger. August 8, August 23, September 7, September 21. That didn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know, so I began looking for other dates, grabbing a pen off the counter and marking everything I could think of. Here’s the attack at the dance. Here’s when Coleman was fired. This is when they found the pastor’s hands, and this is when they found the mayor’s.…

Saturday, September 4, he burned the mayor’s hands, and was almost caught doing it. That was just three days before he turned Coleman’s back into hamburger. It was the closest relationship between any of the dates I’d marked.

I stared at the calendar, my mind racing, kicking myself for not seeing it before. He was almost caught—is that what made him mad? But no—the Handyman had written letters to the paper and then forced Ashley to read another letter at the dance. It wasn’t the revelation of evidence that made him angry, so it had to be something else. Some other aspect of the burning. What did he do that he didn’t have to do? He didn’t have to run. He could have stayed by the fire and waved as the hikers went past, and no one would have suspected a thing. They only saw the lumps because they got up close and poked through the fire, and they only got close because his running made them suspicious. He didn’t have to run, but he did. Why?

It all came back to guilt—he ran because he didn’t want anyone to see what he’d done. He felt guilty; he felt ashamed. He killed because his victims were sinners, but killing was also a sin, and he knew it. That’s what made him angry enough to stab the bodies thirty times, and that’s what made him go out and burn the hands in a ritual cleansing.…

A ritual.

What if he wasn’t finished?

The Handyman’s attacks showed strong signs of ritual behavior—the way he planned them so carefully, the way he killed so precisely, and the way he posed and displayed the bodies. What if this ritual extended long after the kill, to a ceremonial destruction of the victim’s last remaining pieces? He’d done it with the pastor and with Coleman, and he’d tried to do it with Mayor Robinson, but the hikers had stumbled in and scared him away before he could finish. He used that ritual to absolve his guilt and diffuse his rage, and without that emotional release all his rage would have continued building and building until it exploded on Mr. Coleman in an animalistic fury. Sixty-four stab wounds. It made sense.

It almost made sense. From what Officer Jensen had said, the mayor’s hands and tongue had still been destroyed by the fire—there was no real flesh left, just charred bones and lumps of what used to be meat. What else was there to do? A prayer he hadn’t said? A curse he hadn’t spoken? What was different about that day’s ritual?

The gloves.

Stephanie had talked about gloves—remnants of burned gloves that had been in the fire with Coleman’s hands, and now also in the fire with the pastor’s hands. There had been no gloves in the fire with Mayor Robinson’s. That was the missing piece—that was the difference that had made his next attack so violent: he hadn’t been able to burn his gloves. But what did the gloves mean? He wore gloves when he killed, so they were evidence, but a ritual like this implied far more than simply burning evidence. He destroyed his victims’ hands because they represented the sins that made his victims guilty; if he was equating hands with sin, it was no great stretch to think that the gloves represented his own hands, and his own sins. Over and over, kill after kill. What had he said at the end of his letter? The city will be purified by fire. He was using the fire to burn away his sins, and that one time he hadn’t been able to do it. For all his bluster, for all his talk of righteous judgment, he knew deep down that he was just as guilty as we were. Maybe more so.

And that is the gap in his armor.

I stepped back from the calendar, looking quickly around the room. Margaret was still in the corner, cleaning the removed organs, and Mom was fiddling with the pump. She looked up, met my eyes, then turned back to the pump with her lips pressed together. The sound of the embalming pump filled the room, a rhythmic heartbeat, and I breathed deeply. I have him, I thought. I’ve cracked his code, and I know how he thinks. I still didn’t know what this demon’s powers were, though its reliance on mundane weapons made me suspect that he didn’t have claws or super strength or anything like that. Nobody still might—I knew virtually nothing about her—so I needed to be careful of her. They were probably working together: he’d make a spectacle of himself to draw my attention, and as soon as I thought I had him, Nobody would jump out and attack me from behind. I needed to find a way to separate them. I need to lay a trap. I know the Handyman now; I can lure him somewhere and trap him like a rat. Once he was contained, I’d only have to deal with one demon at a time.

Phase one: I need to make him really, really mad.


16

Dear Editor:

The Handyman killer has announced to our community that he has come to purify our town; to save Clayton from the evil men who would lead her into temptation and sin. Forgive me if I call his bluff: nothing could be further from the truth! Are we to believe that this cold-blooded killer is a paragon of virtue? Are we to accept this unrepentant sinner as our spiritual guide? The scriptures tell us, “by their fruits ye shall know them,” and the Handyman’s fruits are unmistakably evil. He is a monster, a sinner more vile than the righteous men he claims to have punished, and we would do well to ignore him.

To the Handyman himself, I have this to say: come back to the fold. The sins you have committed can be washed away; the heavy burdens that weigh you down can be lifted. Your hands can be made clean. It will be long and it will be difficult, but under the guidance of the Lord’s servants you can be purified again.

Look not to false prophets. Trust in the Church, and in its leaders. We will not lead you astray.

Sincerely,

Father Brian Erikson

“You ready?”

Marci smiled and opened the door. “You better believe it. What do you think of the shirt?” She was wearing a black shirt with short, kind of puffy sleeves, and I nodded.

“Yeah, it looks great. You’ve shown me that one before.”

“I’ve got so many,” she laughed, “it’s hard to keep track.”

“I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

“I feel great,” she said. “I feel perfect.” She smiled. “Where we going?”

“We don’t have to go anywhere,” I said, shrugging. It was getting too cold to go biking, or hiking, or any of the other things Marci typically liked to do. We’d spent the last couple of days hanging out at her house, watching TV or playing cards, and that was fine with me. The paper hadn’t run my letter yet, and I was too on edge to do much of anything else.

“I can’t stand it in here anymore,” she said. “I need to get out—I need to see the world again.”

“Sounds good to me. Any part of the world in particular?”

“Food first,” she said, following me out to the car. “Something greasy and disgusting. The food in this house is almost too healthy to eat.” I chuckled as we got in my car. “Friendly Burger,” she said, buckling her seat belt. “I haven’t been there in a while.”

I nodded and pulled out from the curb. Friendly Burger was one of those places you only ever see in small towns: a burger joint owned, operated, and patronized purely by the locals. The sign was a giant wooden cutout of a smiling cheeseburger with two little arms, giving a thumbs-up. You could see it for blocks.

“You know what I love about this place?” asked Marci, nodding as the sign came into view. “It doesn’t have any franchises.”

“And that makes you love it?”

“It means it’s the only one,” she said. “You go anywhere in the world and you’ll find a McDonald’s—anywhere in the world. But there’s only one Friendly Burger, and it’s only here. It’s completely unique.”

“So it’s only awesome because nobody else wants one?”

“Oh, I think everybody wants one; everyone who’s been there, at least. What makes it awesome is that they refuse to sell out.”

We pulled into the lot and parked under the sign. “You know what I always wonder about this place,” I said, pointing up, “is that sign. Would a hamburger really give a thumbs up if he knew you were going to eat him?”

“Maybe being eaten is the culmination of all a hamburger’s desires. It’s like their heaven.”

“But what if there was something that ate humans? And what if they started a chain of restaurants where you could buy people-burgers? Would you pose for sign and smile and wave about how happy you were to get eaten?”

“Not if it was a franchise,” she said, grinning slyly. “I only pose for the one-of-a-kind people-burger places.”

“At least you have standards.”

“Now let’s stop anthropomorphizing our food and start eating it. I’ve got six whole grains like a rock in my stomach and I need some grease and ketchup to break it down.”

We went inside and got in line. The place was fairly crowded, even on a Tuesday night, and we stood in the line chatting with various people Marci knew. She chatted; I just stood there, holding her hand. We didn’t need to read the menu because it hadn’t changed in five years.

“Hey John.”

I looked up in surprise and saw Brooke standing behind the counter, wearing a little paper Friendly Burger hat. It was our turn and we stepped up to the counter.

“Hey Marci,” she said, “how’s it going?”

“Great,” said Marci, her mouth hanging slightly open. “I didn’t know you worked here.”

“It’s only been a couple of weeks,” said Brooke. “Since school started, I guess. I was at the parks all summer, on the water crew, so when fall came I needed something new.”

“Cool,” said Marci. “You like it here?”

“Depends what I’m doing,” said Brooke, laughing and rolling her eyes. “The counter’s not so bad, but sooner or later somebody’s got to clean the pop machines.” Her eyes went wide. “I mean, they get cleaned every day, of course, I just don’t like to be the one who does it. Sorry, that sounded gross.”

“No problem,” said Marci, and she leaned in confidentially. “Anything we should stay away from?”

“Of course not,” Brooke said loudly, glancing over her shoulder, then she tapped the paper menu on the counter, pointing at the chicken nuggets. Marci raised her eyebrow, and Brooke nodded.

“Two Friendly burgers, then,” said Marci. “You want cheese, John?”

“Actually, can I get the fish fillet? I don’t…”

Marci stared at me, then laughed and shook her head. “Of course, sorry—the meat thing. One Friendly burger, one Friendly fish. We’ll share a fries and a drink.”

Brooke wrote the order on a small spiral notebook, ripped out the page, and started punching it into the cash register. I dug out my wallet and dug inside it for bills. She told me the total, I handed her the money, and she opened the register to make change.

“Kind of funny, isn’t it?” she said, counting out coins.

“Huh?”

“Last time we were here,” said Brooke, “we were on that side of the counter, and now here am I on this side.”

Marci took my hand again, slightly tighter than before, and rested our balled-up hands on the counter. “You guys had a date here?”

“Not really anywhere else to go,” I said.

“Yeah,” said Brooke. “It was…” Her face fell. “The night Forman took…” She looked around at the crowded room. “Well, you know, I guess.” She handed me my change, suddenly quiet. “Number seventy-eight.”

Marci and I stepped away from the counter to wait for our order, and Brooke smiled broadly at the next couple in line. She looked bright and happy, eager to talk to people, and beautiful even in her hideous Friendly Burger shirt.

Marci grabbed me in a hug, wrapping her arms tightly around my waist. I looked at her in surprise and saw her staring across the counter at Brooke. “Kind of weird of her to mention her last date with you.”

“That’s just how she is,” I said. “She talks without thinking. If she knew you were upset about it she’d feel horrible.”

“Maybe,” said Marci, and then she turned and smiled up at me, filling my vision. “I’ve got you now, though, don’t I?”

I smiled back down, enjoying her closeness. “Absolutely.”

Our food came, and we found the cleanest table we could. Marci filled the center of our tray with a huge blob of ketchup and stirred it idly with a cluster of fries.

“What was he like?” she asked, staring at the ketchup.

“Who?”

“Clark Forman. I saw him a few times, of course, but I didn’t really know him. Not like you did. Not like Brooke.”

“Brooke was only there for a few hours,” I said, watching the ketchup as she played with it—deep and red, like thick blood. “Forman was dead for most of that time, anyway. And I was there two days, I guess, but I still don’t think I ‘knew’ him. I knew ‘about’ him, though; enough to get away from him.”

“He was horrible,” she said, spitting out the words like they tasted vile. “He was a monster and he deserves whatever death he got.” She looked up, meeting my eyes. “I still can’t believe you had to go through that.”

I stared back at her, trying to read her face: bitterness, and anger, but also tenderness. She lifted her hand from where it rested on the table, and reached across to hold my arm. Is this affection, or is she being possessive? I glanced back at the far side of the room, to the counter where Brooke was talking; just a tiny glance, a fraction of a second. Marci tightened her grip.

“When we were in Forman’s house,” I said, trying to move her thoughts away from Brooke, “I spent most of the time locked up—alone, for the first night, then in the basement for another day and a night.”

“It must have been horrifying.”

“I suppose,” I said. “I think I was more angry than scared. I’m not as emotional as most people. When everyone else was traumatized, I was able to think it through and find a way out.”

“That’s what makes you better than them,” she said firmly.

“Better?”

“You’re the one that saved everyone, right?”

“Yeah.”

She nodded, and looked back down at her ketchup. She stirred it again, then put the fries in her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. “So, how are the plans to save everyone from the Handyman?”

I cocked my head to the side, confused. I guess she’s gotten over whatever was bugging her about it at the dance.

“Not bad,” I said. “If all goes well, he might not ever kill anyone else.”

She looked up. “Does it usually go well?”

I shook my head. “It never has before.”

*   *   *

On Wednesday morning I got up early, again, and watched out the window for the paperboy. He came at six, tossing the newspaper in the general direction of the mortuary, and I raced outside in the cold to get it. Back inside, I ripped off the rubber band and spread the paper out on the kitchen table, searching for the editorial page. There it was, right at the top of the “Letters to the Editor” section: my letter to the Handyman, attributed to Father Erikson. They actually printed it. I was worried they would hold it back as too controversial, or call and check with Erikson before they ran it, but they didn’t—they took the name at face value, thought it was a message of hope in troubled times, and printed it.

Everyone would read it that way, except for the Handyman. To him, this was practically a dinner bell.

I need to call Erikson, I thought, but I forced myself to be patient. This had to look convincing or he’d never believe me—if I called too soon he might suspect that I was the one who wrote the letter, and then he’d never go along with my plan. I sat on my hands, then paced the room, then turned on the TV, flipped through the channels, and turned it off. What if the Handyman sees the letter as early as I did and decides to kill him now instead of waiting for nightfall? The two weeks was up—if she waited fifteen days, like she usually did, the Handyman would strike that very night: Wednesday. If she got back on her old schedule she might wait until Thursday—and if she struck early, like she had before, then I’m already too late, and she killed somebody last night. I turned the TV back on, clicked through it for news, but there was nothing about another body. I turned it back off and started pacing again.

Waiting was agony.

Finally, when Mom started moving around at eight o’clock, I took the phone into my room, locked the door, and dialed the priest’s home number. He picked it up on the second ring.

“Hello?”

Showtime. “Father Erikson? You’re okay?”

“Who is this?”

“It’s me,” I said, “John Cleaver—the kid who talks about demons all the time.”

“Oh.” Pause. “Do you need something?”

“I needed to see if you were okay,” I said, trying to sound urgent. “I just read your letter in the paper and I thought something might have happened.”

“What letter?”

“Your letter to the editor—I just read it. I don’t know what you were thinking when you wrote it, but the Handyman is going to be seriously pissed off.”

“I didn’t write a letter to the editor.”

“Sure you did,” I said. “It’s right here: ‘The Handyman killer has announced to our community that he has come to purify our town.’ I’m sure the paper thought it was innocent enough, but—”

“I didn’t write that,” he said. “Does it have my name on it?”

“‘Father Brian Erikson,’” I said. “Isn’t that you?”

“That’s my name, but I didn’t write it.” Pause. “What else does it say?”

“Who do you think wrote it, then?” I asked.

“I have no idea,” he said, and over the phone I heard a door close. “What else does it say?”

“A whole bunch of stuff tailor-made to enrage the Handyman,” I said, “including his hatred of authority and his focus on religion. You know how mad that’s going to make him. You even called him out as a sinner.”

“I told you, it’s not me.” I heard another door.

“Let me read it to you—”

“Never mind, I’ve got mine right here.” I heard the rustling of paper followed by a long silence. After a minute or two he spoke again: “I have to hang up, John. I need to call the paper and—”

“No!” I said. “You have to get out of here.”

“Out?”

“Don’t you see what this means? Whether you wrote that letter or not, the Handyman thinks you did, and that almost guarantees you’ll be his next target.”

“But—”

“And if you didn’t write it, that means someone else did it in your name to make you a target. That means there’s two people who want you dead.”

Pause. “How can you be so sure?”

“Read it again,” I said, looking over my own copy. “The Handyman is obsessed with religion, and with authority figures—by his own admission, in the letter he sent to the homecoming dance, he’s here to purify the town by killing the people who lead us astray. That suggests a very strong sense of buried guilt stemming from a religious background—that’s Criminal Profiling 101. This letter throws that sense of guilt right back in his face, and from a religious leader, which makes it even worse. Then you’ve got the way the letter flaunts your own superiority and tells the town to ignore his message. The Handyman’s message is so important to him that he threatened an entire school with a bomb—telling people to ignore it and to follow you instead is like asking to be killed.”

Silence.

“This letter uses the Handyman’s own words against him,” I continued, “with phrases like ‘you can be purified,’ and ‘we will not lead you astray.’” It also talks about the killer’s hands, I thought. That would probably set her off more than anything else in the letter, but I didn’t want to mention that to Erikson—there was no way to explain the significance of it without revealing how much I knew, and that would only make me look suspicious. “Basically,” I said, “you attack everything he believes in, you insult what he’s trying to do, and you dredge up the same emotional wounds that probably made him into a killer in the first place.”

“But I didn’t write the letter—”

“It doesn’t matter who wrote it!” I shouted, a little too loudly. I was trying to sound desperate and I hoped it was working. “It doesn’t matter who wrote it,” I repeated more quietly. “What matters is that your name is on it, and that’s all the killer is going to see. You’re the next target, whether you like it or not.”

Silence.

“What if he doesn’t read the paper?”

“He’s written two letters to the editor; he reads the paper.”

More silence. “Okay,” he said at last. “You’re right. But if the paper can print a retraction—”

“Then you’ll look like a guilty coward, trying to go back on what you said.”

“Then I need to call the police.”

“So another one of them can die?” I asked. “I tried to warn the police two weeks ago, after you and I figured out the religious connection, and they tried to protect William Astrup. The killer found out about that and killed the sheriff in retribution. For all we know the killer is one of the police. Do you really want someone to die trying to protect you?”

“What else am I supposed to do? I can’t just sit around and wait for him to kill me.”

This is it. “You can leave,” I said. “You can pack some things and get out of town—visit some family in the city, or take a vacation you’ve been meaning to take. Anything. If you’re gone he can’t kill you, and if there’s no police protecting you then he can’t kill them either.”

“What about my neighbors?”

“As long as you don’t tell them anything, they’re innocent,” I said, “and the Handyman goes out of his way to keep innocents safe. Look at the homecoming dance—the bomb was fake and his gun wasn’t even loaded.”

“He protects them until he gets into a rage,” he said. “Then they just become targets of opportunity. He attacked the mayor’s assistant, and he was just a bystander.”

“But he didn’t kill him,” I said, “and he only attacked him because it was part of his plan. He’s too meticulous for targets of opportunity—if he can’t kill you, on the terrain he’s scoped out and prepared for, he won’t kill anybody at all.”

“You really think so?”

No. “Of course,” I lied. “This is a very careful, very organized man.”

“Then he’ll follow me,” he said, “and catch me while I’m leaving town.”

“Not if you leave now. It’s only eight o’clock—he may not have even read the paper yet. Get out while you can and come back in a week when it’s safe.”

Pause. “I won’t be safe until he’s caught,” said the priest. “I’m going to leave, but tonight I’m going to call the police and ask them to patrol the neighborhood—if he’s there, looking for me, they might pick him up. If I don’t tell them until late, they won’t have time to tip their hand with a stakeout.”

No! I was going to use your house as the trap. But his suggestion made sense, and I couldn’t think of any way to talk him out of it without sounding suspicious. “That’s a good idea.” Maybe I can use the mortuary—it’s on the edge of town, in a neighborhood with no streetlights. I’ll have to get rid of Mom.

“And you, John,” he said. “I want you to promise me you won’t get involved.”

“Of course.”

“Of course you’ll promise me or of course you’ll get involved?”

Tricky guy, this priest. “I promise I won’t get involved,” I lied. If I had a nickel for every time I broke a solemn promise …

“Good,” he said. “I’ll tell the police to watch for you, too, just in case.”

“You don’t trust me?”

“I’m leaving town on your recommendation,” he said. “I think that speaks for itself. I’m grateful that you called to warn me, but I want to make sure you’re safe.”

“Thank you,” I said, tapping my notebook with the early drafts of the letter. “I promise I’ll stay away.”

We hung up, and I scouted around the mortuary a bit, looking for good places to hold someone. All of the obvious choices were too obvious—I couldn’t just tell him to get into the closet and expect him to comply. It had to be somewhere he would naturally go anyway, and that meant the entry—but our main doors had glass and it would be far too easy to escape through them.

Our side door, on the other hand, was perfect. There was a solid wooden door that led into a small stairway; from there you could go through another solid wood door into the mortuary, or up to a third wooden door that led into our house. I’d need to barricade those doors even further, to stop a desperate demon armed with a hatchet, but I could do it, and it could work.

Time for phase two.
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Half an hour later I said good-bye to my mom and left the house, but instead of driving to school I parked a half a block from Father Erikson’s house and waited, watching. True to his word, he emerged a while later with a suitcase, got in his car, and drove away. I waited a few minutes more, just to be sure, then pulled into his driveway and slipped into the backyard. Normally I’d try to sneak in more subtly, but his call to the police tonight would take care of that—anything I did to the house would be blamed on the Handyman. I put my foot through a basement window, reached in carefully to unlatch it, and slipped inside.

The priest’s basement was surprisingly mundane—no weird religious paraphernalia, just stacks of old furniture and boxes full of airplane magazines. I went upstairs and found the priest’s home to be just as neat and well kept as it had been the other night.

If the Handyman was going to attack the priest, he wouldn’t leave anything to chance: he needed to know his victim would be here when he came, and he needed assurance that the victim would trust him enough to let him inside. In other words, he needed to call ahead and make an appointment. All I had to do was make sure that call came to me. Wearing gloves, I picked up the phone and hit the button for voice mail. The system asked for a password, and I typed in the standard default of 1234. It didn’t work. Crap. I needed him to talk to me directly so I could set everything up. Do I dare stay here all day? I don’t want to be seen here, by him or by the police. What will he do if he calls and gets voice mail instead? I smiled and shook my head. He won’t dare leave a recording of his voice. There’s something about it—an accent, maybe, like I’d thought before—that scares him so much he didn’t say a word at the dance. He’d look for another number and call the church. Maybe I’d have more luck there.

Hanging on a row of nails in the kitchen was a collection of keys—spare keys to the church building, I assumed. I took them all and drove to the church. The parking lot was empty, and I went around to the back and started trying keys. One of them worked, and I put it into a separate pocket so I could remember which one it was. The church was large and empty and quiet, lit with a vaguely yellow light from the wavy, tinted windows. I wandered around, peeking into classrooms and storage closets, until at last I found the priest’s office and tried more of the keys. Another one worked, so I dropped it into the same pocket as the first and let myself in.

The office was sparse, with various pictures and statues of Jesus the only real decoration, though there was a calendar on the wall with more airplane photos. I thought about simply waiting in the chapel, but I didn’t know who else might have a key and show up during the day. I didn’t want any interruptions or bystanders. I picked up the office phone, hit the voice mail button, and tried the 1234 password again. It worked this time, and I almost laughed. I guess he doesn’t expect anyone to break into a church. I listened carefully to the voice mail options, found the one for call forwarding, and entered the number for Forman’s cell phone. I confirmed the forward and left the church.

I was ready for the demon’s call, but I still didn’t know how the demon worked. I needed to be ready for anything. I got in my car and drove to Max’s house for phase three: steal a gun.

While I was driving, the phone rang.

I looked at the caller ID—it was nothing I recognized, and it wasn’t in the phone’s memory. Probably a local number. I answered carefully.

“Hello?”

Silence. “I’m sorry,” said an elderly female voice, “I thought this was the number for Saint Mary’s.”

Is this really an old lady, or is it a fake out from the Handyman? Is it Nobody, calling on his behalf?

“This is Saint Mary’s,” I said quickly. I have to keep him talking. “Can I help you?”

“Well,” she said slowly, “is Father Erikson there?”

“May I ask who’s calling?

“It’s Fran from the sewing circle; he knows me.”

Do I trust her? Would the Handyman disguise himself as Fran from the sewing circle? How would he do it—how would he even know about her? I shook my head. This is probably a real call.

“I’ll let him know you called,” I said. “Thanks.” I hung up and pulled onto Max’s street. His car was still in his driveway, and I stopped to think. I couldn’t very well break into his house with him still in it.

I looked at the clock: 10:30 AM. There wasn’t any reason for him to be home this time of day unless he was sick, and that meant he wouldn’t be leaving any time soon. If I wanted to get in, I’d need to talk to him. I parked by the curb, walked up to the door, and knocked.

He opened it, saw me, and frowned. He was wearing a long black coat, slightly too long in the sleeves so that it hid his hands. “What do you want?”

“How you doing?” I asked.

“Where’s your girlfriend?”

“School, I guess. I’m ditching today.”

“Yeah,” he said, and squinted. “What do you want?”

“I’m just saying hi. Why aren’t you at school?”

“Why aren’t you?”

“No reason.”

He looked past me, out to my car, at the street. “Is Marci with you?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

I glanced back at the street. “Is that good or bad?”

He half shrugged, half shook his head. His eyes were blank.

“Can I come in?”

He sneered, or tried to, but he sighed halfway through and stepped back, opening the door wider. I stepped in, and he walked to the couch, leaving the door open. I closed it.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Like you care.”

“I just thought you’d be happier to see me—we haven’t hung out in a couple of months.”

“Yippee,” he said, falling onto the couch. “My best friend’s not ignoring me anymore.”

“I wasn’t ignoring you.”

“Thank you, oh great and wonderful John, for descending from your place among the gods to speak to me. I apologize for failing to leap with joy upon seeing you.”

“You don’t have to be that way about it.”

“Excuse me, then.”

“Look, I just thought I’d drop by and say hi. You don’t have to make a huge deal out of it.”

“Where have you been for two months? What have you been doing?”

“I’ve been hanging out with Marci—”

“You’ve been hanging out with a huge group of hot girls and it never occurred to you, even once, that I might like to hang out with some hot girls too. We’ve eaten lunch together every day for six fracking years, and then Marci shakes her boobs at you and I get dropped like a hot rock.”

“So this is about Marci?”

“Yeah,” he said, sneering, “it’s about Marci.” It was a face and voice he made a lot, though it was harsher now than usual, and I recognized it as sarcasm. That meant there was something else, but I had no idea what it might be.

“Sure,” I said, leaning against the front door. “Like you wouldn’t have done the same thing.”

“Whatever.” He stared at the TV for a moment—some action movie full of guns and shouting—then stood up abruptly. “I need to take a dump.” He walked into the bathroom, turned on the fan, and locked the door.

I counted to five, waiting for him to open the door and yell something else, but nothing happened. I crept silently down the hall to his mom’s bedroom and started looking for guns. I knew his dad used to keep one in the closet, but there was nothing on the top shelf and the small dresser shoved in under the hanging clothes was filled with nothing but socks and underwear. I went quickly to the end table by the bed, found nothing, and then started digging under the bed. There was nothing.

The front door clicked open, and I froze.

“Max, are you home?”

It was his little sister, Audrey; she was eight, and I had assumed she’d be in school too. Max was still in the bathroom and didn’t answer her; with the fan running, he might not have heard her. I took a step toward the hall, but jumped back lightly when I heard Audrey’s footsteps coming toward me. I slipped behind the door and held my breath; she walked past me down the hall, went into her own room, and closed the door. I hurried back out to the living room, jogging on my toes to stay silent, and reached the door just as Max came out of the bathroom.

He looked at me, almost expressionless. “You just been standing there the whole time?” I tried to think of a response, but he noticed Audrey’s backpack on the floor and shouted loudly. “Audrey!”

“What!” Her voice was muffled by the closed door.

“What are you doing home?”

“What are you doing home?”

“We’re ditching, and you’d better not tell.”

“You and who else?”

Max looked at me, then back down the hall, puzzled. “Me and John, stupid. What are you doing home?”

“I’m sick; the nurse sent me home.”

“Shut up, liar, the nurse calls Mom.”

“Mom told me to wait here.”

“Is she coming home early?”

“No.”

Max stared down the hall, like he was trying to think of something else to say, then kicked Audrey’s bag and stalked into the kitchen. “There’s never any food in this stupid house.”

What can I do now? I thought. I can’t look for guns with him standing right next to me, and I can’t just leave him here and start wandering through his house. I followed Max into the kitchen and sat at the table, but he walked past me back into the living room, holding a bag of corn chips.

“Come on,” he grumbled.

I weighed my options—the basement stairs were right there, and he couldn’t see me from his spot on the couch; I could slip down and look, but how long would it take before he came looking for me? I hesitated, not sure what to do, when I heard Audrey’s door open and her footsteps in the hall. She went in the bathroom and closed the door.

I smiled. Perfect. I walked into the living room. “Hey Max, can I use your bathroom?”

“Fine with me.”

“But Audrey’s in it.”

“So use the downstairs one; I’m not your jail warden.”

I nodded and walked slowly to the stairs, trying not to appear excited. Once I was downstairs, I started opening doors—Max’s room, the bathroom, the furnace, a storage room—

Wait—back in the furnace room. I opened the door again and clicked on a light that hung from the ceiling, but it was faint and pale. Giant blocks and cylinders rose up in the blackness, a furnace and a boiler and a water softener, all capped with a network of twisting pipes and ducts. A tall, black shape loomed in the back corner, gleaming metallically in the dim light. A gun safe.

I walked back to it, ducking under the pipes that ran overhead. The safe was black and textured, like cast iron, though I was sure it was hardened steel. Bloodred lines ran around the borders, and a bright silver handle sat in the center of the door. Above, encased in some kind of metal ring, was a keypad.

Crap.

I wiggled the handle, but it was locked. I peered closely at the keypad, as if it held some clue to breaking its own security, but of course there was nothing. It was Max’s dad who was the gun nut, not his mom, I thought. I’ve got to put myself into his mind, like a mini profile. I paused. No, I’ve got to put myself into hers—she’s the one in charge now. Does she care about the guns? No, she cares about her children. She doesn’t lock this up because she’s worried about burglars, she locks it up to make sure Audrey doesn’t accidentally shoot herself. She doesn’t have time to deal with guns she never uses, which means she doesn’t have the combination memorized, which means it’s written down somewhere. It might be somewhere nearby. I looked on the floor behind the safe, up on the shelves that flanked it, but there was nothing to help me. Where would I hide a safe combination from an eight-year-old? I smiled as the realization hit me. On top of a very tall safe. I pulled over a bucket, being careful to be as quiet as possible, and stood on it to reach the top—

The cell phone rang, startling me, and I stumbled backward off the bucket. I braced myself against the wall, caught my breath, and the phone rang again. I pulled it out, but the phone didn’t recognize the number. Another old lady. I ignored it, but it rang again, and I started to worry that Max would hear. I answered it.

“Hello?”

“Hi,” said a man’s voice. “Is this the Saint Mary’s cathedral?”

“Yeah, about that,” I said, but stopped. There was something about his voice—it was friendly and cheerful, that was easy enough to tell, but there was something else. What was it? I hate trying to read voices over the phone.

“Yes,” I said slowly. I needed to hear him talk again. “Can I help you?”

“I’m sure you can,” he said, and I recognized an east coast accent—Boston, maybe, or New York. I didn’t really know accents, but he definitely had one. Exactly like I’d predicted when the Handyman refused to talk to Ashley. “I’m looking for Father Erikson.”

It’s not a Georgia accent, I thought, but that makes sense—it explains why no one got suspicious when they heard it.

No one but me. Am I being paranoid, or is the profile I created actually turning out to be accurate?

“I’m afraid he’s unavailable at the moment,” I said, trying to think of some way to keep him talking. “I’m his assistant, though. Is there anything I can help you with?” Do Catholic priests even have assistants?

“He has an assistant?” asked the voice. Crap, I guess they don’t.

“It’s a big congregation,” I said. “He asked me to help coordinate stuff and make appointments and … so on.” I’m such a better liar when I have time to prepare.

“I see,” said the man. “You wouldn’t happen to know when I’d be able to talk to him, would you?”

“That depends on what you want to talk to him about,” I said, climbing back up on the bucket. “Why don’t you tell me what you want, and I’ll see if I can help you.” I got a better look at the top of the safe this time and was pleased to see a piece of yellow paper, lined, like from a legal pad, and stuck down with clear plastic tape. There was a series of numbers written on it in flowing, feminine handwriting.

Yes!

“I see,” he said again. “Well, it just so happens I’m a reporter; I was in Georgia covering the Handyman killings, and when he came here I followed him to stay on top of the story. I was real taken by Father Erikson’s letter in the paper today, and I wonder if he might consent to an interview.”

A reporter, I thought. It could be perfectly true—or it could be the ideal cover for a killer. It would give him the perfect excuse to talk to all four victims, and it would earn him their instant trust: he asks for an interview, they let him in, and the first time they turn around he shoots them in the back.

More than that, his cover as a reporter would give him a foot in the door when it came time to publicize his message. The Handyman had mentioned in his letter at the dance that he’d tried to contact a reporter when his first letter failed to see print. Was it a real reporter or did he simply take his letter to the paper personally and claim that the killer had contacted him?

I needed to learn more about him, and it was worth a shot. “Have you been working with the local paper?” I asked.

“I have indeed, sir.”

“Do you happen to know which reporter the Handyman contacted?”

The voice coughed. “As a, uh, matter of fact, that was myself that he contacted. Musta thought I had more pull with the paper than I did, I guess.”

“I guess so,” I said. This had to be the Handyman—it seemed so obvious! But no, it was only obvious to me because I’d spent two months getting inside his head. Nothing he’d said so far would seem suspicious to anyone else.

This was my demon; it was time to set the trap. I read the numbers on the piece of paper, typed them into the keypad on the safe, and smiled when the door clicked open. “I think the father would be delighted to speak with you,” I said, stepping down to the floor and pulling open the safe. It was filled with rifles, pistols, shotguns, and plenty of ammunition for each. Jackpot. “Is tonight too early?”

“Not at all,” he said, “though I’m afraid I’m not available until fairly late. Say, around nine o’clock?”

After dark, naturally. “That should be fine,” I said. “There’s only one problem: the father’s gotten several similar calls today and all the attention has him worried that the Handyman might try to attack him in reprisal for his note. If it’s all right with you, he’d like to meet in private at a place where no one else will find him.” That should excite this guy.

Pause. “That … seems like a very good idea.”

Yeah, I thought you’d like that. “He has a key to the local mortuary,” I said, “to help maintain the chapel. The mortician and her family will be gone tonight, so if you’d like to meet him there that will be the most private location.”

“I … suppose that’s okay.” I tried to read his voice: was he upset? Suspicious? Pleased? I wished I could see his face.

“Just remember,” I said, “do not tell anyone. At all. The only people who know this right now are you, the father, and me. He’s really trying to lie low, and we don’t want anyone else to know where he is.” Now we’ll see if he’s concerned about me, as the only potential witness.

“I understand,” he said, “that makes a lot of sense—I won’t tell anybody. Are … you going to be there tonight as well?”

I can read you like a book, I thought, smiling. You have no idea what you’re getting into.

“I wasn’t planning on it,” I said carefully. “Do you think you’ll need me?”

“I think it will be best,” said the reporter. “Why don’t you come too?”

“Sure thing, I’ll see you tonight at nine.”

“See you—”

“Wait,” I said, before he hung up. “I’m afraid I still didn’t catch your name.”

“Uh, Harry,” said the reporter. “Harry Poole.”

“Wonderful. I’ll see you tonight, Mr. Poole.”

I’d been downstairs too long, and Max would be getting suspicious. There was a silencer in a little case in the door of the safe, and I tried it on each gun until I found one it fit. I screwed the gun and silencer together and shoved them under my belt, then filled my pockets with a variety of bullets, to make sure I got the right kind. My pants sagged with the weight, but my T-shirt was long and covered it pretty well. I closed the safe, closed the furnace-room door, and flushed the toilet on my way upstairs, just in case Max was listening.

“You were down there a while,” said Max, eyes glued to the TV.

“Yeah.” I leaned against the wall, trying to hide the bulge of the gun. “I need to go.”

He kept his eyes on the TV, ate another chip, chewed and swallowed. “Figures,” he said.

“I’ll see you around.”

“Sure you will.”

I opened the door, stepped out, then paused and looked back. The living room was dark, lit by the dull blue-gray light of the TV. It washed out Max’s features, making him look drained and gaunt. Already half a corpse. His jaw moved mechanically, his eyes were dark and nearly lifeless. I closed the door.

Max was done with life; he’d given up. It wasn’t that much of a stretch anymore to imagine someone ending their own life.
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Phase four: get Mom out of the house. She was vacuuming the mortuary chapel when I got home, so I hid the gun in my car, slipped into the office, and closed the door.

“Hey Lauren.”

My sister looked up from the office computer, surprised, and smiled. “Hey John. You’re home early.”

“Half day,” I said, flopping into a chair. “The teachers have some kind of training or something. I don’t know what it is.”

“Man, I loved those days,” said Lauren, going back to her typing.

“Me too,” I said. I wonder when we’ll have a real one. “So, how’s it going?”

“Another day in the mortuary,” she said, keeping her eyes on the screen. The keys clacked furiously under her fingers. “Just finishing up some paperwork for your friend Rachel, actually. Looks like she comes in tomorrow.”

I let out a long breath. “For all the good it does me. Mom didn’t even let me help with the last girl.”

Lauren made a face. “These are your friends, right? Doesn’t that totally creep you out?”

“It’s not creepy,” I said. “It’s just a job. We respect the dead and we give them the best send-off we can. Besides, Mom’s not keeping me out because it’s a dead friend, she’s keeping me out because it’s a dead sixteen-year-old girl with no clothes on.”

“And that’s officially the creepiest thing you’ve ever said,” said Lauren. She stopped typing, grimaced, and then grimaced again and shivered, like she’d just eaten something disgusting. “Seriously—yuck.”

I smiled. “I’ve got a live girlfriend—what do I need dead ones for?”

Lauren plugged her ears. “I’m not listening.” I smiled wider, enjoying the torment. I stayed silent, and eventually Lauren uncovered her ears.

I leaned back in my chair. “I’m actually more worried about Mom than me,” I said. “I think all this is really getting to her.”

“I know what you mean,” said Lauren. “She’s been really down lately.”

“I think it’s time we did something.”

Lauren leaned forward on the desk. “I’m intrigued—what do you have in mind?”

“I think you should take her to a movie.”

Lauren rolled her head back and stuck out her tongue. “Gag me.”

“I’m serious. She’s always trying to do stuff with you—even just asking her to hang out with you is going to make her cry.”

“That’s not sweetening the deal.”

“She needs a break,” I said. “You know it’s a good idea.”

“She loves doing stuff with you, too,” said Lauren. “Why don’t you take her somewhere?”

“She sees me every day, which not only means a night with you would be more special, it means you owe me.”

Lauren smiled and folded her arms. “How do I know you’re not just trying to get her out of the house for your own nefarious purposes?”

I smiled. “What kind of trouble am I going to get into? The dead girl doesn’t get here until tomorrow.”

“Ew!” she said, and threw a pen at me. “I told you to stop that!”

“There’s a movie in the theater right now that she’s wanted to see for a long time,” I said. “The historical one. Go out to eat, go see the movie: it’s easy.”

“You forgot to mention all the talking,” said Lauren. “How long do you think we’ll last before one of us picks a fight?”

“That’s why a movie’s so great—you’re actually supposed to not talk.”

Lauren put her head down and rubbed her temples. “Okay,” she said. “Okay, you’re right, it’s a good idea. I’ll do it. But now you owe me.”

“How about I promise not to make any more necrophilia jokes?”

She looked up, like she was adding numbers in her head, then made a face. She just figured out what necrophilia means. “Alright,” she said, sticking out her tongue, “but I’ll hold you to it.”

“You’re awesome.”

“I know,” she said. “Now get out of here so I can finish this.”

*   *   *

I couldn’t start my preparations until the women left, so I used my time to research Harry Poole on the Internet; I couldn’t find any record of a journalist by that name. Margaret left at four, and then Mom and Lauren finally left at 6:30. They were going to El Toro, one of the only sit-down restaurants in town, then some huge historical romance movie about foreign people with personal problems. They’d be gone until midnight, at least.

The first thing I had to do was block all the exits to the stairwell; once the Handyman got in, he wouldn’t be getting back out. I took my bedroom door and Mom’s door off their hinges and leaned them up against the door in our living room. Then I unplugged the fridge and shoved it over to hold them in place. The fridge was followed by the couch on one side and the sofa on the other. It was seven o’clock when I climbed out of my mom’s bedroom window onto the roof of the mortuary and dropped down from the edge of the roof to the ground.

The inner door at the bottom of the stairs was at the end of a narrow hallway, maybe twenty feet long, to the back of the mortuary. I spent half an hour barricading it with heavy oak caskets from our sample room. I wedged them in tightly—no one was getting that door open. It was 7:30.

I could still get in and out through the back door in the embalming room, so I wrote a quick note directing Harry Poole to the side door and stuck it on the main glass entryway in the front. Then I backed my car into the driveway, maybe thirty yards past the door, and turned everything off. I twisted the rearview mirror upside down and lay down on the floor. I had a kind of periscope view of the driveway and could watch the whole area while staying completely hidden. It was 7:45.

All I had to do now was wait.

The sky grew dark, and the air turned cold, and I began to shiver in my hiding place below the dashboard. Eight o’clock. I was hungry. Nothing was happening, but I didn’t dare to move for fear the Handyman was out there, watching, scoping out the house before getting himself into an unknown situation. The lights were on upstairs, and the exterior of the house looked completely normal. There was nothing suspicious about my car in the driveway. There was nothing to drive the demon away.

It was 8:15.

I stared up at the mirror, watching. My phone was turned off, the neighborhood was empty, everything was silent. I breathed slowly, trying not fidget or make noise. Next to me on the floor were my weapons: Max’s dad’s gun, fully loaded and ready for combat, along with a roll of duct tape and the weathered green hose from our garden. I was ready.

8:20.

Time passed with agonizing slowness, and I turned my thoughts to Marci. I thought about the way she looked, the way she smelled, the way she felt when she pressed against me at the dance. I closed my eyes and remembered her lips, soft and firm at once, pressed eagerly and wonderfully into my own. What did she mean to me? What, if anything, did I feel for her?

Everyone always talked about love, but I didn’t have any idea what it really meant.

I wanted to kiss Marci again, to hold her again, to touch her and feel her near me, but that wasn’t love. Lust, if anything. But I enjoyed talking to her, too, and there was nothing lustful about that. She was smart, and funny, and interested in the things that interested me. I liked to watch her, to listen to her, to know what she thought about the world around her. Was that friendship? Was it love? I spent a lot of time with her and I enjoyed it, but when I was away I didn’t really miss her—unless you counted dreams about embalming her. She was nice, but she wasn’t necessary. I could have her in my life when I wanted her, and then forget her completely when I was doing something else. I could turn her on and off, like a TV.

But even as I thought that, I knew it wasn’t entirely true. I did miss her—I missed dancing. There was something about that one dance at city hall—not the kiss, but the dance—that I couldn’t get out of my head. Something about the way she moved, or about the way I moved. Something about the way we moved together, perfectly synced, like we both knew the steps. It wasn’t that it was a difficult dance—we just stepped back and forth, back and forth—but we were … together. We were unified. It wasn’t the hot, raging connection of violence or fear, but it was there, strong and resilient. Connection.

Something moved in the corner of my eye, and I looked up at my mirror—a car had pulled up to the curb. It was driving with its lights off, and nobody was getting out. I looked at my watch: ten minutes to nine. Was this him? I glanced quickly around at my own car windows, suddenly conscious of my extremely limited field of vision. I couldn’t see anything. I looked back at the mirror, watching the car, waiting for something to happen. The minutes ticked by, the newcomer and I as motionless as statues. At one minute to nine the newcomer’s car door opened and a black shape stepped out, barely visible against the Crowleys’ house beyond. The silhouette opened its trunk, pulled out a large duffel bag, and walked to the front of the mortuary.

Hello, Handyman.

The shape disappeared around the corner of the mortuary, and I held my breath, imagining him reading the note on the front door, terrified that he would turn tail and run. But he appeared again, walking down the driveway to the side door. I let my breath out quietly and readied the key to my car. He looked around, knocked, waited. No one answered. The lights were on upstairs; the note had told him to knock on the inside door. He looked around one more time before opening the door and going in. I sat up quickly and shoved the key into the ignition. Give him time to reach the top. Four, three, two, one. I turned the key, the engine roared to life, and I slammed on the gas. The car leapt forward like a predator, eager to pounce and kill, and I steered close to the side of the mortuary, aiming for the door that hung half open into the driveway. The side mirror broke off against the brick wall, flying away behind me, and then the front fender crashed into the open door and threw it closed with a bang. I stood on the brakes with both feet, keeping the wheel straight as the car skidded to a stop. I looked back—the door was pinned tightly shut by the trunk.

The other demon will be here any minute. I threw the car into park, grabbed the gun, the hose, and the duct tape, and ran back to the trunk. Nothing attacked me. There was a shout from inside, and a thud against the door. I dropped to my knees, shoved the end of the garden hose into the exhaust pipe, and sealed it tightly around with duct tape.

“Hey! Open up!” The voice was muffled by the wooden door. I dropped to my stomach and slithered under the car, trying not to touch the heavy, metal frame as it vibrated above me. I pulled out another length of tape, pressed the free end of the hose against the gap at the base of the door, and attached it firmly in place. I ignored his shouting and pulled out another piece of tape, ripping it free with my teeth and sealing up the rest of the gap. There. I dropped the tape and shimmied back out, grabbing my gun and looking wildly around.

There was nothing.

Where is she?
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The thing trapped behind the door was pounding louder now, the door rattling against the car. I crouched down, cursing the lack of streetlights. I can’t see—the second demon could be anywhere. There was a pause in the pounding, then a loud metallic ping. I ducked behind the car, my heart pounding, and heard another one: ping! It was coming from my car. I peeked up and saw two bright metal craters in the trunk: bullet holes. I looked at the door to the house and saw two bullet holes there as well, punching out through the doorknob as if he’d been trying to shoot it off. I didn’t hear the shot, just the impact—he must have a silencer as well. The doorknob rattled, the door shook, but the car didn’t budge. The thing inside swore, and a moment later I heard a loud thunk as something heavy slammed into the door. His hatchet. We were right about everything—we predicted him perfectly, down to the last detail.

He’s completely in my power.

I stayed down, straining my ears to hear any other sound, any other clue that might tell me where the second demon was. The neighborhood was silent; even my car, the engine rumbling hungrily, was louder than the muffled hatchet strikes. The rhythm of the hatchet faltered, and I heard a loud, hacking cough. Something thudded against the inside of the door, large and heavy, then the hatchet began again. It was weaker now. I leaned in cautiously, sniffing at the bullet holes near the doorknob. The smell was strong and acrid, like smoke. It must be nearly impossible to breathe in there.

I looked around at the neighborhood again, confused, and muttered under my breath. “Where are you?”

The pounding stopped. “What’s that? Who’s there?”

“Where’s the other one?” I demanded.

“Let me out of here!”

“Where is she?” I asked again, turning to face the door. “Where’s Nobody?”

“That…” Cough. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

“Did anyone come with you?”

“Of course,” he said. “I … I come with the Lord.” He pounded once more, feebly, then I heard the metal hatchet clatter to the floor, followed by the sound of loud retching and coughing. “You’re killing me,” he said. “Satan’s … servant. Let me out.”

“It’s carbon monoxide,” I said. It was deadly to humans, but I had no idea what it would do to a demon. “Can that kill you?”

“Nothing can kill me.” He retched again. “I am the … chosen of the Lord.”

“You’re dying,” I said. “If you want to get out, tell me where the other demon is.”

“I thought he was here,” he said, so weakly I could barely hear him. “Father … Erikson, destroying the … people. I thought he was here.”

“I’m not talking about your victims,” I said, “I’m talking about the person you’re working with—I know she’s here, because I’m the one who called her. Now stop pretending and tell me.”

“No one … else.”

“Listen,” I said, leaning closer. “I killed Forman and I killed the one before him. I will kill you too, in a heartbeat, if I think you’re not going to tell me what I want to know.”

“Clark … Forman? The Torture House Killer?”

I hadn’t heard that label before, but it was accurate enough. “Yes. And the Clayton Killer.”

“But that’s why I came,” he said, and his voice sounded closer to the door now. “I came to … save you from them. If you’re the one who killed them, then … you’re on my side.”

His side. “No,” I hissed, “not your side at all. You kill any random idiot that you decide is evil. I kill real demons, real evil. They’ve been killing for thousands of years, maybe more, feeding on humans like predators. Like parasites. I am not just killing people, I am saving us.”

He retched again. “Yes,” he croaked, “you’ve seen them.” He started crying. “No one else would believe me—they thought I was a common murderer. But you know. You know what they really are, and you know what we really are.” He broke down in a fit of coughing, hacking, and retching until I thought he might die. The coughing slowed, stopped, and his voice sounded closer than ever, as if he was pressing his face against the door.

“We’re saviors.”

He’s insane. I told myself. He’s crazy. He’s a psychopathic serial killer saying anything he can to justify his actions.…

… just like I’m doing now.

I pulled back, lowering the gun. I’d speculated that there might be other demon hunters in the world, and that the Handyman might have killed one. I never thought he might be one. I scanned the darkness again, half hoping I’d see a demon flying out at me from behind a shadow. At least then I’d know what to do with it. This one in the trap … was he a demon who hunted other demons? Was he even a demon at all? Maybe he was a normal human, like me, who’d seen too much and sworn to stop it by any means necessary.

And now he’d killed ten people, maybe more. Had any of them really been demons?

“You’ve seen the demons,” I said. “Describe them to me.”

Silence.

“Describe them!” I said, leaning in toward the door. There was no answer but the stench of exhaust.

Damn. I stared at the door, trying to remember what I’d heard. Had he fallen? Was he still standing? Had the exhaust knocked him out, or was this a trick? I glanced down at the gun in my hand, trying to decide if I dared to move the car. He can’t die yet, I thought. I still have too many questions.

For one brief moment I saw him in my mind’s eye, a hulking demon in a cloud of black smoke, waiting silently to eviscerate me when I opened the door. I hesitated, suddenly wary, but then I saw something else: me, trapped in Forman’s closet, beating uselessly at the fortified walls while he stood outside with a gun. I looked down at the gun in my hand, glaring as if it had betrayed me somehow.

I threw my weight against the back of the car, but it was heavy—far heavier than any car had a right to be. All the weight that had pinned the door closed was now working against me, and even with the wheels to help I only budged it an inch. It’s still in park, I thought. I stepped back. I have to get into the car to move it, but that will take me away from the door. If he makes a run for it, I’ll lose him. I stared at the door, at the hose running out from the exhaust, and swore. I have to do it. I pulled on the hose, ripping it away from the pipe, and aimed my gun at the door. Nothing moved, and there was still no sound from inside. Slowly I walked to the driver’s side open door, leaned in, and shoved the gear shift into neutral. I jumped back out immediately, aiming the gun at the door.

Nothing.

Setting the gun carefully on the roof of the car, I braced my hands and shoulder against the inside of the door and pushed forward. Even out of park, the car was fiendishly heavy, but I strained hard against it and started to overcome its inertia, creeping it forward inch by inch, foot by foot, until the side door of the house was exposed. I grabbed the gun again and walked back carefully, keeping the barrel trained on the door. Nothing moved, and I reached forward cautiously; the doorknob was shattered and twisted freely without pulling open the latch. I tugged on it, yanked it, and finally kicked it with my foot, hearing the wood crunch around the broken latch. I held the gun forward like it was a holy symbol, as if its mere presence would ward off danger, and pulled the door open.

Collapsed inside lay a man in a worn brown suit and black leather gloves. He was draped across the stairs like a sack of cement. At his feet was a black pistol and an open duffel bag full of clear plastic sheets; in the corner was a small hatchet. Thin, poisonous smoke poured out of the stairwell and I stepped back, coughing.

“Are you dead?”

He didn’t answer, and I crept forward far enough to reach out and nudge him with my toe. His eyes stayed closed, but he groaned and coughed, rolling onto his side.

“Hey,” I said, “can you hear me?” He moved again, and I remembered his gun; I jumped forward and stepped on it, dragging it out into the driveway with my foot. “Hey,” I said louder. “Just answer my questions.”

The Handyman coughed and tried to sit up, only to fall back down and tumble to the bottom of the stairs. He moaned and squeezed his eyes shut, then reached out his hand and crawled a few inches forward into the driveway.

I stepped back. “Stay there. Can you talk?”

“Yeh,…” he said, his voice ragged. He coughed again, more purposefully. “Yes.”

“You said you’ve seen the demons,” I said. “Describe them.”

“Evil.” He spoke without moving, his face down on the asphalt, sucking in clean air with each breath. “They abuse their power; they lead innocents into sin. They have to be … destroyed.”

“Describe them physically,” I said. “Did you see claws? Fangs? You stab your victims with poles to give them wings—did you see wings? What did you see?”

“No wings,” he gasped. “Only in the world beyond.”

“What world?”

“Heaven and hell. There we will take our forms and live forever in peace, or forever in torment.”

I stared at him, feeling my rage grow. My finger tightened on the trigger. “Is that it? Is that really all this is? You haven’t seen anything—you’re not a demon, you’re not a demon hunter, you’re just another lunatic serial killer.”

“I’m a—”

“Shut up!” I shouted, irrationally desperate. “You’re nothing; you’re delusional. The things I’ve seen are real—they’re real!” I waved the gun. “If you’re not hunting demons, why are you even here?”

“Too many deaths here,” he said, reaching out weakly. “You were being punished for your sins—I came to save you. I came to cut out the corruption.”

His arm was stretched toward me and I saw his glove, the black leather barely visible in the darkness. My pulse quickened and I felt a surge of hope. “Your hands,” I said quickly. “You wear gloves because you hate your hands. Show me why.”

“No.”

“Take them off!” What would it be—claws? Scales? It has to be something; he has to be a demon. He rolled on his back, staring up at me with a scowl of pure hatred. I pushed the gun closer and he raised his hands, growling deep in his throat.

Slowly he took off one glove, revealing a pale white hand covered in tattoos—symbols, words, horned skulls, even a swastika. I stared, trying to fit the hand into my profile, and he whimpered softly. He pulled off his second glove and as he did, he broke down—another soft whimper, a slackening of the shoulders, a droop in his face, and a long, prolonged sob. His second hand was just as tattooed as the first.

“Forgive me, for I have sinned,” he said, rolling onto his side and covering his face in his hands. “Forgive me, for I have sinned.”

It’s the source of guilt, I thought, stepping back. Those tattooed hands are why he kills—the sign of a sin he can never remove. Each kill pays for the last one, ridding the world of another sinner, but in killing he sins again. It’s a chain he can never escape, leading back to …

“Who was the first?” I asked, my voice hushed.

“No,” he moaned, rolling slowly back and forth.

“The first one you killed,” I asked. “Who was it? It was a priest, wasn’t it? A religious leader, probably one who punished you too harshly; maybe one who abused you.”

“No,” he said again, sobbing. “No, no, no—I didn’t mean to.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, standing up straighter. The gun was firm and powerful in my hand—a magic wand that would make this killer go away. “You’ve killed too many people, and for too long. This is my town, and I set out to save it from parasites like you—demon or not.” I aimed the gun at his head and he cowered under his arms, crying pathetically. He was a perfect picture of weakness and evil—a misguided killer living from lie to lie, reduced to a quivering wreck because he couldn’t find another victim bad enough to justify the others. All his crimes, all his horror, all his sins, were crushing him to nothing. This wasn’t even my choice; I was simply the mechanism by which the world as a whole chose to rid itself of his cancer.

I held the gun, but I didn’t fire.

He needs to die. I told myself. There are a million reasons for him to die and not a single one for him to live. Who will be better off with this wretch in the world? Who will cry over his grave? Who will even care where his grave is? I’ve killed two others, and he’s no better than they were—he might even be worse. Mr. Crowley killed to stay alive. This worm can’t even say that.

My finger on the trigger didn’t move.

I gritted my teeth, willing myself to see him as a demon, as an object I could break at will, but instead I saw him as something else—not just as a human, but as me. He’s me. If I keep going down this path, this is how I’ll end—scared and weak and guilty, always running from what I’ve done, always desperate to do it again and again and again. I saw Crowley and Forman, both in the same position—helpless on the ground, looking up as I ended their lives. Two down, and one more makes three. Three was a charm. Three was a pattern. By legal definition, three victims made you a serial killer.

And I am not a serial killer.

I lowered the gun. “I’m calling the police.”

“No.”

I pulled out Forman’s phone and flipped it open. “I won’t kill you,” I said. “I’m not a killer. The police will take you, they’ll find all the evidence they need, and they’ll put you in jail for the rest of your life.”

“They’ll kill me!”

“I didn’t say the rest of your life would be long.” I dialed 911 and looked around, at the car and the gun and the hose and the whole elaborate trap I’d set. “And I’ll have a hell of a lot of explaining to do.”

The phone rang, and I held it up to my ear. What would I say? “I trapped the Handyman in my house; come pick him up before I kill him?” The phone rang again—

—and the Handyman lunged for my leg. I stumbled back and lost my footing, realizing as I fell that I’d dropped both the phone and the gun in a reflexive move to catch myself. I stretched my hands back out, trying to catch the gun; it hung in the air as if time was frozen, spinning just beyond my reach, and then I landed heavily on my back and cracked my head against the driveway. I grunted with the pain, screwing my eyes shut as bolts of pain and light flashed through them. Something clattered in front of me, and my mind screamed gun! just in time to make me roll over, then over again, each time hearing the horrifying whisper of a silencer and the grating clang of metal on asphalt. I rolled over something cold and metal, grabbed it, and pointed it at him.

It was the cell phone.

“You think you can threaten me with that?” sneered the Handyman. All trace of weakness was gone—he loomed over me like a nightmare, hair skewed, eyes wild, teeth bared. He held his gun with both hands, shaky but level, pointed straight at my head. “It looks like I’m going to slay a demon after all.”

I have one chance to scare him off. “Harry Poole,” I said loudly. “Out-of-town reporter. The man who claimed several weeks ago to have a message from the Handyman turns out to be the Handyman himself.”

“I’m not the Handyman,” he said, lips curled in rage, “I am the arm of the Lord, the arrow in his quiver, the lightning of his wrath.”

“Clayton Mortuary,” I said. “724 Jefferson.” Very slowly, I pulled the phone back and held it to my ear. “You get all that?”

The Handyman’s eyes went wide, and I held out the phone again. “They got it. What’s your next move?”

He stepped back, then forward, then charged toward me and shoved me back, knocking the phone out of my hand. It flew to the ground and he stomped on it violently, grinding it under his heel. He stepped back and shot it, twice.

“They already know who you are,” I said, sitting up painfully, “and they already know where. I figure you have maybe two minutes to get out of here. When I called the cops for the Clayton Killer last year, they had the entire neighborhood blocked off in under four minutes.”

“They’ll kill me,” he said, looking up slowly from the shattered phone. His face was pale, his eyes still wide with fear. “They’ll kill me.”

“It’s worse than that,” I said, forcing myself to ignore the gun and remember his profile. I have to attack his weak spots. “They’ll judge you. A whole parade of cops and lawyers and witnesses and judges—even your fellow prisoners in whatever jail they put you in. They’re going to look at you, and laugh at you, and call you evil.”

“Shut up.”

“Psychologists will interview you and call you a schizophrenic—not enough for an insanity defense, but enough to tell a jury that you justified your crimes with a delusion of God. Priests will testify in court that your divine message is the raving of a sinner—”

“Shut up!” he screamed, sticking the gun in my face.

“They will punish you,” I said, forcing myself to stay calm. “Leave now and you can get away—I’ll throw them off your trail, one demon hunter to another, but you have to go now. They’ll come after you and they’ll post your name and your face all over the country, but if you’re careful you can stay hidden. Run.”

“The whole country,” he said, eyes focused on nothing—on some memory, perhaps. “She’ll know.”

I frowned, not sure what to say next. I nodded. “She will.”

“I will not be judged of man.” He raised the gun to his chin, a spout of red flew up from the top of his head, and he crumpled to the ground like a broken doll.
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“Hello, John,” said Officer Jensen, sitting across the table from me. “You’ve met Officer Moore, and this is Cathy Ostler from the FBI. I know you’ve answered a lot of questions already, but they just want to ask a few more.”

The Handyman’s body never disintegrated. I thought. He was never a demon at all. There had to be a real demon in town somewhere, but where?

“Hi,” I said. Agent Ostler sat down, and Officer Moore leaned against the table.

“So,” said the woman—Agent Ostler. “Sounds like you’ve had quite a night.”

“You could say that.”

“Yes, I certainly could,” she said. “At ten o’clock at night we get a phone call from a dead serial killer, we hear the confession of another serial killer, and when we arrive on the scene we find a wanted fugitive from ten states away dead at the feet of a teenage boy who’s been previously involved in the deaths of one-two-three-four other people. ‘Quite a night,’ seems to be putting it pretty mildly.”

“Are you accusing me of something?”

“Have you done anything?”

“Well, I’ve apparently witnessed too many crimes. How often can I almost get killed before you assume I’m guilty of something? Is there a specific legal limit, or do you guys play it by ear?”

“Nobody is accusing you of anything,” said Officer Jensen, scowling at me. He’s warning me to watch my mouth. “But even you have to admit that your involvement in this most recent attack is a lot harder to explain away than the last two.”

“Not really,” I said, hoping my confidence would make my story seem stronger. “The Handyman thought that certain community figures were leading the others into sin, so he killed them. He admitted that much in his letter. Then every news outlet in town made me look like a hero for saving the kids at the dance, and he came to the conclusion that I was one of the ‘bad’ community figures. He came after me. End of story.”

“And the barricade in your living room?” asked Officer Moore.

I’d had just enough time to hide the gun and the exhaust hose before the police showed up; there hadn’t been time to hide the barricades, so I tried to explain them away. “I was home alone,” I said, “and I saw a man sitting in his car in front of my house. I got scared—‘stranger danger’ and all that. It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“If you were so scared,” asked Agent Ostler, “why did you crawl out the window to confront him?”

“I crawled out the window to escape,” I said. “He just kept knocking and knocking, and I thought he was going to get in. I thought I could drive away before he found me, but he must have heard the car.”

“He must have,” said Agent Ostler. “He also must have the fastest pistol in the world, to have hit your moving car with two shots so close together. The bullet holes were less than an inch apart.”

“I was going very slowly. I thought if I just put it in neutral and pushed it into the street, he wouldn’t hear me.”

“But he did.”

“Turns out it’s hard to steer while running alongside and pushing, so I hit the house. I’ve had an astonishing amount of bad luck over the last year.”

Agent Ostler stared at me, silent as a hawk, while Officer Jensen scowled at her. Officer Moore shook his head and spoke. “Everything you’ve told us makes a certain amount of sense,” he said, “obviously pending a full forensic analysis. The only piece we’re not sure of yet, and perhaps you can help us explain it, is—”

“How long were you going to keep Clark Forman’s cell phone?” snapped Agent Ostler.

I was very good at feigning innocence. “What?”

“The phone you used to call 911,” she said. “Not only is it half a dozen felonies to hide the evidence from a previous case, but it calls that entire case—and your involvement in it—into question. What were you doing with his phone?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t make me get official on you,” she said, her face harsh, “because I can put a stop to this friendly little meeting right now, and we can treat this like the federal case it is.”

Officer Jensen put out a hand to quiet her, and turned to me. “Just tell us where you got the phone that you called us with tonight.”

“I didn’t call you tonight,” I said. “He did. Why, was it Forman’s phone?”

They stared at me.

“Because that’s pretty scary,” I said. “Do you think this is the mystery accomplice you’ve been looking for?”

“He called the police on himself?” asked Agent Ostler, folding her arms.

“I guess he wanted to turn himself in,” I said. “Or at least confess to someone official, before he shot himself.”

Officer Jensen sighed, and Officer Moore leaned forward. “You said he set out tonight to kill you, and now you say that he killed himself instead. What happened to change his mind?”

“I don’t know,” I said, keeping my face blank. “Maybe I just have that effect on people.”

Agent Ostler scowled. “I am authorized to place you in protective custody if I have reason to believe you’re in danger. Believe me when I say that the kind of custody I’m talking about would be largely indistinguishable from prison.”

“He won’t run,” said Officer Jensen, closing his eyes and rubbing his temples. “I can vouch for him.”

“You’re sure?” she asked.

“He’ll stay in town, he’ll participate in every interview, and he’ll facilitate the investigation in every way he can.” He looked at me pointedly. “Is that right, John?”

“Of course.” I nodded. “Anything you need.”

“Alright then,” said Agent Ostler, “you can go. But I assure you that we will be watching you very closely.”

*   *   *

“John, you’re okay!” Mom ran across the police station lobby and grabbed me in a hug, crushing me with the force of it. I flailed my arms, patted her on the back, and pulled away just far enough to breathe. “I was so worried about you. I can’t believe you’re okay.”

“I’m fine,” I said, pulling further away. “Just give me some air.”

“I never should have gone away tonight,” she said, “I’ll never do it again.”

“Please, no,” I said. “Don’t let one crazy killer justify any more smothering. I’ll go insane.”

“This is the third crazy killer, as I’m sure you’re well aware.” She stooped to look straight into my eyes, though she didn’t have to stoop far. “Tell me you had nothing to do with this,” she said. “Tell me right now, right here, that this was an unprovoked attack.”

I looked back, my face blank and innocent. “I have never seen that man before tonight. I didn’t even know he existed.”

“You swear?”

“I swear.” I looked past her and saw Lauren beyond, arms folded, face pale and tight; she was scared, but she was angry, too. She knows I planned this, and she knows I tricked her into getting Mom out of the way. Will she tell the police?

*   *   *

It was nearly two in the morning when we left the police station, and even later when my mom finally fell asleep. I lay awake turning restlessly in bed. At three in the morning, still wide awake, I crept outside and into the forest, searching in the dark for Max’s gun. It was still there, a good fifty feet into the trees, untouched and unsuspected. I wiped a streak of dirt from it with my hand, hefting it, then bent back down and buried it deeper. Agent Ostler was still too suspicious; I couldn’t let her find me with a gun, even an unfired one. I walked back to the mortuary, let myself in the back door, and spent the next hour putting all the coffins away and imagining a hundred different killers—silent, invisible, unstoppable. Where is Nobody?

By 4:30 I couldn’t stand the waiting and called Marci’s cell on our kitchen phone. It rang seven times before her voice mail picked up; I hung up, counted to three, and dialed the number again. She answered on the sixth ring.

“John?”

“Are you okay?”

“John, it’s four thirty in the morning.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m … I’m fine. What’s wrong?”

“Hold very still and listen very closely. Do you hear anything?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Just do it.”

Pause. “I can hear the water softener cycling in the basement.”

“That’s it? Are you sure?”

“That’s it,” she said, more awake. “Now tell me what’s wrong. Is there something in my house?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know if you’d even be able to tell.”

“John, are you … drunk? You’re not making any sense.”

“I’m worried about you,” I said. “That’s a new thing for me, and I’m not very good at it. Look out your window.”

“You’re freaking me out, John. Just tell me what’s wrong.”

I took a deep breath. “I think she’s coming for you.”

“The Handyman?”

“The Handyman died last night; he came to my house, ranted for a while, and shot himself in the head.”

“Holy crap—”

“But I think there’s another one,” I said. “One that we haven’t talked about.”

“You said he attacked you?”

“I’m fine,” I said, “now listen—you’re the one who needs to be worried. Turn on your light, turn on all the lights in the house, and then go into your parents’ room.”

“How’s that going to help?”

“This killer won’t touch you if there are any witnesses—or maybe it can’t touch you around witnesses. I don’t know. It makes everything look like suicide.”

She gasped.

“And I think…” I’d never told her about the demons—out of everything I’d shared with Marci, that was the one secret I’d kept. Do I dare tell her now?

I honestly don’t think I have a choice.

“This is going to sound weird,” I said, “but you have to trust me. I think this new killer might be supernatural.” I waited for her to laugh or scoff, but she was completely silent. I continued. “The Clayton Killer and Agent Forman were both … something. Creatures, demons, I don’t know. I’m telling you this because I think the new killer is the same thing. I don’t know if it’s coming after you or … I don’t know. I just want you to be safe.”

There was a long silence.

“Marci?”

“You were there,” she said slowly, “in his house.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s how I know. I know it sounds insane but you have to trust me.”

“Brooke was there too.”

“I…” That was a weird thing to say. “Yeah, she was.”

“Did she see it?”

“The demon? I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

“She wouldn’t be scared now. Not after what she’s gone through, and with you to help her.”

“Marci, are…” I paused. “Are you okay? Did you turn on all the lights like I told you?”

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I was just thinking. Sometimes I wish I could be…” Pause. “Okay, my lights are on.”

“Go into your parents’ room,” I said. “Stay there until everyone else wakes up; it’s the safest place right now. I’ll be there at seven.”

“Thanks.” Pause. “I love you, John.”

Love. Somehow it always comes back to love.

Do I love her too?

“I’ll be there at seven,” I said, and hung up the phone.

When I got to her house at 6:50, she was already dead.
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Marci’s body was curled up in the corner of the upstairs bathroom, her legs pulled in to her chest, her arms draped over the edge of the bathtub. Blood was everywhere—on the walls, the mirror, the floor and ceiling; the tub was filled with a long, thick river of it, and the sink was full of tepid pink water. I stepped in carefully, avoiding the biggest pools and splashes.

“Hurry!” Marci’s father shouted into his radio, his voice echoing through the hall. “I want every paramedic in town at my house in the next five minutes, or so help me I’ll start—” His radio crackled. “Don’t talk back to me! It’s not your daughter lying in a pool of blood!” Mrs. Jensen was in another part of the house, wailing softly. I assumed the other kids were with her.

I reached across and touched Marci’s arm; it was cold and limp. I turned it slightly, saw the wide red gash, and let go. Her joints had just enough resistance in them to catch my attention; rigor mortis didn’t begin until three hours after death, at the earliest, and I’d spoken to her barely two and a half hours before. She shouldn’t have started to stiffen yet unless she’d died just minutes after we’d hung up, and even that was pushing it. I straightened up and stepped back, looking around at the blood on the walls. There was a crack on the mirror that hadn’t been there two days ago. You can’t say there were no signs of a struggle this time.

Good for you, Marci.

I took another step backward and stood in the hall, looking in on the scene silently. I felt like a stone, cold and hard. Does it affect me? Should it? I’d never been squeamish around blood or death, but I’d never felt … this before. I’m tired, maybe. Or angry. But that wasn’t it. I was hollow and empty, like I hadn’t been in ages. I was a statue, I was a gargoyle. I was a piece of the wall, a part of the landscape, a clump of dirt. I was dead. I am nothing.

“It,” I said softly. The thing on the floor wasn’t Marci anymore. Marci was life and energy; Marci was a whirlwind of activity and words and light. She was a smile and a joke, a telling insight or a flash of ingenious logic. This thing on the floor was … meat and hair. It was a body no one would ever hold, wrapped in clothing no one would ever wear again. The part of her that had been Marci was gone, and nothing was left but death and silence.

I heard footsteps in the hall; felt a hand rest on my shoulder. Officer Jensen.

“They’re on their way.”

“Is it you?” I asked

“Huh?”

I turned to face him, pulling away from his hand. “Just tell me straight out—are you Nobody? Because if you are, we can end this right now.”

“Hey,” he said, reaching again for my shoulder, “just calm down, John, I know this is hard but you gotta calm down. We can get through—”

“I don’t want to get through this, I want to finish it. Now tell me, because I am not in the mood for any more games: are you Nobody?”

“You’re not making sense, John; let’s go sit down.”

“Nothing is making sense.” I stared at him, studying him, watching his face for any sign—any reaction that might tell me what I needed to know. “If it’s you, you can just tell me. You can say it right out loud because I already know. I already know everything.” He was silent. “Tell me, dammit!”

“Easy,” he said, holding out his other hand. “Easy. Just take a deep breath. Nice and deep.” His eyes were big and open, his mouth straight, the corners just slightly turned down. Concern. Worry. Sadness. Perfectly normal reactions from a perfectly normal human. He doesn’t know what I’m talking about. He’s not a demon. I took a deep breath and he nodded, watching me carefully. “You say you ‘already know.’ What do you know about Marci?”

“About Marci?” I looked at the Marci-shaped thing in the corner, tiny and broken. What had broken it? Where was it now? And how could I break it back? “I don’t know a damn thing. But I’m going to find out.”

*   *   *

I raced toward home, barely slowing the car at each intersection, and turned wildly into our driveway, almost hitting the house. I pulled hard toward the back lot, turning sharply, and screeched to a halt by the back door. The embalming room door. I stumbled out of the car, left the door hanging open, and shoved my key into the lock of the mortuary. Mom and Margaret looked up as I threw open the door, perfect twins in their blue masks and aprons, setting Rachel’s features like two girls playing with a doll.

“Out,” said Mom curtly. “You know I said you couldn’t help with girls.” I ignored her, stepped in, and locked the door behind me.

Margaret shook her head. “She said no, John. We’ve talked about this.” I walked straight to the table. Rachel’s body was laid out before me like a giant doll. I picked up a scalpel.

“John,” said Mom, “I just said—”

“Shut up.”

“John!”

“Shut up!” I roared. Then, more quietly: “Marci’s dead.”

They froze, speechless.

“Marci is dead,” I said again, more forcefully, “and whatever killed Rachel, killed her the same way. Now you can yell and scream all you want—you can call the cops for all I care—but this body has answers, and I am going to find them.” I stared at them defiantly, daring them to argue. Mom began to cry.

“We hadn’t heard about Marci,” said Margaret, stepping toward me. “We’re very sorry. I don’t think any of us are really in the right state to be here now, so let’s just wait.”

“Step back,” I said, putting my hand on the table.

“No,” said Mom, stepping around the table. “Please don’t, John. Please let’s just go upstairs—”

I caught her wrist, squeezing until my knuckles turned white. “Get. Out. Of my way.” I shoved her to the side.

“Please, John,” she cried, “Don’t do it. Don’t hurt her—”

“It is an it!” I shouted, slamming the table. “This is not a person, it is not a human being, it is not even an animal! It is evidence! It is—”

“It is worthy of your respect,” said Mom. I looked at her rabidly, hatred boiling up inside me, but she stared back without flinching. You’re not mad at her, I told myself, just the demon. Find the demon, and nothing else matters.

I nodded, and took a deep breath. “Okay. With respect. But don’t try to stop me.”

Margaret glanced at Mom, brow creased with worry. I ignored them and looked down at the body. It was pale, almost bluish; if Rachel had bled out as much as Marci had, this corpse would be even more bloodless than usual. It was a stark contrast to the old, butchered men we’d seen so much of lately—instead of yellowed, wrinkly flesh this body was smooth and white and virtually unharmed. The breasts and hips were covered with blue privacy towels, but the belly between was flat and clear—there had been no autopsy, no “Y” incision, no wounds of any kind. If not for the wide slits in her wrists and the embalming tubes Mom and Margaret had already attached to the veins in the neck, the corpse would be pristine.

I picked up one of its arms, looking closer at the wound, and was surprised to feel the joint resist the movement—just like Marci’s had. Rachel’s been dead too long for rigor mortis, and Marci hadn’t been dead long enough. Why are they stiff? I moved the arm, testing the motion in the shoulder, the elbow, the wrist. It was slow, but not solid; it moved, but with just enough resistance to feel odd. I moved the legs and they felt the same, but I didn’t know what to do beyond that. I set the leg down, picked it up again, then swore and set it back down again. I don’t know what to do.

I looked at the wounds again, carefully, picking up each hand in turn and peering at them, poking at them with the scalpel. They had been well cleaned by the coroner, and I saw nothing out of the ordinary: a long, clean cut down the length of each forearm, opening the artery in a lateral gash nearly eight inches long. It ended just past the wrists. You take someone’s pulse in their wrist, I thought. A wound like this would have bled uncontrollably, spilling out her life in seconds.

She bled to death, just like Marci. Why does Nobody kill them this way? What does she get out of it? What does it mean?

I forced myself to slow down, to consider the situation more clearly. What did the killer do that she didn’t have to do? If she wanted to kill, all she really had to do was find someone and kill them; instead she chose to focus on teenage girls, all of them fairly pretty, all of them generally well liked. It was almost a progression, really, from the wallflower Jenny to the more active Allison and Rachel, to the social dynamo of Marci. Each victim was a step closer to me, but I wondered if it might be more than that—if the lifestyle of the victims themselves, their looks and clothes and lives, was also a factor. What would make someone want to kill young, attractive, popular girls? Was it desire? Was it jealousy?

Then there was the wound itself to consider: why make it look like suicide? And how did she make it look like suicide? I examined the rest of Rachel’s body, looking for defensive wounds, but there was nothing. Her hands were free of nicks and cuts, her arms had no bruises from an attack or a solid grip, there were no abrasions or rope burns to suggest that she was bound or tied. Everything pointed to the idea that she was a willing participant in the death—even the wrist slits were too clean to have been done without stillness and precision. Does Nobody incapacitate them some other way? She’s a demon, so she can do anything—does she put them to sleep or control their minds? Yet Marci, judging by the sprays of blood around the room, had struggled. But she hadn’t struggled against anybody. It doesn’t make sense.

I picked up a comb and went through the corpse’s hair, checking the scalp for any kind of bruises or wounds. Nothing. The base of the skull was clear, too—no cuts, no puncture wounds. Not even the pinprick of a hypodermic needle.

“Help me roll it over,” I said, waving my mom to the table. I put my hands under the shoulder, but Mom rested her hand on my arm, stopping me.

“We’ll do it. You close your eyes.” She nodded to Margaret, who stepped away from the wall and approached the table slowly. They positioned themselves on the body’s left and paused, watching me. I closed my eyes and listened to the rustle of clothes, the shuffle of feet, the faint click of fingernails on the metal table. “Open.”

I opened my eyes and saw the body lying on its face, a privacy towel draped over the buttocks. The back was dark and discolored, but that was common as the blood settled in a corpse. I poked at the back, ran my hands over it feeling for holes or cuts, but there was nothing. I sighed, leaning heavily on the table.

“Only one place left to check,” I said, “and I’m gonna bet you’ll want to do it yourself.”

Mom looked at me, her eyes wet and red. “You think she was raped?”

“I have no idea. Probably not.”

“Then we refuse,” said Mom. “And you’re not going to do it either.”

I looked up, calm and cold. “I’m giving you one chance. Do it, or I will do it for you. There’s probably nothing there, but I refuse to let any more people die because your sense of propriety made me miss a clue.” We stared at each other, each testing the other’s will, until finally she grumbled and stepped up to the table.

“What am I looking for?”

“Anything—damage, wounds, anything at all. Anything that might tell us who killed her, or why.”

“Fine. Close your eyes.”

I did, and listened for a few minutes as Mom and Margaret rustled the privacy towel, whispered quietly to each other, then rolled the body over and whispered more.

There’s nothing here. I thought. Maybe there really is no more evidence on the bodies—maybe it’s just pure mind control with no physical evidence. Maybe we can never catch her at all.

“Nothing,” said Mom. “There’s nothing there.”

I sighed and leaned against the wall, feeling my energy drain away. “Then we’ve lost. I don’t know what else to do.” I felt a hand on my shoulder, and opened my eyes to see Mom standing next to me.

“Just rest.” She pushed me gently toward a chair, and I collapsed into it. “Your girlfriend died—your best friend—and you need to deal with it. It’s completely understandable that you don’t know how.” She smiled—a thin, pained smile—and shook her head. “An amateur autopsy isn’t how most people would choose to do it, obviously, but I know your heart’s in the right place.”

“My heart has nothing to do with it.”

“Just rest,” she said again. “Take a minute, then we’ll go upstairs and eat. Margaret can finish this on her own. You left without any breakfast this morning, so it’s no wonder you’re feeling weak now.”

I stared at the body on the table, dull and lifeless, nearly bloodless, the embalming tubes hanging limply from her shoulder.

Nearly bloodless.… Yet its back is just as bruised and blackened as any other corpse.

I stood up abruptly. “Plug in the pump.” I crossed to the wall and pulled down the drain tube.

“It’s okay,” said Mom, “it can wait—”

“No it can’t.” I attached the drain pipe to the tube in Rachel’s neck. “The back is too bruised for how much blood she lost, and her limbs are stiff. There’s something inside and we need to get it out.” We normally dropped the tube down to a drain in the floor, but this time I put it in a bucket. I wanted to catch whatever dripped out.

“It’s just rigor mortis,” said Margaret.

“It’s been dead five days,” I said. “It’s not rigor mortis.” The two women looked at each other, and I walked to the shelf with the embalming chemicals. “You can stand there or you can help; either way I’m embalming her right now.”

They hesitated a moment longer, then moved slowly into action: connecting the pump, mixing the coagulants and dyes, measuring out the formaldehyde. We attached everything, sealed off the wrist wounds with tight bandages, and turned on the pump. It was designed to use the body’s own circulatory system, filling it with our chemical cocktail while pushing all the ichor out the other end. Mom adjusted it carefully, looking for a good rhythm to approximate the beating of a heart. She fiddled with it much longer than normal.

“There’s something wrong,” she said. “I can’t get it to push through.”

“The arteries are mostly empty after this much blood loss,” said Margaret. “They’ve probably collapsed.”

“There’s something blocking them,” I said, my eyes fixed on the bucket. “Just raise the pressure.” Mom twisted the dial and the pump hummed louder, its artificial heartbeats closer together. Soon the drain tube moved, twisting slightly to the side as it filled and pressurized, and then a thick, dark sludge began to drip out into the bucket.

Ashy and black, just like Crowley and Forman.

Mom gasped.

“What on earth is that?” muttered Margaret, leaning over the bucket with her jaw hanging open.

I looked up at Mom. She looked back silently, eyes wide. I breathed heavily, feeling suddenly exhausted. “We were right.”

She stared a moment longer, then shook her head feebly. “What do we do?”

Margaret scooped up a fingerful of the sludge with her gloved hand; it was burnt and greasy, like the charred residue from an uncleaned grill. “How did Ron not notice her body was filled with this crap?”

“Because they assumed it was a suicide and they never looked any deeper. You didn’t notice it with the other girls because you turned up the power and pumped it all straight into the sewer drain.”

“It looks like the stuff they used to find at all the Clayton Killer crime scenes,” said Margaret.

“Exactly,” I said.

She looked at me, then at Mom. “What’s going on?”

I reached down with my glove and dipped my finger in the muck, pulling it up and looking closer. Exactly like Crowley and Forman. “It’s a demon,” I said softly. “Or the remains of one. It was living inside of her. It was controlling her.”

“A demon?” asked Margaret. She opened her mouth to speak again, then shook her head and closed it. A moment later she spoke again. “What do we do?”

“We call the police,” said Mom, turning off the pump. “We call Agent Ostler—”

“We can’t,” I said.

“—and we get her over here,” she continued firmly, “and we show her everything.”

“We can’t,” I said. “I’ve told you before, we can’t trust anyone in the FBI. If Forman was a demon, who’s to say Ostler’s not?”

“We have to warn them.”

“Who?” asked Margaret.

“Everyone,” said Mom. “If we can’t go to the police we go to the news.”

“And get laughed out of town,” I said.

“We can’t just sit here!” Mom shouted.

I looked at the sludge again, imagining it inside of Marci’s veins, controlling her movements, cutting her own wrists while Marci tried in vain to fight it off. How did it get in there? And why? Forman’s confession rang in my mind: “we are defined by what we lack.” What does Nobody lack? A face, a name, an identity. A boyfriend. Cute clothes. She wants a normal life so she takes theirs, just like Crowley used to do, only Nobody doesn’t kill them—she takes them over mind, body, and soul.

I searched back through my memories of the last few weeks, trying to remember any clues about what the demon did or said. How long had it been there? What was really Marci and what was the demon? Was the kiss real? Was the dance? But Rachel hadn’t died until a few hours after the dance, so it hadn’t gotten to Marci until the next morning, at the earliest. And Rachel had been acting so weird that night, anyway, talking about … about Marci. She had talked about Marci all night, now that I thought about it, praising her and fawning over her. The last words I ever heard her speak were something about how she wanted to be … what? To be like Marci? To be Marci?

I froze. Marci had said the same thing just hours ago, before she died: “I wish I could be…”

She’d been talking about Brooke.
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I ran for the door.

“John!”

“I have to go.”

“Look at yourself!”

I looked down. My finger was still covered in sludge, my gloves and apron were pink with blood. I stripped them off and threw them in the trash.

“Where are you going?” Mom asked, but I ignored her and bolted out the door in a sprint to Brooke’s house.

Marci had been talking about Brooke ever since the dance: how brave she was, how strong she was, how close she was to me. When we’d seen Brooke at Friendly Burger Marci had almost fumed with jealousy; when I called her this morning and warned her about the demon, the first thing she’d thought of was Brooke.

How does it travel without being seen? How fast can it move? It’s been … four hours, maybe five, since Marci died. Am I too late?

I leapt up the steps to Brooke’s porch and hammered on the door. “Open up!” I heard footsteps inside, and banged again. Brooke’s mom opened the door.

“Hello, John—”

“Did Brooke go to school this morning?”

“I…” She stopped in surprise. “Um, no, no; she said she felt sick—”

I shoved her out of the way and ran through the door, charging down the hall and up the stairs to the second floor. The layout was different than the Crowleys’ house, but it was easy enough to guess which door led to the back corner room. I swung around the edge of the railing, Brooke’s mom shouting after me, and slammed my fist on the bedroom door. “Brooke! Brooke, open up, it’s John.”

“I don’t want to see anybody today.” Her voice was weak.

No, please no. I jiggled the knob, but it was locked. “This is important, you have to let me in.” I don’t know how to save you if it’s already inside.

“John Cleaver!” shouted her mother, pounding up the stairs after me. “What do you think you’re doing!”

“Please, Brooke, there might still be time—you’ve got to open the door!” I slammed my hand on it, nearly breaking it. “Open the door!”

Brooke’s mom grabbed me from behind, pulling me back, and I fought to push her away. “You don’t understand,” I shouted, “she’s in danger!”

The lock clicked, and the door cracked open. I lunged forward, dragging her mom with me. Brooke’s voice leaked through the open gap. “It’s okay, Mom.” The door swung wide, and there she was. The skin under her eyes was dark, like she hadn’t slept in days, and she moved slowly, stiffly, like a zombie back from the dead. I stopped struggling and stared, mouth hanging open.

“No.” I’m too late.

“You look horrible,” said her mom, letting go and pushing past me to Brooke. “Are you okay? I should call the doctor.”

“It’s nothing, Mom, I’m just … tired. I’ll be fine in a few hours.”

“No,” I said again, stumbling against the railing. “Please, no.”

“What’s going on?” asked her mother.

“It’s nothing, Mom,” said Brooke. “He just heard I was sick and came to check on me. I must look pretty terrible to get this kind of reaction out of him.” She smiled, stiff and weak.

Her mom frowned. “Whatever his problem is, I want him out of the house right now. I don’t know what you think you’re doing, John, but I have half a mind to call the police, the way you barged in here like that.”

I stared at Brooke, my mind numb. What do I do? How can I stop her? If it’s already inside, there’s nothing I can do at all.

“I’ll go,” I said. Her mom let go of me, and I took a step back toward the stairs. “I … I’m sorry.”

“I’m fine, John,” said Brooke. “Really. Things were bad before, but now I feel … perfect.”

*   *   *

It’s over.

I locked my bedroom door and flopped onto my bed, covering my eyes and gritting my teeth until my jaw hurt with the pain.

Nobody’s in Brooke now. Nobody is Brooke. I can’t kill one without killing the other.

The phone rang, but I ignored it; Mom could check the messages when she came upstairs later. I worked backward through my memory, tracing Nobody’s path from girl to girl. There’s got to be something I’m missing; some key piece that will unlock it and make it all work. The demon started in … I didn’t know. A body no one had found yet. From there she took over Jenny Zeller, spent some time in there, then in June she killed her and jumped to Allison Hill. She stayed in Allison for two months before jumping over to Rachel. What had Rachel said the morning Allison died? “She called me five times last night.” Then it was the same with Rachel, obsessing over Marci all night at the dance; now Marci had grown obsessed with Brooke. I pulled a notebook from my backpack and wrote it down:

Intense focus on a new host right before killing the current one.

What prompted the obsession? Was it simply a slow hunt, with me as the prey? But that didn’t make sense; if the demon knew who I was, it didn’t have to spend months jumping from one girl to the next—it could have just come straight for me. And in the morning, when I’d come straight out and told Marci about the demons, I was really talking to Nobody—I was telling the demon herself that I was the one she was looking for. The hunt was over and all she had to do was kill me, but instead she killed her host and jumped into Brooke. I wasn’t her target—it had to be something else.

The phone rang again, loud and insistent. I let it ring. What did I say to Marci this morning? I thought. What happened in our conversation that made her want to leave Marci and take over Brooke? I’d warned her about the killer; I’d told her I’d come over; I’d told her she’d be safe if she wasn’t alone. Was that it? Maybe she spooked and thought that if she didn’t leave Marci right then, she’d never be alone and thus never get the chance. Now that I’d visited Brooke, did she know that I’d figured her out? Had I just put Brooke in danger?

Who am I kidding? Brooke will never leave this alive.

Maybe it was something else—maybe it was the specific mention of the demons that prompted Nobody to kill Marci and take Brooke. I’d told her about the demons and her first response was … something about Brooke. She’d asked me if I had been in the house, I’d said yes, and she’d said “Brooke was in there too.” Maybe she wanted to be Brooke because of Brooke’s experience with Forman.

Or maybe it was our shared experience with Forman, Brooke and I together, that made it important. Even if she wasn’t trying to kill me, she was definitely drawing closer and closer to me. Did she have some other plan, completely unrelated to killing?

She told me she loved me—those were her final words. Was that Marci, breaking through for one last message?

Or was it Nobody?

The phone rang again. I felt a sudden pit in my stomach; a swerve and plunge of vertigo. Ring! I crawled off of my bed and opened my bedroom door. Ring! I walked down the hall, step by step, and looked at the phone. The caller ID said Watson—Brooke’s family. I picked it up. Ring! I hit the button.

“Hello?”

“Hey, John.” It was Brooke, her voice still soft and frail. “How’s it going?”

“Fine.” Why was she calling? Did she know I’d figured her out? What was she doing?

“Sorry about my mom,” said Brooke. “You know how parents can be sometimes. So, what you doing?”

I had no idea how to answer. I’m talking to a demon! I looked at the walls, the windows, anything to spark some kind of active thought, but my brain wouldn’t work. This is the thing that killed Marci.

“You there?” she asked.

I closed my eyes. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

She coughed. “Sorry about my voice, I’m kind of hoarse; it’s Brooke.”

“No it’s not. It’s Nobody, isn’t it? You’re Forman’s friend.”

Silence. The phone crackled, slightly static, the clock ticked. She inhaled, a tiny intake of breath, so soft I could barely hear it. I shifted my feet.

Her voice was the shadow of a whisper. “How did you know?”

“You killed Marci,” I said. “You killed all of them.”

“No.…”

“You’re going to kill Brooke too. How long does she have?”

“No,” she whispered, “never again.”

“What are you doing? Why are you killing these girls?”

“I didn’t mean to. I never wanted to hurt anybody, but … I couldn’t take it anymore. But it’s okay now—that’s all behind me.”

“What’s behind you? Killing? Why do you keep saying that?”

“I thought Marci would be the last one—I really did. She was prettier than Rachel, and smarter, and she had a boyfriend, and she looked so happy … but that wasn’t real at all. She was a slob. She was fat. She was dumb—”

“She was brilliant,” I cut in, “and she wasn’t remotely fat.”

“Oh come on,” she hissed. It was Brooke’s voice, but harsher and colder than Brooke had ever been. “Marci was a cow. Rachel was a loser, but at least she was skinny. Now, Brooke, on the other hand, is perfect. She’s tall, she’s thin, it’s like being … a tree, maybe, or a breeze. Her hair is long and flowing, not like Marci’s tangled rat hair. She’s clean, and her room is bright.”

“You’re insane.”

“You were the final piece,” she said. “I could tell, as soon as you saw Brooke in the Friendly Burger, that you loved her. I could—”

“I don’t love anyone.”

“I could see it in your eyes,” she said, “watching her, and in the things you’d shared together that Marci never had. I thought I could keep you, but it got worse and worse, and then this morning when you called to warn me, and you talked about her instead—”

“You talked about her, not me.”

“You talked about the demons,” said Brooke. “I’d started to wonder if it might be you, with all of Marci’s memories, but I wasn’t sure until you said it this morning. You’re the hunter, and that’s what I wanted more than anything—that’s why I came here.”

“To kill me?”

“No!” she insisted. “I came to join you. That’s why I knew it had to be Brooke, because she’d shared it all with you. They’re horrible, John; they’re evil and awful and we have to destroy them. I can help you, John—I can lead you to them, and you can kill them, and we can be together—”

“But you’re one of them.”

“No I’m not!” she rasped, as loud as her weakened voice would let her. “I am not one of Kanta’s gods, or angels, or whatever he wants to call them. I am Brooke Watson. I am a regular, beautiful, perfect human girl.”

Kanta. It was Forman’s other name, the one he used with his fellow demons. No one else knew it. If there was any doubt left that Brooke was Nobody, she’d abolished it with that single word.

“Don’t you see how perfect this is?” she pleaded. “I can help you, and we can stay together and destroy them all. We can wipe them out, get rid of them for good. You can have the girl you’ve always wanted, and I can have you. Forever.”

Someone to hunt with, I thought. Someone to talk with. It hit me like a brick, more tempting than I’d ever imagined: someone to be with forever, who would never leave me, who would always stay with me and always do the things I wanted to do. To know that no matter what I did, no matter where I went, Brooke would always be there, always watching, always helping, always smiling and happy to see me.…

… always trapped inside her own body, helpless and afraid. Every time I looked in her eyes I’d know it was a demon looking back, studying me, waiting for …

I’d always know, and so would Brooke.

And so would Nobody.

“It will never last,” I said. “You’ll just kill her.”

“Never.”

“That’s what you thought with Marci, too, and look what happened! How many times has it happened?”

Silence.

“How many?” I demanded. “How many times have you killed an innocent girl because she was too short, or too tall, or her teeth were too crooked? How many times have you killed yourself, and some poor girl got in the way?”

“It’s not me.…”

“Yes it is! You hate the demons, but that’s what you are so you hate yourself. No matter how perfect these girls are, they will always be tainted because you will always be there.”

“No!” Her voice was a roar, its weakness gone, its rawness terrifying. I’m putting Brooke in danger, I realized. I have to calm her down—I have to keep her happy while I figure out what to do.

“You don’t know what it’s like!” she shouted. “You don’t know what I have to go through every day, just being one of them!”

“I’m sorry,” I said, searching for a plan. “You were right. It will be different this time, because … you have me.”

She paused. “I love you, John.”

I closed my eyes. Just don’t kill Brooke. “You’re sick now because you’re still settling into the body, right?”

“Yes.”

“When will you be better?”

“Tomorrow sometime. It shouldn’t take long.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow. We’ll go somewhere and talk.”

“A date?”

I breathed deep. “Yes, a date. Does that sound good?”

“It sounds wonderful.”

“Okay then, I’ll see you tomorrow. I…” I can’t say it. “I’ll see you.”
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I have to kill her. It’s my only option. I paced back and forth in the hallway, head down, fingers clenched into tight, bloodless fists. She’s going to kill herself anyway, sooner or later, so Brooke’s already as good as dead. But if I kill her first, and find a way to kill Nobody too, then the chain will be broken and no one else will have to die. I can’t save Brooke, but I can make her the last.

I stopped, feeling my stomach roil and my throat grow ice cold. I stumbled to the bathroom and threw up in the toilet. I threw up again, vomiting until my gut was empty and each heave was dry and painful. I can’t do it. I can’t kill Brooke. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and leaned back against the wall, my strength drained and my body powerless. I felt like a husk, ready to crumple and blow away.

It lives in her blood. Anything I do to kill her will free the demon, and she’ll spill out and live while Brooke’s body dies behind her. I heaved again. Maybe I could strangle her—there are plenty of ways to kill without blood. I could choke her to death, or club her in the head, or tie her up and drop her in the lake.—

I beat my hands against the floor, crying. Stop thinking about it! But I couldn’t stop—my mind kept going and going, filled with thoughts and images, imagining Brooke’s dead body lurching back to life, forced into motion by the demon in her blood. It’s not enough to kill the host—I have to kill the demon inside.

I curled up on the floor, squeezing my eyes shut and covering my ears, but the thoughts were inside my head and I couldn’t block them out. Fire would do it. Drop her in a big enough fire and the demon will burn to death before she can escape.

Maybe there’s a way to save her. A dialysis machine could pump the blood out, and the demon with it, and filter it all and put it back in. Or maybe not—the sludge is thick, and the pressure of pumping it out against its will would probably kill the host. And how could I possibly get access to a dialysis machine?

The front door opened, and footsteps came in—my heart sped up, irrationally certain it was the demon come to talk to me with Brooke’s voice and face. But the cadence of the steps was my mom’s; I let my muscles go slack, put my head on the cold tile floor, and tried to calm my breathing. The footsteps walked into the kitchen; the faucet turned on, then off. The footsteps wandered back into the hallway, disappearing with a creak into the softness of the carpet, and then Mom was gasping in the bathroom doorway.

“John!” She dropped her bag and knelt down, touching my shoulders, feeling my forehead, feeling my pulse. I saw her glance into the toilet and grit her teeth, then she grabbed me under the arms and hauled me up. “Come on,” she said softly. “It’s okay, come on up.” I grabbed her arm with one hand, the wall with the other, and let her help me to my feet. Together we staggered into the living room, where she laid me down on the couch. She sat next to me, pulling my head onto her lap, and smoothed my hair with her hand.

“I’m so sorry, John. I’m so sorry about Marci.”

Had that really only been this morning? Not even seven hours had gone by since my call to Marci, and already she’d been dead so long it seemed like ages ago. I felt old and tired, like a weathered tire cracking in the sun.

“I heard you come home after you ran out,” said Mom. “I thought I’d just let you be alone for a while. I should have come up.”

“It’s not just Marci,” I said. “You saw the demon sludge, right?”

Pause. “Yes.”

I closed my eyes. “It’s been moving through them all, all the suicides, and now it’s moved to … someone else.”

She paused again. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.” I’m going to kill Brooke. “I don’t know. I used to think I was trying to kill demons, and then I realized that killing wasn’t enough and I needed to save people, and now … Now I can’t do either one.” But I knew it wasn’t true—I knew I could still find the strength to kill the demon. Saving Brooke wasn’t an option anymore, but I could always kill. Sometimes that seemed like the only thing I was ever good at. “I don’t want to be a killer.”

We sat in silence for a minute, then Mom spoke again. “Lauren told me about last night. That you told her to get me out of the house.”

I pressed my fingertips against my forehead, rubbing away the beginning of a headache. It didn’t work. “She didn’t know why. It’s not her fault.”

“No she didn’t, but that’s not making it any better. It’s tearing her apart, thinking what could have happened to you.”

“That’s a poor choice of words, given the circumstances.”

Mom sighed. “Please, John. You can’t just hide behind jokes and technicalities.” Pause. “Did you kill that man?”

“No.”

“Were you planning to?”

“Yes.”

She sighed again, and I felt her arm tense on my shoulder; her leg tense beneath my head. I closed my eyes, bracing myself for a fight. Her next question was soft and quiet. “Why didn’t you?”

Not what I expected. “I didn’t want to. He was a … just a normal guy. Screwed up, but not a demon or anything.”

“He was a sociopath,” said Mom.

“He was me, twenty years from now; he was exactly what I was turning into. I decided I didn’t want to.”

Her arm and leg relaxed, and I felt a drop of water on my head: a tear. “So,” she said, “what are you going to do now?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you know who the … demon … is in?”

“Yes.”

She stifled a small sob. “Who?”

“No one.” But she’s already guessed, I thought. “It’s no one you know.” I pulled away from her, sitting up and facing the wall. “It doesn’t matter.”

“I just want to…”

The phone rang. I felt cold again, dreading the call like it was my own death. Mom stood up, grabbed the phone, and answered.

“Hello?” Pause. “Oh, hello Brooke, it’s nice to hear from you. I was … oh yes, he’s right here, but…” She looked at me, frowned, and turned back to the phone. “I’m afraid he’s really not—”

“Wait!” I said, jumping up. “I’ll take it. I’ll talk.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

She paused, holding the phone.

“Please,” I begged.

Mom lifted the phone to her face. “Here he is.” She handed me the phone, and I held it to my ear, closing my eyes.

“Hello.”

“Hey, John.” Brooke’s voice, Brooke’s mouth, Brooke’s body. It made me sick. “I was thinking about tomorrow, trying to decide on a good place to go. Do you have any specific plans?”

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to sound normal. Just keep her happy—just one more day, maybe two. I’ll figure something out but I’ve got to keep her happy.

Mom frowned. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, walking slowly down the hall to my room. “Don’t worry about me.” I’m not the one who’s going to die.

*   *   *

Fire was the only way—it was the only thing that could trap the demon and kill it for sure, with no mistakes and no chance for escape. I have to do it—I have to stop Nobody from killing girl after girl after girl. Brooke would die too, but she would be the last. Nobody would never be able to sacrifice another girl’s body to fuel her own impossible quest for perfection.

Fire would work. It was destruction embodied, and even if Nobody could regenerate, like Crowley, a good fire could keep up with her regeneration, and even surpass it. It would kill her before she could get clear of the body. All I had to do was find a good fire, or a good place to set one, and then get Brooke near enough to push her in. How could I do it without making her suspicious? Where could I do it without anyone seeing us and trying to rescue her?

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, living with Nobody. She might actually be happy—I could keep her happy forever, keep her in that body, and we could hunt the demons together just like she said. If I weighed the worth of lives in a pure, objective scale, Nobody and I could save hundreds, maybe thousands, if we killed just a handful of demons. The Formans of the world, the leaders of this hell community, were the biggest prize—Nobody might kill herself a few more times, but what was that compared to thousands of people, thousands of families? I had no idea how many other demons were out there, how many of the deaths and murders and attacks that I heard about every day were the work of this tiny, sinister subset of the population. They never aged—they’d keep killing forever if we didn’t stop them. I was willing to spend my life stopping them—wouldn’t Nobody’s host feel the same way? Wasn’t it worth one girl’s life, or two or five or even ten, to save millions?

I feel that way because I’ve made a choice, I thought. The girls Nobody kills don’t get that choice. Brooke never made that choice and she never would. She’d talked about saving people, not killing them; she’d said that the world needed more people who helped each other. But how could I make that choice when helping one person required me to kill someone else?

Brooke didn’t get to choose, but what would she choose if she could? She wouldn’t choose to be a killer. Certainly she wouldn’t choose to be burned alive. I squeezed my palms against my eyes, pressing them until they hurt. I thought about Marci, dead and cold. I thought about Brooke, trapped and mute while a demon moved her body like a puppet; in a few weeks she’d be dead too. I thought about Forman and Crowley, dying on the ground; I thought about their victims, their families, about Max’s lifeless eyes reflecting the dull blue light of a TV screen. I thought about my dad, gone more than half my life—perfectly alive and perfectly gone.

Why do people leave?

I’d spent a year hunting serial killers, getting into their heads and seeing what and how they thought; I’d entertained nearly ever question imaginable, no matter how grisly, no matter how horrifying, and they had passed over me like harmless air. Yet this question was almost too much to think about.

Why do people leave?

The suicides had bothered me so much because they were voluntary—or so we’d all thought. Now that I knew the girls were being taken from us, instead of leaving on their own, it was easier to accept. It made sense, even if it still bothered me, and I could at least find a place for it in my head. It heartened me, in some strange way, to know that Marci had died fighting for her life—it made that life seem stronger, more worth living. If you could throw it away so easily, what good was it?

I looked at the phone, blessedly quiet. Brooke hadn’t called in nearly an hour. I picked it up, stared at the numbers a moment, and dialed zero.

“What party would you like to reach?”

“Can I get a number in New York?” The last we’d heard from Dad was nearly a year ago, when he sent presents for Christmas. There was no return address, but the postmark was New York City.

“Please hold.” The line went dead, then music started—something brainless and peppy. I stared at the wall, ignoring the music, until a different voice cut it off.

“What party would you like to reach?”

“New York, please.”

“New York City?”

“Yeah.”

“Name?”

“Sam Cleaver,” I said, “or maybe Samuel.”

Pause. “I’m afraid I don’t have anyone by that name.”

“No one.”

“No, sir.”

“No Sam Cleaver in the entire city of New York? There’s like eight million people there.”

“None of them by that name, sir.”

Silence.

“Would you like to try another name, sir?”

“How about S. Cleaver?”

“I have a Sharon, that’s it. Does your party have a middle name he might be listed under?”

“No.” I stared at the wall. “Thanks.”

“Thank you for calling information—”

I hung up the phone and dropped it on the bed next to me. I looked around, seeing the walls and windows and doors without comprehending any of them. My eyes fell on the phone and I picked it up and hurled it at my closet door, bouncing it off the wood. The phone fell to the floor and I jumped up, grabbed it, and slammed it into the door again and again until the wood splintered and caved in. Shards stung my hand, and I hit the door one more time before throwing the phone against the opposite wall. My hand ached, speckled with drops of blood. I touched one of the drops with my hand, lightly, then smeared my whole hand across the wall. It left a faint bloody streak.

Fire. It was the only way.
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The phone rang twice before I picked it up.

“Good morning, John.”

“Hey … Brooke.” I winced at the name and put down my spoon.

“What’s up?” She sounds so cheerful, as if nothing’s wrong at all.

“Nothing,” I said. “Are you feeling better?”

“A little bit. A few more hours and we can go do something fun.”

“Yeah,” I said, running through my plan one last time. “I thought it might be fun to head out to the lake and go fishing. Brooke always loved to go fishing.”

“I know,” she said coldly. “I’m Brooke.”

“You’re Brooke. I know. So anyway, does that sound fun?”

“It sounds great!” she said. “You want to go after school?”

“Sounds great.” I paused, trying to sound as natural as possible, and pretended to remember something. “Oh, crap, I forgot I have to pick up a bunch of stuff for Mom. She’s freaked out it’s gonna snow soon and wants me to get some gas for the snowblower and salt for the walks and that kind of stuff. It shouldn’t take me long, but…”

“Oh no,” said Brooke. “But I really wanted to do something today!”

“Well…” I let her wait a bit, building suspense. “I suppose I could meet you there. I’ll come straight from the gas station. That could save us a lot of time if you bike out there and pick a good spot.”

“A good spot, huh?”

“Yeah. Someplace secluded.”

“John Cleaver,” she said, feigning shock. “Whatever do you intend to do with me in a secluded spot by the lake?” I struggled to read her voice, though the general feeling was clear: she was eager and thought I was planning something romantic.

“I’ll see you there,” I said. And you won’t be the least bit suspicious when I show up with several cans of gas.

“Awesome,” she said. “I love you, John.”

“See ya.” I hung up the phone just as Mom stepped into the kitchen.

“Who was that?”

“Brooke.” There was no use hiding it; she could look it up in the caller ID history if she wanted to.

“You going somewhere with Brooke today?”

“Yeah.”

“Like, a date?” She was more suspicious than normal. What is she thinking?

“I guess so. Sort of.” She liked Brooke; she shouldn’t have a problem with that, right?

“Huh,” she said, walking past me and pulling down a box of cereal. “I realize you’re not as emotional as most people, but still—your girlfriend died yesterday. Seems a little early, I think, don’t you?”

Crap. “That’s why it’s not really a date,” I said. “We’re just heading out to … talk about it, try to come to terms with it. You know.”

“Yeah,” she said, nodding, though I could tell she didn’t mean it. “I know exactly what you’re talking about.”

“What about you?” I asked, desperate to change the subject. “You doing anything tonight?”

“Lauren and I are going shopping, actually.” She poured her cereal into a bowl and opened the fridge to get the milk. I relaxed and tuned her out. “We had a pretty good talk the other night, before the movie and the…” she waved her hand “… the police station. Turns out she hates buying groceries because she doesn’t know where the good deals are. We’re going to go together and see what we can find.”

“Great,” I said, only barely listening. “I’ll see you later then.”

“Not too late,” she said.

“Yeah.” I stood up. “It won’t take long.” I grabbed my jacket and backpack and headed for the door.

“Goodbye John,” she said. “Have a good day.”

I waved.

“I love you, John.”

“Yeah,” I said, walking out the door. People keep saying that.

*   *   *

School passed in a blur, an endless string of droning teachers and sad, consoling students. “We’re so sorry about Marci.” “She was a wonderful person, and we all miss her.” “You’re very brave, coming back to school so soon.” I didn’t feel brave, I felt numb. I felt cold. I felt tired.

I’d spent the whole night in my car with a screwdriver and a pair of bolt cutters, peeling back the paneling and cutting away the cables for each lock and window. The exterior handles worked, but if someone got stuck inside they’d be trapped. I was lucky my car was that old—something with power locks and electric windows would have been nearly impossible to sabotage. I guess that’s a good safety feature on the new cars, I thought. If something happens to the doors, like on mine, these old cars can be a death trap.

Bells rang, crowds buzzed, halls filled and emptied, filled and emptied. The sun in the sky was cold and white, like a disk of ice. I drifted through the school like a ghost, silent and somber and dead. When the final bell rang I trudged out to my car, drove to the gas station, and filled four five-gallon cans with gas. Twenty gallons. Enough to run our huge riding snowblower through several major storms. Enough to light a very, very big fire. I pushed all thoughts and emotions away—all my nervousness, all my fear, all my sorrow. I am a sociopath. I am a machine. I am a gust of wind: nameless, faceless, and blameless.

I put three cans of gas in the backseat, lids off, next to several boxes of old magazines I’d stolen from Father Erikson’s house. The last can went in the trunk, next to a narrow funnel I’d stolen from our kitchen. I didn’t need to steal any matches; I always had a book of them in my pocket. I sat down in the driver’s seat and touched the underside of the roof with my finger, feeling the hole I’d put there with a single shot from Max’s father’s silenced gun.

I drove toward the lake, stopped halfway, and poured two cans of gas on the magazines and backseat. The smell was terrible, but I ignored it.

I continued down the road looking for Nobody and found her almost at the farthest end, waving from a dirt turnoff. I slowed and pulled off, driving past her and parking behind a stand of trees. It was a good spot—the road kept going past the lake, but there was nothing out there for miles and no one was likely to drive past or see us. I stepped out, locking the driver’s door as I closed it. It would never open again. Nobody ran toward me, smiling with Brooke’s mouth.

“You made it!” she said, then she coughed and stepped back, waving her hand in front of her face. “Wow, gas for the snowblower, huh?”

“They’re pretty old cans; a lot of fumes get out.”

“At least it will have some time to air out while we fish,” she said. “I’ve got the stuff right over here.” She pointed into the trees, and I saw her bike leaning against a trunk, two poles and a backpack propped up beside it.

“Wow,” I said, trying to sound alive. “You carried those here on your bike?”

“I’m amazing,” she said. “This isn’t the first time I’ve biked out here to fish.” She drew closer. “First time I’ve been out this far, though, with such a handsome young man.”

“Yeah,” I said, looking around. This is it. Don’t think, don’t wait, just do it. “I was actually thinking of another spot. It’s a little further back, but we can get a lot farther off the road. It’s really nice.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Really private.”

“Sounds great,” she said with a smile, “but I’m not taking the poles this time.” She walked toward her bike. “Race you there?”

“Why don’t you just come with me? I can stick your bike in the trunk.”

“And we won’t asphyxiate from the gas fumes first?”

“I made it here, didn’t I? We’ll roll down the windows; it’ll be fine.”

She grinned. “Let’s do it.” She walked toward the car, and I followed. Nobody talked and acted as if she was half Brooke—as if Brooke’s memories were somehow mingled with her own. If that was true, she’d wait for me to open her door; Brooke was very old-fashioned that way. She stopped at the door, waiting, and I forced myself to smile. Perfect. I opened the door, she coughed and laughed and climbed in, and I closed it firmly behind her.

Goodbye, Brooke. I’m sorry.

Her hand went to the window roller, and I turned to walk back to the trunk. I opened it, listening to the silence as Nobody tried and failed to roll down the window. I pulled out the gas can and the funnel.

“John, I think your window’s broken.” Its voice was muffled through the closed door. I heard a series of clicks as it tried the handle. “The door’s broken too. Wow, it smells awful in here.”

I closed the trunk and saw that Nobody had scooted across to the driver’s side and was trying the handle there. It saw me, looked at me, saw the can in my hand.

“What are you doing?”

I set the gas can on the trunk, climbed up after it, and reached across to the hole in the roof. The funnel just barely fit.

“John!” it shouted. “John, let me out! What are you doing up there?” The car shifted as she moved again, and when I reached back to lift the heavy gas can onto the roof I saw her scrambling over the seats to reach the back doors. She put a hand on the gas-soaked magazines and drew back in disgust. “Is this gas?” She smelled her hand and her eyes went wide with terror. She stepped over the seats, her feet splashing down in puddles of gas in the foot wells, and pounded on the rear window. “John! What are you doing? Let me out!”

I hefted the gas can up onto the roof, unscrewed the cap, and tipped it lightly into the funnel. Gas streamed down, sending up a new wave of fumes, and Nobody screamed again. There was already plenty of gas in the car, but the fumes were the important part—that’s what would ignite, mingling with the air to fill the entire car with flame. Nobody tried one door then the other, banging on the windows.

“John, let me out! You’re going to kill me! You’re insane!”

I kept pouring, trying to keep the stream steady as the car jostled beneath me.

“John, this was all a joke!” she cried. “I’m not a demon, I’m not Nobody, I’m just Brooke. It was a joke! You can’t kill me!”

I closed my eyes and tipped the can upside down, pouring out the last few drops. Nobody hit the funnel from underneath, knocking it up and over, and the last slosh of gas poured out onto the roof. She was plugging the hole with her finger.

“Please, John, don’t do this. Don’t do this.” She was sobbing. “You can’t kill me. I am Nobody, I admit it, I am, but this is Brooke’s body! She’s still in here! You’re killing her too! I know you want to kill demons—I want to kill them too, but you’re killing Brooke! You’re killing your friend! You love her! She loves you, dammit, let me out!”

I threw the can aside, stood up, and carefully wiped my hands as clean of gas as I could get them. I reached into my pocket for a book of matches, pulled it out, and tore the first match free.

Nobody was by the back window now, banging on the glass and snarling like an animal. Brooke’s features were twisted into a mask of fury: lips curled, teeth bared. Brooke’s hair and face were drenched in gasoline. “I will kill you, John, I will eat your heart you bastard!” She was screaming now, her voice an unrecognizable roar. “You think this car can hold me in? You think this fire can hurt me?” She slammed her fist into the window. “You can’t kill me!”

I folded the matchbook around the match, pressing it tightly against the striking surface, and ripped it free. The match flared to life, a tiny flame hungry for fuel. I leaned forward, keeping clear of the gas, and reached out to drop the match into the hole in the roof. Before I could let it go, the car shook violently as Nobody slammed against the side door, and the flame caught on the puddle of spilled gas. The roof burst into flame and I stumbled back, falling onto the trunk. The fall knocked the wind out of my lungs, and the matchbook flew out of my hand.

I struggled for air as the burning gas began to run down the back window toward me. Nobody slammed into the door again, and I heard the side window crack. I rolled off the car, kneeling by the back wheel, and finally managed to draw a breath. The car shook again, the window shattered loudly, and a shower of broken glass exploded out from the car. Brooke’s body crawled out through the window, soaked with sweat and gas; the broken window scraped her, leaving long bloody gashes in her arms and legs. The body fell out in a heap, gasping for air and moaning with pain, and I backed away. She’s covered in gas. If I can find the matches, I can still kill her.

“You,” she croaked, “bastard.”

I turned wildly, looking for the matchbook; it was behind me, about ten feet away, and I lunged for it. Something caught my leg and I fell, landing on my wrist and bending it backward. I screamed in pain.

“John Cleaver,” the demon hissed, Brooke’s hand tight on my ankle. I rolled to the side and saw her crawling toward me, reaching out with her other hand and grasping my leg. Her eyes glared hellishly from behind long tangles of wet, bloody hair. “I should have known you’d try to kill me. You never loved Brooke; she’s weak, and stupid. You could never love a stupid blond nothing like her.” Her fingers—Brooke’s fingers—dug into my leg like claws, and she pulled herself closer, letting go of my ankle and grabbing my chest. I tried to kick her off but she sat on my legs and slammed her fist into my gut, nearly doubling me over in pain. “I should have known I could never be happy as Brooke, but you—you’re something different altogether. Something powerful and driven. You’re passionate.” She smiled wolfishly, baring her teeth. “I love you.”

A drop of burning gas from the roof of the car finally dripped down through the hole, and the interior of the car roared into blazing life. Nobody sat firmly on my hips, pinning me to the ground, and picked up a fragment of glass. It was a small cube of safety glass, but it had a sharp edge.

“No,” I said, struggling to push her off. She brought up the glass, gripping it so tightly that her fingers ran red with smears of blood, and pressed it against her forearm. “You’ll kill her,” I croaked, but she smiled.

“I’m only finishing what you started. Soon we’ll be together, more closely and more perfectly than you could ever be with Brooke. We’ll be one. We’ll be perfect.”

I grabbed her arms, trying to force them apart, but she brought them together with a terrifying, inhuman strength and plunged the glass shard into her arm. She dug it deep into the skin, raking it through muscle and artery and spraying hot, red blood across my face. Blood pumped out in great spurts, covering me, and Brooke’s body shook with pain. As the blood poured out she grew weaker, and I knocked the shard out of her hand. I gripped her ragged forearm with both fists, pressing it tightly, trying to stop the hot, sticky flow of blood—

—and then something moved, thick and wet, against the palm of my hand.

I jerked back, an involuntarily spasm of revulsion. A dark black tendril reached out from inside Brooke’s arm. It was tentative, like a snake’s tongue tasting the air. It grew longer, reaching toward me, and suddenly there were two, then three, then a vast web of dark black tentacles springing out of Brooke’s body in a viscous deluge. I covered my face with one arm and flailed against them with my other, trying madly to knock them aside, gritting my teeth against the pain in my damaged wrist. I felt a wave of nausea as the wet tendrils touched my skin, and then they were everywhere—grasping, reaching, sticking. I tried to push them back, tried to free myself and run away, but Brooke’s legs kept me pinned to the dirt while a sea of black tendrils grabbed my arms and forced them aside. Nobody loomed over me, a hideous mix of pain and triumph on Brooke’s half-dead face.

“I love you, John. I’ve loved you since the day you called me, swearing to destroy us. It’s what I always wanted but never dared to do—but not you. You can actually do it. You have the strength I never did. Sometimes I wish I could be … you.”

Black slime oozed out of Brooke’s jagged wound in great waves, undulating with some kind of hideous life. It seemed to hang in the air, a noxious blob frozen in time, then leapt suddenly at my face like a bolt of black lightning.
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I clamped my mouth shut, squeezed my eyes tightly closed, but it was everywhere—in my nose, in my ears, peeling back my lips and pressing in against my teeth. I flexed my arms and legs, grunting with the effort to free them, trying to push back against the sludge with nothing but my tongue. My mouth was filled with the taste of ash and blood, the feel of grit and slime. The slime moved repugnantly inside me, pushing past my tongue, crawling up my nose, forcing itself into every crack and crevice. My head throbbed for want of air, my lungs burned, my ears buzzed with the sound of my own wild heartbeat and the sticky creep of sludge. I was blind and deaf, drowning in viscous evil, lost and alone.

I will not be taken, I thought. I will not let this happen! But there was no way to stop it—its grip was too tight, its tendrils too many, its darkness my entire world. I felt my chest bursting and caving in at once, desperate for air—and then abruptly, the weight of Brooke’s body fell backward, its grip loosened, and I wrenched my hands free. My head was surrounded with black tar, warm and slimy, and I scrambled at it like an animal.

I pulled the thing away from my head and opened my eyes to blinding heat—the entire car was ablaze, the broken window spouting flame like a raging furnace. The sludge was on me, grasping at my hands, crawling back toward my head; Brooke lay on the ground in the spray of broken glass, bleeding and moving feebly. Her body was connected to mine by a black, pulsing web; we were snared together like flies. Hands were scraping at the sludge on my body, pulling and pushing it away. My hands and other hands, worn and familiar.

My mother loomed over me, teeth bared in a grimace of effort, real and alive, wrestling with the demon like it was charred, black taffy.

I tore at the sludge in my mouth, spitting it out, clawing it out of my nose and gums. “Mom,” I croaked. My voice was thin and distant; hers was inaudible. I pulled at the sludge in my ears, struggling to free them, and suddenly the world burst in with a rush of sound—the aural surface shock after a deep-water dive.

“Get off of him,” Mom snarled, but it was no use—the demon had recovered from whatever initial attack had knocked it away and it had adapted to face a new opponent. With a sweep of its tendrils it knocked Mom’s feet out from under her, thick whips of black pinning her arms so she couldn’t catch herself. She landed heavily, grunting with the impact, and the black sludge swarmed back to me like a mass of hungry worms.

“You can never stop us,” hissed Brooke’s voice, weak and frail. Her eyes were closed, and she lay in a limp knot like a discarded puppet. The black sludge forced my arms to my sides and oozed slowly up my body to my head. Brooke’s mouth moved unnaturally, as if independent of her body. “John and I are one. I am John now, and we will never be apart.”

“Shut up,” I snarled, but it was a threatless cry; I was immobile and helpless.

“Get away from him, whatever you are.” The sludge was flowing away from Mom to focus on me, and she struggled free of its grip.

“I love him,” whispered Brooke’s voice, “and he loves me.” The sludge was up to my neck, hot and vile on my skin.

“Never,” said Mom, diving back toward the sludge. “Brooke maybe, but never you.”

“He does,” said the voice, and the ashy, black tendrils reached up to my face, prying at my lips. I pressed them tightly together, flexing every muscle in my face, but still it started to open them, to crawl back inside.

Mom looked at me helplessly, eyes wet with tears, hands clawing uselessly at the flowing black sludge. She screamed, closed her eyes, then opened them and staggered back.

“John hates himself,” she said loudly, looking back and forth between Brooke and I, as if unsure where to direct her voice. “Become a part of him and he’ll hate you too. He always will.”

The sludge slowed, tendrils pausing in midair. What are you doing? I thought.

Mom swallowed and went on. “He didn’t love Brooke either, or Marci, or anyone else, and they didn’t love him.” She looked at me, eyes pleading. She’s sorry, I thought. I know that face; I know her better than anyone in the world. Why is she saying these things if she’s sorry about them? There was another look there, too, hidden behind the other. What is she doing?

“There’s only one person he’s ever loved,” she said, “and only one person who’s ever loved him back.”

The look in her eyes became clear, and suddenly I knew she was saying good-bye. Don’t do it! I screamed, but my mouth was full of ash and I couldn’t make a sound.

Mom stared into my eyes, intense and terrified. “Me.”

The sludge stopped moving.

“Who’s been with him through everything?” Mom asked. “Who’s the only person who’s never left him, and the only person he’s never left? He even abandons himself sometimes, throwing his life away in one idiotic plan after another. But never his mother. Never me. I’ve been there since the beginning, helping him through every crisis, hiding the first demon’s slime from the police, showing him how to control himself and his dark side. I’m the only person he’s ever loved and the only person he’ll ever love, and if you want him to love you, then…” She paused, eyes wide, and swallowed again. “Then you have to take me.”

No! I shouted again, but it was too late; the demon was sliding off, oozing back, shooting out lines to Mom and wrapping itself around her hungrily.

“I knew you were coming here,” she said, watching me as the demon surged up her legs, “and I knew why.” It wrapped hungrily around her chest, dropping me painfully on the ground as it raced upward to her face. “I knew what you were planning, but I couldn’t let you do it. I—” and then it was around her face and flowing into every orifice, her mouth, her nose, her ears, her eyes. I struggled to my feet and dashed toward her, but a black tentacle pulled my leg to the side and I fell, landing on my hurt wrist again and crying out as it snapped audibly. I rolled on the ground, screaming, then forced myself to my knees and looked at Mom. The demon was on her fully now, an amorphous blob no longer connected to me or to Brooke. Her body stiffened as the ooze flowed in, pushing itself inside, the last black tendril disappearing inside just as I reached her.

“Mom,” I said. “Fight it.” I grasped uselessly at her ears and mouth, as if I could pull the sludge back out by force of will. “Fight back!” I shouted. “Push it out! We can save you!”

Mom fell forward into me, then staggered to the side. I put out a hand to steady her but she stumbled away. She clenched her teeth and grunted with effort. “Not … in control … yet.…” She was lurching forward. “Still … me.” She paused and fell to one knee, barely catching herself. She moved stiffly, like a mannequin coming to life. I tried to help her up, searching for anything I could do to save her, but she lurched away. I looked up, traced her path, and cried out.

“No!”

She was moving directly toward the burning car.

“The only … way.…” She stopped abruptly, her head cranking harshly to the side; I leapt forward to pull her back, but she raised a stiff arm and managed to bat my broken wrist. I screamed and fell to my knees, my vision blurring with the pain.

She fell against the side of the car, leaning on it for strength, and rolled to the side to look me in the face. “I love you, John.” Her voice was thick and layered, in harmony with itself—two voices in one. I stood up, reaching for her, but she turned stiffly and ducked into the raging fire of the broken side window. She howled in pain, flinching back and crawling forward all at once, and then she was through the window and falling onto the floor of the car. The flames leapt wildly around her, dancing and roaring.

I stood in shock, staring at the fire, watching numbly as her body rose up in the midst of the flames, writhing and screaming, black tendrils fighting their way out of her body only to shrivel in the superheated air and burn against the scalding roof and windows. She struggled and flailed; she blackened and died; the human and the demon fueled the fire until it sang with joy.

I couldn’t move. I stared at the fire, at the spot in the middle where my mom’s silhouette curled, faded, and disappeared, and I couldn’t budge an inch. There were a thousands thoughts in my head, crowding and jostling for attention until they became meaningless white noise and my head was empty. I was a hole in the world, emptiness given form. I was nothing. I was nobody.

Brooke moved, and my head turned to follow the motion. She was lying on the ground, broken and bleeding. Her leg had twitched; it twitched again. I stooped down and felt her breath on my hand, felt her pulse pumping weakly in her uncut wrist. She’s alive. I stared numbly, too surprised by her life to think about anything else. Her leg twitched again, and I started to think, as if it were the first, primordial thought, that it would be a good idea to pull her away from the burning car. I grabbed her forearms, raised them over her head, and dragged her to the side. Her cut wrist was still seeping blood, though slower than before, and I looked around for something to bandage it with. There was nothing. I took off my shirt, still soaked in gas and blood, and tied it tightly around the open gash.

Mom’s car was just a few yards away, the engine still running, the door still open; she must have pulled up in a rush and leapt out to save me. She saved me. I straightened up, looked back at the burning car, then down at Brooke. She came to stop me, she saw the demon, and she saved me. I took a step toward the burning car, then Mom’s car, then stopped again. Mom’s dead. The demon’s dead.

She saved me.

Brooke moaned. I need to call an ambulance. I bent down and searched Brooke’s jacket, finding her cell phone in her pocket and pulling it out. As I dialed 911 I heard sirens in the distance. That’s too soon. I haven’t called yet. I looked out at the road and saw lights flashing through the trees, red and blue, fire trucks and police cars and ambulances. Officer Jensen was running toward me, and then I was on the ground, kneeling by Brooke, clutching my arm to my chest. What’s wrong with my arm? I think it’s broken.

“John, are you okay?”

I was surrounded by uniforms—paramedics and police. I found a face that looked familiar and talked to it.

“My mom is dead.”

“She’s the one who called us,” said the face. It was Officer Jensen. “She said you were in trouble.”

“She’s dead. She was in the car.”

“What happened?”

“She killed the girls,” I said. “All the suicides, she killed them all.”

“Your mother?”

“No.” I shook my head, suddenly angry. “Nobody.”

The face was pushed away and another face came into view, checking my pulse and probing me with doctors’ implements. “We’re taking you to the hospital,” it said, “you’re going into shock. Can you tell us how you feel?”

“I feel…” What do I feel?

I guess that’s enough.

I feel.
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Brooke woke up late that night, just as the doctor finished setting my wrist in a cast. She asked for me immediately, and when I walked into her hospital room a nurse was setting down a vase of flowers; there were dozens of vases and flowerpots adorning the room. No one got me flowers when I was in here last spring. Is that because I’m a guy, or because no one likes me?

“Hey, John,” said Brooke. She was pale and worn, her hair limp and flat against her head. There were deep bags under her eyes, and her arms looked thinner than normal. The nurse left, closing the door behind her, and we were alone. Brooke lifted her bandaged arm. “Looks like we’re twins.”

I held up my cast and nodded. “Great minds think alike.”

“And great wrists … I don’t know,” she said. “What happened to yours?”

“Broken,” I said. “You tripped me, then Mom did. Or I suppose technically the, uh, demon tripped me twice.” How much did she know?

“The demon,” said Brooke, looking down. “Is that what they are?”

So she at least remembers that much. “I don’t know,” I said. “Forman called them gods. Crowley hated being one, and Nobody—the one who got you—hated them all.”

“Crowley,” whispered Brooke. “Was he the first one? The Clayton Killer?”

“Yeah.”

“And you killed him?”

I didn’t say anything for a long time, then nodded my head. “Yeah.”

Brooke tapped her bandage. “And now this.” She took a breath. “It was horrifying, you know. All of it. I remember everything.”

“I wondered if you would.”

“It was like our minds merged together, but I didn’t have any control; we saw the same things, and thought the same things, and remembered the same things, but she was in charge and I was just watching.” She closed her eyes. “The things she thought, John.… Pure darkness. Nothing good about anyone, ever, especially herself. All she did was hate and want, hate and want, over and over forever. I almost wanted you to kill me so I wouldn’t have to hear it anymore.”

“I’m sorry.”

She shook her head. “Don’t be. You did what you thought you had to do. If I’d known about them before, I probably would have helped you kill the first two.” She shuddered. “Knowing what I know now, I’d definitely do it.”

I stared at her, and she stared back. “What are you saying?” I asked.

Her voice was calm and even, her gaze unflinching. “I’m saying we have to stop them,” she said. “There’s too many, and these three are nothing compared to what else is out there. We have to find them and we have to stop them.”

“But I lost Forman’s phone,” I said. “That was our only link—that was the only way we could find them, and track them, and—”

“I don’t think you understand,” said Brooke. “We don’t need Forman’s phone. I told you, I remember everything.”

I stood silently, processing her words and their ramifications. Everything. I nodded. “Okay. Now try to rest; it’s over for now.”

She laid back in the bed, staring at the ceiling. “No, John. It will never be over.”

*   *   *

Agent Ostler was waiting in the hall. She nodded as I stepped out.

“The doctor says you’re released,” she said. “You recover from trauma very quickly; the paramedics were impressed.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice.”

“That you have.” She fell into step beside me as we walked down the hall. “Brooke will be in the hospital a few more days. You mother, of course, is dead.”

“Thank you for breaking it to me so gently.”

“Perhaps you can tell me why there was a bullet hole in the roof of your car?”

“I bought it used.”

“Preliminary evidence from the car suggests, very strongly, that someone set fire to it purposefully. Any comment on that?”

“To be fair, it was a very ugly car.”

“Someone broke into Father Erikson’s house a few days ago, then broke into his chapel and forwarded his phone to, believe it or not, Agent Forman’s cell phone number.” She smiled humorlessly. “That number seems to turn up in the strangest places, don’t you think?”

“Or you may have just written it down wrong,” I said, shrugging. “Don’t feel bad; these things happen.”

Agent Ostler stepped in front of me and stopped, blocking my path. “Maybe this will get a real answer. Your mother called me this afternoon, said she had something I’d want to see. Perhaps you can guess what she showed me.”

I blew out a long, slow breath, pretending to think. “The shoe museum?”

“Black sludge,” she said. “She had some interesting theories about it as well. And she was very worried that you were getting yourself into some kind of trouble.”

I spread my arms, gesturing at the hospital around us. “How prophetic.”

Ostler looked at me a moment longer, then scowled. “You still don’t want to talk; that’s fine. But there’s one more thing I don’t understand.” She paused, taking a deep breath. “If my theory is correct, you’ve taken down three of the damn things.” I looked up, and she held my gaze as she spoke. “That’s a better record than any of my people, and we’ve been hunting them for years. How’d you do it?”

I stared at her. Did she really just say what I think she said? I weighed my options and decided to draw her out a little more. “Three what?”

“You tell me. Nobody’s figured that out yet.”

I smiled. “As a matter of fact, Nobody has.” I glanced around; we were completely alone. I leaned forward. “All that stuff you talked about earlier—the fire and the break-ins and everything. That all goes away.” I paused. “After that, Brooke and I have a little proposition for you.”

*   *   *

Marci’s body was laid out on the embalming table, pale and still beneath the sheet. I pulled back the top with my good hand, exposing her head and shoulders. She was beautiful. I scratched the cast on my broken wrist, staring down at Marci’s face—a face I’d seen a thousand times, ten thousand times, in the real world and in my dreams. I reached out a finger, gently, gingerly, and touched her cheek. It was cold.

“Hi,” I said, uncertain. “I know you’re not really there. This is just your body. Kind of funny, I guess, that the one guy who didn’t want you for your body ended up getting it anyway, and losing everything else.” I rested my hand on the table, looking down. “I don’t mean funny. Ironic? You were the one who was good with words, not me.”

I pulled up the side of the sheet, exposing her arm, and stroked her fingers. “My dad left when I was seven. He was a jerk. He beat my mom, and he hit me and Lauren a few times, and we hated him, but … we loved him too, you know? That’s what you do; he’s ‘Dad.’ I don’t think you can help it. And then he left, and it broke my heart—broke it so hard I didn’t think I even had one anymore.” I held her fingers tightly in my own, staring at her lifeless face. “I’ve never told this to anyone—not to Mom, not to Dr. Neblin, not to anybody. I suppose technically I still haven’t, since you’re not even here, but … it feels good to say it, anyway.”

I looked back at her hand, feeling the ridges and bones of each knuckle, rubbing them between my fingers. “Now my mom is gone too, and I know it sounds totally crazy, but … it’s one of the worst things that’s ever happened to me, and one of the best. She died, and it broke my heart again, and that means…” I looked back at Marci’s face, then up at the ceiling, watching the ventilator fan turn slowly behind its hard, metal grate. “I think that means that I have a heart.” I huffed, half a laugh and half a cry. “Who’d have guessed?”

There were tears on my cheek. I let go of Marci’s hand to wipe them away, then pulled the sheet back over her arm. “Listen, I’m no good at this. I’m still a mess—I’m probably a bigger mess now that Mom’s dead—and I can’t just change overnight. You’re the lucky one in this relationship, getting out before you had to know me any better and see how messed up I really am. But I wanted you to know—or I wanted to tell you, anyway—that you helped a lot. Mom’s death showed me that I’m not as lost as I thought I was and I can still have some kind of normal life, but you’re the one who showed me how. How to live. I’m sorry you’re not here for it, but … wherever you are, if you’re anywhere, maybe it’ll make you happy to know that you helped me.”

I paused, watching her, then leaned down and kissed her—a tiny brush of lips, almost nothing at all. “I think I finally know, now that you’re gone, that I really did love you. I just didn’t know how.” I straightened up. “I guess that isn’t very funny either.”

I pulled the sheet back over her head, walked to the door. “Goodnight, Marci.”

I paused. “I love you.”

I turned out the light and closed the door.
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Dan Wells

[image: ]
A Tom Doherty Associates Book
New York


 

This, this the doom must be

Of all who’ve loved, and lived to see

The few bright things they thought would stay

For ever near them, die away.

—THOMAS MOORE, “ALONE IN CROWDS TO WANDER ON”


 

1

I’m good now. I promise.

My name is John Wayne Cleaver and I was born in a little town in the middle of nowhere called Clayton. You know those little towns on the side of the road, the ones where you drive through and you don’t notice them, or maybe you stop for gas and think, “what a dump, who would ever live here?” Well, I did, for sixteen years. And I wish I could say that it was boring, and that nothing ever happened, and that we lived in a sleepy haze of naive innocence far from the troubles of the modern world, but I can’t. I killed people. Not as many as other people, I’ll grant you, but that’s not much consolation, is it? If someone sat next to you on a bus, held out his hand and said, “Hi, I’m John, I’ve only killed a couple of people,” that wouldn’t exactly put your mind at ease. But yes, I’ve killed, and some of them were demons, true, but some of them were people. That I didn’t kill the people personally is beside the point; they are dead because of me. That changes you. You start to look at things differently, at lives and their fragility. It’s like we’re all Humpty Dumpty, held together by tiny, cracking shells, perched up on a wall like it’s no big deal. We think we’re invincible, and then one little crack and boom, out comes more blood and guts and screams than you’d ever thought could be inside a single body. And when that blood goes, everything else goes with it—breath, thought, movement. Existence. One minute you’re alive and then suddenly you’re not.

I used to wonder if it went somewhere. If the thing that used to be your “life” actually left your body and physically went somewhere else. Conservation of matter and energy and all that. But I’ve seen death, and life doesn’t go anywhere, and I think that’s because life doesn’t exist, not really. Life isn’t a thing, it’s a condition; we switch it on and we switch it off. For all we talk about taking a life, there’s nothing there to take.

But I’m good now. I promise. I’ve killed, and whatever bloodlust I used to have is sated. I wake up in the morning and I go to my tutor and I go to my counseling and I go to my job with the FBI, helping to track down other killers, and I say the right things and I do the right things and nobody’s afraid of me and everything is good. I watch travel shows. I cook. I do logic puzzles to keep myself occupied. And then sometimes at night I go to the butcher shop and I buy the biggest roast they have and I bring it home and I cover the room in plastic and I hack the meat to pieces with a kitchen knife, slashing and ripping and chopping and grunting until there’s nothing left but scraps. Then I roll up the plastic, meat and blood and all, and I throw it away and everything is clean and calm again.

Because I’m good now.

I promise.

*   *   *

“I love you, John.”

I used to think I would have loved to hear Brooke Watson say those words. Now they broke my heart every time. I never thought I had a heart until it was broken. It’s hard to see the point of something that only ever causes pain.

“You don’t love me,” I said, shifting my weight in the uncomfortable hospital chair. We were sitting in the dementia wing of a rest home in a dirty little Midwestern city called Fort Bruce. It was bigger than Clayton, the town where Brooke and I grew up, but that’s not saying much. We’d left Clayton almost a year ago, when Brooke was just starting to lose her mind. She’d been getting worse and worse ever since. “Your name is Brooke Watson,” I told her, “and you’re my friend.”

She shook her head. “My name is Nobody.”

“Nobody was a demon,” I said. “You called her a ‘Withered.’”

Her expression grew dark. “The Withered are evil.”

I looked out the barred window, seeing the slate-gray sky over the week-old January snow that covered the city like a layer of ash. New snow is clean; old snow is black and coarse and full of dirt and garbage.

I looked back at Brooke. “That’s right,” I said. “The Withered are evil, and you’re not one of them. ‘Nobody’ was a monster and she possessed you, but she’s gone now. She’s dead, and you have her memories, but you’re not her. You’re Brooke.” I looked at her, wondering again—for the thousandth time—how to help her. Her mind seemed to come and go like a breeze, ethereal and impossible to predict.

“Possessed” wasn’t really the right word for what had happened, but it was close; possession implies a spirit or a ghost, but Brooke was taken over by a physical entity—a monster made of ash and grease, a black sludge that, in her more lucid moments, Brooke called “soulstuff.” The demon known as Nobody was made of it and crawled inside her bloodstream and moved her like a puppet. I suppose the best word would be to say that Brooke was “invaded,” but honestly, when you’re talking about a bodily invasion and using words like “best,” things are pretty screwed up and you might as well just not talk about them at all. But that’s life in the demon-hunting business, I guess.

Yay.

Brooke looked over my shoulder, her eyes locked on some distant memory rather than the hospital wall barely ten feet away. Kelly Ishida, the cop on our little team of hunters, had covered the wall with posters of flowers and landscapes, but that seemed almost insulting. Brooke’s mind was buried under thousands of years of nightmare memory, from when her mind had merged with that of a demon who’d spent millennia invading body after body, girl after girl, only to inevitably grow disillusioned and kill itself—and the host bodies—over and over. Were some pictures of flowers supposed to make that go away?

“My name is Lucinda,” said Brooke, stating it almost slyly, like she was telling me a secret. “I used to sell flowers in the market, but now I’m stuck in here.” She paused a moment and then her eyes fixed on me. “I don’t like it in here.” A small tear welled up in the corner of her eye, growing bigger and bigger until it spilled over her eyelid and trickled down the side of her face. I watched it roll down her skin, leaving a thin, wet trail. I focused on the tear because it helped me to ignore all the horrible things that surrounded it. Her voice seemed far away and quiet. “Can you get me out of here?”

Here, as I said, was the lockdown wing of the Whiteflower Assisted Living Center. We traveled a lot, following Brooke’s patchy memories of various Withered; we’d spent about four months in St. Louis, hunting a demon named Ithho who stole people’s fingers, and then nearly seven months in Callister, hunting a demon who could only hear people in pain. “Demon” wasn’t really the right word any more than “possessed” was, now that we knew more about what they were—which still wasn’t much, frankly, but at least we knew they weren’t the typical boogeymen from Catholicism or Judaism or any other big religion. We’d come to Fort Bruce because of an unprecedented two Withered in the same city, and we’d been here about three months, gathering information. And because Fort Bruce didn’t have a real mental institution, Brooke was in Whiteflower with a bunch of dementia patients. She was the youngest patient by several decades, but aside from that it was a pretty good fit: her room and the floor were locked, she was under constant surveillance, and the staff was experienced with both memory problems and suicide risks. One of the few things Brooke remembered consistently was killing herself and surviving it tens of thousands of times. Her perception of things was a little screwed up.

“You need to stay here for now,” I said. I said it almost every day, no matter how much I hated it. A year ago I wouldn’t have said anything—I probably would have just left, if we’re being perfectly honest. Being a heartless wallflower had been so much easier than feeling guilty all the time. “You’re sick, and they can help you here.”

“I’m not sick, I’m Lucinda.”

Lucinda was one of the people Nobody had killed over the centuries, and her memories were mingled in with all the others jumbled up in Brooke’s head. Dr. Trujillo, our team’s psychologist, had counted more than thirty different personalities so far, but he said few of them surfaced more than once. Lucinda had popped up three or four times so far, and I wondered what it was about Brooke’s situation here that called that specific girl to mind. Had she been in an institution or a hospital? Few of Nobody’s victims were that modern, if we understood her correctly; most were hundreds, if not thousands, of years old. How had Nobody found Lucinda, and where? What had attracted her to the girl’s life, and what had eventually caused her to end it?

How did Brooke remember dying?

“Your name is Brooke Watson,” I said again. “My name is John Wayne Cleaver.” I hesitated, knowing what I wanted to say and not daring to speak it out loud. I sat with my mouth open, struggling with the words, and finally just said them, softly in case Dr. Trujillo was listening. “I’m going to get you out of here—I don’t know when, but I promise. Out of this hospital, out of the team, out of everything. We’re going to run away.”

“Are we going to get married?”

Her words were like an ice pick in my chest, and I shook my head. “No, Brooke, you don’t love me.”

“I love you more than anything,” she said fiercely. “I’ve loved you for a thousand years—I’ve loved you since the sun was born and the stars sang songs to wake it up. I love you more than life and breath and body and soul. Do you want me to show—”

“No,” I said, trying to calm her. “Just stop. I’ll get you out of here, but you have to stop saying that.”

“It’ll be our secret, then.”

“No,” I repeated. “It’ll be our nothing. You don’t love me.”

She paused for a moment, studying me with eyes that looked far too old for a seventeen-year-old girl. “I know all about nothing,” she said softly. “I’m Nobody.”

I sighed. “You and me both, Brooke. You and me both.”

*   *   *

Nathan Gentry tapped his fingers on the conference-room table. “This chick is crazy.”

Of all the people on our team, Nathan would be the easiest to kill. Not that I wanted to kill any of them, necessarily, but I had a plan for it in case I needed to. It never hurts to be prepared. Nathan was soft without being fat, an ideal mix of “out of shape” and “uninsulated” that left his vital organs right at the surface, without any muscle or fat to get in the way. For the others I needed a plan, but for Nathan all I’d need was a knife: slash the gut or the legs to slow him down, get in close, and cut his throat. He’d fight, but I’d win. If he was distracted at the time, buried in a book with his earbuds in the way he spent most of his time, it’d be even easier.

I kind of hoped, if the time ever came, that he didn’t make it easy.

I wasn’t supposed to think about that, obviously. I had rules to keep myself from hurting anybody, rules I’d been following since I was barely seven years old—ever since I’d discovered, with a dead gopher’s blood trickling down my hands, that I was different from other people. That I was a sociopath, cut off from the rest of the world, surrounded by normal people but forever and relentlessly alone. I had rules to help keep my most dangerous impulses safely locked away. But I also had a job, and my job was to plan killings. All day, every day, I studied our targets, discovered their weaknesses, and figured out exactly how to kill them. It’s a skill set I’m particularly gifted at, but not one that’s easy to turn off.

I looked away from Nathan and back at our surveillance photos, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand. The “chick” Nathan thought was crazy was Mary Gardner, and he kind of had a point, though that didn’t make me hate him any less. I deflected my hatred into what I hoped was playful teasing.

“Sensitivity training,” I reminded him. As government employees we had a lot of sensitivity training, and it had become one of our go-to punchlines for any kind of joke, insult, or banter. I liked having running gags like this because they made it easier for me to know what the others would find funny and what they’d find off-putting. I couldn’t always tell on my own.

“Sorry,” said Nathan, “this ‘woman’ is crazy.” The cadence of his voice was off, in a pattern I’d come to recognize as frustrated sarcasm. I suppressed a smile, knowing I’d gotten to him.

“That’s not what he meant,” said Kelly, and her voice had a fair bit of frustration in it as well. “He means that you shouldn’t use ‘crazy’ as an epithet, since John has a mental-health issue too.”

Kelly Ishida would be much harder to kill. She’d trained as a cop and worked homicide for six years, according to her file, so she knew how to handle herself. Her file also said that she was twenty-nine years old, but if I’d seen her on the street I would have sworn she was twenty-two. Twenty-three at the oldest. She was about my height, Japanese-American, with long black hair and dark eyes. I also knew that she slept very lightly and kept a gun on her nightstand, neither of which is a sign of a particularly healthy psyche; I assumed it had something to do with the incident that caused her to leave the police force and join our team, but I didn’t know for sure yet. The exact details were redacted from her file, but whatever it was had left her with a lot of trust issues. Not as many as she thought, though; she still had me pick up her coffee almost every day. When the time came—if the time came—I could poison her virtually at will.

“Us crazy people have to stick together,” I said, still studying the surveillance photos. I had seen something in one of them, and after another moment of thought I slid it across the table to Kelly; trust issues or not, she was an excellent detective. The photo was mostly identical to all our other photos of Mary Gardner—a nurse’s uniform, a sweater, and a blue hospital face mask—but this one had a key difference. I tapped an odd shadow in the center. “Look at this bulge by her waist.”

Kelly took the photo, examining it closely. “Sweaters do this sometimes, so it’s hard to be sure what’s under there. You think it’s a gun?”

“It’s not a hip,” I said, “unless she has very weird hips.”

“Sensitivity training,” said Diana, and I suppressed another smile. Diana Lucas was the only other person on the team who ever joined in my jokes. Not only would killing her be physically hard—she was former military and as tough as a brick—but I’d regret it afterward. We weren’t friends, per se, but we got along, united in our shared annoyance with Nathan, if nothing else. Nathan always told her they had to stick together, as the only black people on the team, and I think that annoyed her more than anything else. She’d even punched him once. I sincerely hoped I never had to kill Diana.

I looked back at Kelly. “Compare that photo to this one,” I said, sliding another image across the table. “This is an older shot, from a few weeks ago, so she’s wearing different clothes and we’re seeing it from a different angle. The bulge is still there. It’s too consistent to be a random fold in a sweater.”

“Maybe,” said Kelly. She pulled out magnifying glass—a real live magnifying glass, like an old-timey detective. It was one of Kelly’s quirks. I kept waiting for her to pull out a pipe and a Sherlock Holmes hat. “Could be a gun,” she said, studying the photo intently. “Do we have any other shots of that side?”

“What’s the big deal about a gun?” asked Nathan, watching as I sifted through the photos. “She’s some kind of supernatural monster anyway, right? Seems like a gun should be the least of our problems.”

“Sensitivity training,” I said.

“Oh, come on, what now?” asked Nathan, his voice even more frustrated than before. “We’re not allowed to call the monsters monsters anymore? Are we worried about offending them?”

“I was actually warning myself that time,” I said, finding another photo and passing it over to Kelly. “I’m about to call you an idiot, and I was saving everyone else the trouble of pointing it out.”

“Hey—” said Nathan, but I cut him off.

“You’re an idiot,” I said. “But to be fair you’re also new, so maybe you haven’t done all the reading yet.”

“I’ve done more reading than anyone in this building,” said Nathan. “Or did you forget that I’m literally a doctor of library science?”

Diana rolled her eyes—we couldn’t forget Nathan’s credentials because he shoved them in our faces every chance he got.

“I’ll let you know if any science libraries start bleeding,” I said. “Between now and then, apply your research with a little common sense. I assume you read the report on my second contact with a Withered?”

“Of course I did,” said Nathan. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. If this woman can turn her hands into claws or whatever, a gun seems like the least of our worries.”

I nodded. “So if she has supernatural weapons that make a gun redundant, why does she carry a gun?”

“Not every Withered has claws,” said Diana, explaining the line of reasoning more patiently than I was. “Some of them—like the second one John ran into, named Clark Forman—have no apparent means of defense at all, and no superhuman powers beyond whatever basic … whatever … that makes them a Withered in the first place. Forman carried a gun specifically because he didn’t have any claws. If our information is correct, Mary Gardner drains the health of others to keep herself healthy, which is why she works as a nurse. Nothing about that profile suggests that she has a form of supernatural defense, and if she carries a gun, that only serves to support this analysis.”

“Okay, that makes sense,” said Nathan. “I’d never thought of it that way.”

I nodded. “That’s because you’re an idiot.”

“Seriously,” said Nathan, slapping the table, “why do we even put up with this kid? What are you, sixteen?”

“Seventeen.”

“Seventeen years old and mouthy as hell, and we just have to sit here and take it because you’re some kind of superpsycho?” He looked at Diana. “Is this out of respect for his abilities as a sociopathic murderer, or because we’re all afraid he’s going to snap and kill us?”

Nathan was older than I was by a good ten years; much younger than his credentials would suggest, though, because he, like most of the rest of the team, was a bit of a prodigy in his area of expertise. According to his file he had two masters and two doctoral degrees, most of them related to one form of research or another. He knew more about Mediterranean history than anybody I knew, which was especially impressive since one of the people I knew was Brooke/Nobody, who’d lived there for literally centuries. I knew this about Nathan because of his file, but also because he told us constantly, just like he always told us how he’d climbed his way out of the ghetto in Philadelphia, paying his own way through school and earning his first Ph.D. from Harvard before the age of twenty. He had accomplished a lot, and I respected that; what bugged me is that he knew so much about everything, and all he seemed to talk about was himself. How could I not antagonize him for that?

“He’s just staring at me,” said Nathan.

“He does that,” said Diana. “You don’t get used to it.” As much as I admired Diana, I was always secretly proud that I could unnerve her like that. She’d trained in the USAF Security Forces, one of the only armed services in America that trained women as snipers, and she had been their rising star. She’d been on the team since before I joined, so I wasn’t sure of the circumstances; the exact details were redacted from her file, just like Kelly’s. To be fair, so were mine—the team knew I’d killed three Withered, and they knew my mom had died in the final attack, but they didn’t know how. And they didn’t know anything about Marci.

I realized I was gripping the table edge so tightly my fingertips were turning white from the pressure. I couldn’t let myself think about Marci anymore. I counted my number pattern, a mental exercise that helped me calm down: one, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen, twenty-one, thirty-four. Deep breath, in and out.

“This is definitely a gun,” said Kelly, still hunched over the photos. “That’s a good catch, John. I’ll call the others.”

“What does that tell us for sure, though?” asked Nathan. “She works late hours in a bad part of town; maybe she wants to be able to defend herself without morphing into a monster every time.”

“That’s entirely possible,” said Kelly. “On the other hand, our records say nothing about a concealed weapons permit, and yet she’s wearing one in a hospital. That’s two laws she’s breaking, which seems a little unnecessary for standard self-defense. We’ve had her under surveillance for weeks and we didn’t know anything about this gun until now. That means she really, really wants one, and she really, really doesn’t want anyone to know she has it, and those two together seem like a pretty good sign that something weird is going on.”

“That’s a lot of reallys,” I said.

“Sensitivity training,” said Nathan. I raised my eyebrow and he scowled. “Everyone else got to say it.”

The door to the conference room opened without a knock, and Linda Ostler stepped in: the woman who’d organized our team and the de facto leader of the US government’s secret war against the supernatural. Her file listed her as fifty-three, which made her older than even Trujillo, and she had the force of will to back that age up with an aura of hard-won experience and authority. Kelly stood up immediately; some remnant of her training as a cop, I assumed.

“Agent Ostler,” said Kelly, “I was just about to call you—we’ve found something new in the Gardner case—”

“Thank you, Ms. Ishida, but I’m afraid it will have to wait. Agent Potash called, and we’re moving on Cody French.”

“Now?” asked Diana.

“Immediately,” said Ostler. “Potash is observing him, and we have reason to believe that our window of opportunity is about to open. If John’s analysis is correct, we have about three hours to kill him before that window closes again, possibly for weeks.”

“Everybody suit up, then,” said Diana, already walking to the door. “I’ll meet you at the car in ten.” She brushed past Ostler and disappeared down the hall.

Kelly looked at me. “Are you ready for this?”

“I’m jumping for joy.”

“Do you need me for anything?” asked Nathan. “I’m not a field agent, but I’ve been training in firearms and I—”

“Guns won’t help on this one,” said Kelly. “Diana won’t even be much use, unless it goes wrong, at which point having extra people there will only makes things harder.” She looked at me. “This one’s all John and Potash.”

“Then why are you going?” asked Nathan.

She turned back to him, her gaze icy. “I’m going because, unlike you, I am a field agent, and I’ve actually finished my firearms training, and I know exactly how the plan is supposed to go down. We may need you in the future, Mr. Gentry, but until then we need you to stay here.” He fell silent, and I followed Kelly and Ostler into the hall.

“He’s actually ‘Dr.’ Gentry,” I said, “and it’s very rude of you to forget his title. Do you know how hard he had to work for that? He pulled himself out of the ghetto in Philadelphia—”

“Dr. Gentry is a good model of where you could be in a few years, John,” said Agent Ostler. “Put your natural intelligence to good use and get a real degree or two.”

“And annoy everyone around me.”

“You already annoy everyone around you,” said Ostler. “At least Nathan doesn’t do it on purpose.”

I had a plan to kill Ostler, too. I looked forward to it with relish.

*   *   *

I lived in a small apartment two doors down from a demon named Cody French. Becoming his neighbor had been my idea: we’d come to Fort Bruce to study him, after all, trying to find a way to kill him, and what better way than by interacting with him directly? That was what I’d brought to the team, more than anything else: not so much my expertise as my approach. The US government had been peripherally aware of the demons for decades, just as many other nations over the years had been. But knowing about them and hunting them were two different things. Whatever the Withered were, they were supernatural, and that made them hard to predict, hard to track, and hard to kill. How could you plan for something that had the power to do or even be something completely unexpected? Ostler had inherited an investigation team with a long history of fleeting glimpses and near misses, and meanwhile I’d killed three of the things, all on my own. There wasn’t any real trick to it—I planned their deaths the same way I planned my teammates’. Spend time with them, figure out their weak spots, and then push on those weak spots until they die. I make friends with them, and then I kill them.

Being my friend is not, statistically speaking, very safe.

We knew about Cody French the same way we knew about all the other Withered: Brooke told us. Brooke was a childhood friend of mine, the girl next door, and I’d had something of a crush on her for years. I say “something” because sociopaths don’t have crushes the way normal people do. Looking back, through the lens of counseling, I can say more accurately that I had an obsessive fixation on the idea of Brooke, an idea that had very little to do with Brooke herself. I’d wanted what Brooke represented—some Platonic ideal of innocence and beauty—not because I wanted to share it but because I wanted to possess it. Not exactly the basis for a stable relationship. She, as it turns out, had a much more normal attraction to me—I almost said “healthy” in that sentence, but that’s kind of laughable, isn’t it? She’d thought I was nice and asked me out a couple of times, and ended up chained to a chair in a madman’s kitchen. She was eventually possessed by a suicidal demon named Nobody. With any hope of a normal life destroyed, she’d joined Ostler’s team the same time I did. I don’t know what her parents thought she was doing, but I bet they imagined it as a lot more glamorous and heroic than it was.

But even a statement like “she joined the team” wasn’t really accurate. I joined the team; Brooke was more of a tool that the team used. She wanted to be more when she was lucid, but honestly, she had several thousand years of suicidal, homicidal, everything-o-cidal monster memories trapped inside of her head. Most days she could barely dress herself.

I told you it’s not safe to be my friend.

So Brooke’s job was to comb through Nobody’s memory for every scrap of Withered-related information she could find, and once we put together enough of the pieces we’d move to their city, trying to be as quiet and unobtrusive as we could, and set up a temporary office. We interfaced with the police, using Kelly as a liaison, but mostly we kept to ourselves—the mind-wrecking secret that the world was infested with supernatural monsters was not the kind of thing people took to easily, and we’d found it was simpler to work in the shadows than to try to train a different police force in Withered-hunting tactics every few months. We’d settle in, start our surveillance, and then it was my turn: Brooke found the Withered, but I was the one who figured out how to kill them. Albert Potash did most of the actual killing, with Diana as backup, and Kelly, Nathan, and Dr. Trujillo helped out with whatever else we needed.

I probably need to explain how the Withered work. We still didn’t know exactly where they came from—Brooke’s memory was selective, to say the least—but somehow each of them gave something up in return for greater power. The first one I’d ever met, my neighbor Bill Crowley, had no identity of his own—no face, no body—but he could steal the bodies of others. He’d lived for centuries, for millennia really, hopping from body to body, sometimes as a king, sometimes worshipped as a god, but eventually just hanging out in Clayton, trying to get by. I think they got tired after so long, after seeing so much and being so constantly on the fringes of the world. They never really belonged anywhere, and I can tell you that gets old fast, and I’m only seventeen. To spend thousands of years not belonging … it’s no wonder Cody French ended up in a one-bedroom hole with a ragged old dog and a dead-end job. Whatever zeal he’d once had, whatever ambition, had run out ages ago.

Cody couldn’t sleep. It’s not that he didn’t need to, he literally couldn’t do it, not with sleeping pills or even pummeling himself unconscious, and I was fairly certain he’d taken both to a dangerous extreme at various points in his life. Think about that for a minute: all the other Withered were falling apart at the mental seams after so much relentless existence, but they’d only been awake for, on an average human sleep schedule, two thirds of it. Cody had experienced every minute of every hour of every day, day after day after year after century. What do you do with all that time? How do you not go insane? Cody had chosen books, and he was one of the most well-read people I’d ever known, but that can get you only so far. He’d filled the rest of his time with drinking, using alcohol to create a mindless stupor that wasn’t exactly sleep, but filled a similar role. It helped him to forget, to relax, to turn off his brain for just a few precious minutes here and there.

And sometimes he took it a little farther.

“He’s knocking on your door, Cleaver,” said a voice on the radio. Albert Potash—I’d guess you’d call him our team’s muscle—was not a patient man. I enjoyed pushing Nathan’s buttons, but Potash I just tried to avoid altogether. I had no idea how to kill him.

“We’re coming as fast as we can,” said Kelly, keeping her hands firmly on the wheel. “The roads are icy. Keep your shirt on.”

Cody French was a hard man to hurt: he had the reflexes of a wild animal, a mind that never relaxed, and the combat training of a man who’d spent thousands of years trying to find something to do with his time. On top of that he had a shocking level of regeneration, having passed our “speed-bump test” with flying colors. That test was more or less what it sounded like: the second step of every hunt we went on, after we’d picked up some basic information about who the target was and how they worked, was to hit them with a car. If that took care of them, easy peasy; if not, we dug in for the long haul and tried to find a way around their supernatural healing. Our second week in Fort Bruce, Potash had run a red light in a diesel trailer and broadsided Cody French’s car while the Withered was on his way to work. The car was totaled and the inside was covered with blood, but Cody had been essentially unharmed when they pulled him from the wreck—he’d healed before the bystanders had even been able to reach him. So we needed something more personalized, and we spent a long time studying him from afar, looking for a weakness. And then Cody asked his neighbor, the quiet, unassuming John Cleaver, to watch his dog for a few hours.

Just hours? That dog spent all day alone sometimes, so what could a few hours possibly matter? Sure, he had a girl there, but he had girls all the time. Why was this time different? Turned out that girl landed in county lockup a few days later, raving and delusional, though with no signs of outward abuse. That’s the kind of thing that sets off all our alarm bells. Animals made me nervous in general, and under any other circumstance I would never have even touched his dog—I’d hurt some animals very badly as a child and I had rules to keep myself away from any similar temptations—but this was my in, so I’d smiled and nodded and said yes, and Cody had introduced me to his basset hound, named Boy Dog—and no, I have no idea why anyone would choose such a stupid name. Cody only laughed when I asked him. I petted Boy Dog as calmly as I could, played the friendly neighbor, and stepped into the life of a damaged monster. Over the course of the next month or so I’d figured it out: When Cody French’s life got too bad, when he just couldn’t stand being awake anymore and all he wanted was a rest, he’d pick up a girl—usually a hooker, someone desperate and already a little shady—and take them back to his apartment and pour everything he had into them. Not his memories, but his awareness. The part of his brain that could never turn off, that could never stop or slow down for even a second, he dumped into someone else. Then he slept, and she went mad.

“The dog’s with another neighbor,” said Potash. “How close are you?”

“Five minutes at the most,” said Kelly, “unless you want us to die in a car accident on our way there.”

“The dog’s not part of the plan anyway,” I said. “Better to have it somewhere else, so I’m free to move around.”

Potash’s voice crackled on the radio. “This girl looks younger than you are.”

“Probably a runaway,” said Kelly. “Someone who won’t go to the cops, and who doesn’t have anyone taking care of her. Twenty bucks says she’s already got a drug problem, so her hallucinations won’t look out of place if anyone looks too deep at her case.”

Diana spoke up from the back seat. “If we take him out fast, can we save her?”

The car was silent.

“I don’t know,” I said at last. “I don’t know exactly how he works. Killing him might end the transfer early, or it might make it permanent.”

“So then we’re damning her with the same curse he has?” asked Diana. “What good does that do?”

“She can’t transfer it to anyone else,” I said, “and she can’t live forever.”

“Better to just kill her in the same hit,” said Potash.

“Absolutely not,” said Kelly. “Better to take her into custody and observe her—maybe she’ll be fine.”

“She won’t be,” I said.

“And you don’t care about her?” asked Diana.

I stared out the windows, the world flying by as Kelly sped through the city, and clenched my hands in a fist while I recited my number sequence: one, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen. Dr. Trujillo would be so proud. I took a deep breath and thought about Diana’s question again, more calmly this time. I turned her words back on her: “What good would caring do?”

“This entire thing is your plan,” said Diana. “You couldn’t find any way of hurting him without also destroying an innocent girl?”

“It’s not like I’m happy about it—”

“But you’re not sad about it either,” said Diana. “We’re about to straight up ruin someone’s life, all in the interest of killing someone else, and you don’t care the least, tiny bit about either one of them.”

“What good would that do?” I asked again. This was my plan, like she said, and I’d thought it through from every possible angle. Caring about the target could get us all killed, and going in soft to avoid collateral damage could be just as dangerous. “He can recover from damage faster than we can deal it,” I said, “which means we have to deal a hard, precise blow that he can’t recover from. That means cutting his head off, and that means we have to get him while he’s incapacitated, and that means we have to wait until after he starts the transfer. It’s the only time he can’t defend himself. We have to do this, and we have to do it this way, and I could spend my energy being sad about that or I could spend it making sure it works, and that we get him, and that after this one last girl he never hurts anyone else again.”

Diana growled. “Normal people don’t just turn off their human nature every time it gets inconvenient—”

“Sucks to be them, then,” I said.

“We don’t need to argue about this right now,” said Kelly. “Sometimes you have to turn off your empathy to get the job done—I learned it in the force, you learned it in the military, John learned it … I shudder to think where John learned it. Let’s just get the job done.”

A limp body in a bathtub full of blood. A broken mirror. A burning car and a twisting scream.

Twenty-one. Thirty-four. Fifty-five. Eighty-nine. One hundred forty-four.

Turn it all off and don’t feel anything.

“It’s about time,” said Potash, spotting us from his window as Kelly pulled into the apartment parking lot. There were two rows of buildings and a parking lot between them, with crumbling, open-air walkways, and stairs leading up to the apartments. It was winter, and the curbs were crusted with dirty, jagged ice. Kelly pulled to a stop behind the high, cinder block wall around the Dumpster, concealing us from anyone who might be looking out of Cody French’s window. Diana got out without a word, carrying the duffel with her disassembled rifle. “Give Diana five minutes to get in place,” said Potash, on the radio, “and meet me at the door.”

“Three minutes,” said Diana, her whisper barely audible on the shared frequency. “How incompetent do you think I am?”

“Radio silence,” said Kelly. “Go.”

We all had our jobs and we’d gone over them a dozen times at the rented office space, getting ready for this exact situation whenever the opportunity appeared. Kelly would stay in the parking lot, her badge in hand, ready to deal with any questions or nosy neighbors. Ideally we wouldn’t need her at all. Diana would be perched in the other apartment we’d rented, directly across from Cody’s, with her rifle aimed and ready to shoot anyone who chased us out his door. Ideally we wouldn’t need her either. I had a stolen key to Cody’s door, and as the one who’d planned the hit, it was my job to observe the situation and make the call to proceed or pull out. I’d go in, make sure he was as helpless as we needed, and then …

… and then I wouldn’t kill him. Potash, with a stainless-steel machete, would wait for my signal and take off Cody’s head in one clean stroke.

I could feel that machete in my hand, feel the grip and the heft and the sudden, perfect resistance as it severed the spine. This was my plan. I’d practiced it a hundred times in my head. A thousand times. Sometimes in my head I had to kill the girl, too. You never knew what complications might arise.

But I never got to do it for real.

I got out of the car and walked to the stairs, pulling the key from my back pocket. Albert Potash timed it perfectly, arriving at the door from the other direction exactly as I got there. He was an older man, lean and fit, his graying hair still trimmed to the short, military cut his kind never seemed to let go. I didn’t know exactly where he’d gotten his training, but he was some kind of ex-special forces supersoldier, the kind of man a government creates, uses, and then denies all knowledge of forever. I wasn’t surprised, when I’d looked in his file, to find it completely empty. I’d spent my short life dreaming of death, of ending one life after another, stabbing and choking and poisoning and more. He’d spent his life actually doing it. I hated him passionately.

I raised my key to the lock, but he stopped me with a sudden gesture, listening to something I couldn’t hear. After a moment he looked back at me again, rolling his hand to signal me to hurry. I unlocked the door in a rush, pushing it open as soon as the bolt scraped free of the frame, and stepped inside. Potash moved in behind me, silent as a ghost, pulling the machete from its black vinyl sheath so quickly I didn’t even see him do it—it was covered one second and gleaming faintly in the dim light the next.

The front room was dark, the windows covered with blankets, and I could hear the noise now: a muffled grunting, like someone was struggling to speak. The layout of the apartment was essentially the same as mine: a small living room with an attached kitchen, which is where we stood now; a short hallway that led to two closed doors, with a bathroom on the left and bedroom on the right. I pointed to the bedroom door, and Potash stepped forward silently. He rested his hand on the doorknob, paused a moment, then quietly pushed it open.

The room beyond wasn’t a den of horrors. No bodies hung from the ceiling, no eyes peered out from cracks in the wall. There was a simple wooden bed with a thin mattress, and Cody asleep facedown in the middle. Nearby, on the floor, bound and gagged and tied to the bedpost, was a teenage girl. I estimated her to be about fifteen years old, fully clothed, eyes haggard, but wide awake and terrified.

“Listen to me,” said Potash firmly, crouching down beside her. “I can’t untie you yet, but I need to know what’s happened here. Did this man bring you in?”

The girl squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head violently.

Potash glanced at me. “Is she saying no or is she already crazy?”

“He gave her his supernatural awareness,” I whispered. “She could hear us outside before we even unlocked the door; it probably sounds like you’re screaming in her ear.” I lowered my voice to the barest breath. “We’re here to help you. Did this man bring you here?”

She calmed and, after a moment, she nodded.

“Did he drug you?”

She stared at me, probably trying to decide how much trouble she’d get into for answering. She apparently decided it was worth it, and nodded.

“We good to go?” asked Potash.

“She’s moved the bed almost eight inches,” I said, pointing at the depressions the bed legs had left in the carpet. “If her struggling hasn’t woken him up, nothing we do is going to.”

“This feels too easy,” he said, but I didn’t answer. If you do it right, it’s always easy. This was the great and dreadful end of everything I did, the paradox that made my life one long, successful hell. Months to find a weakness, more months to exploit it, endless nights of planning and practice, building up and building up until that one, perfectly executed strike that I don’t even get to make. Potash walked to the bed, aimed his machete, and cut off Cody’s head. The demon’s eyes snapped open, his mouth gaping in a caricature of speech, but it was too late. The bright red blood pumping from his neck turned to black, greasy ash, and his body crumbled to nothing. The girl screamed, but it wasn’t enough. It was never enough. There was no danger, no thrill, no visceral thunk as the machete vibrated in my hands.

Months of built-up tension and nothing to release it.

“It’s done,” said Potash in his radio, breaking the silence now that the job was done. He wiped his blade on the blanket and looked at the girl, passed out by his feet. “The runaway fainted, so I guess she isn’t stuck with Withered senses forever.”

“Get her out here,” said Kelly. “I’ll take her to a hospital while you and John go through the house.”

Standard procedure: we go through the house, looking for anything we can find that might give us a hint about other Withered. Finish one hunt and get started on the next one, building more anticipation. I held my hands in tight fists, pushing out the blood until my knuckles were white as bone.

No rest for the wicked.
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Here’s a logic puzzle for you: there are four people, named Grant, Bill, Marci, and April. Each one has a different eye color: blue, brown, green, and hazel. Each one has a different role: girlfriend, neighbor, therapist, and mother. Each one died in a different way: a stabbing, a slit throat, slit wrists, and fire. One of the women died alone. The other woman died without a blade. One of the men killed the other one and then he, in turn, was killed by a child. All of them loved the child, but the child didn’t save any of them. Can you solve the puzzle and find the answer?

Do you even know what answer you’re looking for?

“Good morning, John.” Dr. Trujillo was an older man, short and squat, his white hair making a stark contrast with his bronze skin. Him I’d probably poison, though there were other options depending on the circumstance. His shirt was wrinkled enough that I assumed he must have spent the night on the cot in the room next to Brooke’s—we’d paid Whiteflower extra to get a second room, and Trujillo slept there more often than not. He stood when I walked toward him. “I heard about the project yesterday; I’m glad it went well.”

We always called them “projects” in public. “Job” felt too crass, “mission” attracted too much attention, and “government authorized murder of a supernatural monster” just didn’t have that sassy ring to it.

“It pays the bills,” I said. He tilted his head analytically, and I rolled my eyes. “Is she awake?”

“Let me ask you a question first,” he said, as if my permission had anything to do with it. “When you say that our work ‘pays the bills,’ what do you mean? Obviously it’s true, but it’s not a way you’ve ever characterized our work before.”

“Do we have to do this right now?”

“I’m your psychologist, John, assigned to this unit specifically to help keep you and Brooke on an even keel. The reasons why you do the work you do are every bit as important as the work itself, and if you’ve begun to think—”

“Is she awake yet?”

“If you’ve begun to think of yourself less as a protector of human life and more as a contract killer, that’s exactly the kind of thing I need to be watching out for.”

Trujillo was the most zealous therapist I’d ever had, but on the plus side, having a lot of therapists meant I’d gotten really good at pissing them off. “Actually I prefer to swing as far as I can in the opposite direction,” I said. “I have a full-on messiah complex now. I don’t just protect people, I’m the outright savior of mankind.” I spread my arms beatifically.

“Now you’re just being belligerent,” said Trujillo. “That’s a deflection tactic, and we’ve talked about this before.”

“I don’t need to deflect anything,” I said, “I’m impervious to harm. Try it—you packing? I’m sure there’s a zip gun or a shiv somewhere in this place, it’s a psych ward. Of course, if you try to harm me you’ll be damned for eternity and live forever without My grace.”

Trujillo put his fingers on the bridge of his nose, sighing or pressing down on a headache. “Why do you do this, John?”

“If I tell you, it’s cheating. You’re supposed to figure it out on your own.”

“I’m here to help you.”

“I’m here to see Brooke,” I said. “Is she awake yet?”

He stared at me a moment, exasperated. I got to see his exasperated face a lot. “If not now, can we at least talk about this later?”

“Does it matter if I say no?”

“You can always say no,” he said, “but you know what will happen if you do. I can’t sign off on your psychiatric readiness to perform your job unless you open up to me.”

“In your defense,” I said, “the illusion of freedom is one of my favorite illusions. Also that one where you can pull a quarter out of someone’s ear; I love that one.”

“This does not have to be a confrontational relationship, John.”

“Then why do I have to ask you four times if my friend is awake yet?”

He blew out a rough sigh, throwing one hand in the air and then pointing it at Brooke’s door. “Yes, she’s awake.” He turned and walked back toward the side room, talking over his shoulder. “You’re not likely to get much out of her today, but you’re welcome to try. And we will talk about this later.”

“Bless you, my son.”

He grunted and disappeared into the second room. I walked to Brooke’s door and peeked in the window. She was sitting up on the bed, cross-legged, her long blond hair hanging like a tangled curtain around her shoulders. Her face was turned up, her eyes staring blankly at the ceiling, and her left hand was tracing intricate patterns in the bedspread. I opened the door—it was only locked from the inside—and she turned toward me.

“Bunâ ziua.” Her left hand, unattended, was still drawing on the blanket.

“What language is that?”

“I don’t know,” she said, “what language is this?”

“English,” I told her.

She didn’t say anything, but simply stared.

Brooke had always been thin, but a year of mental incapacitation had left her gaunt, her blue eyes sunken deep in her pale, white face. Trujillo said some of that was the drugs they had her on—they made food taste bad, so she never ate unless they forced her. Protein shakes when she was in a good mood, restraints and IV drips when she wasn’t. Her entire room had been cleared of anything dangerous, partly for our safety but mostly for hers: there were no cords, no glass, no sharp edges. Even the power outlets were nailed into the wall, because screws were too easy to extract and misuse.

“Do you remember me?” I asked.

“Of course I remember you,” said Brooke, and her eyes focused on me suddenly. “I love you.”

I sighed. “No you don’t,” I said. “You’re Brooke Watson, remember? You’re not Nobody.”

“My name is Hulla.”

We’d known the Withered as Nobody back when I was hunting it, but in her more lucid moments Brooke could remember the thing’s real name. Hulla was, according to Nathan, an old Sumerian name, but that didn’t tell us much; we already knew the Withered were ancient. Did Hulla come from Sumer, or just borrow a name when she got there?

“Do you love me back, Ghita?”

“I’m John,” I said. “You’re Brooke and I’m John.”

Her hand was still drawing, all by itself, like it wasn’t even a part of her at all.

“I saw Meshara last night.”

“These are not real people,” I said. “Not anymore. You live in Whiteflower Assisted Living Center in a town called Fort Bruce. My name is John Wayne Cleaver. Do you remember any of this?” I couldn’t tell how much of her was Brooke and how much was Hulla; how much was crazy and how much was drugs designed to control the crazy. I could only imagine how much worse it was for her.

“Of course I remember you,” she said again. “You lived on my street. We were friends. I married you and I died the next day.”

“I’m not Ghita,” I said, “I don’t even know who that is. My name is John, and this is—”

“This is the Whiteflower Assisted Living Center,” said Brooke. “My name is Nobody and I was born ten thousand years ago in a shepherd’s hut on the slopes of the great mountain. And Meshara was there and now he’s here.”

I sat up straighter; this was different than her usual ranting. She called me by old names occasionally, thinking I was someone from her past, but she’d never referred to anyone else that way except for the actual Withered: the two we’d known in Clayton were named Mkhai and Kanta, just like Nobody was named Hulla. These were their old names, the names they used for each other; to hear her use such a name for someone she’d seen last night, and to connect it with something so deep in the past, was troubling, to say the least. Who was this Meshara? “You saw somebody here?” I asked. “You recognized him?”

“In the lobby downstairs,” she said. “The doctor took me for a walk. I almost didn’t recognize him, it’s been so long. Maybe a hundred years.”

We thought there were only two Withered in Fort Bruce. If there were three … “Did you tell Trujillo who you saw?”

“I don’t like Dr. Trujillo.” Brooke scowled. “He never lets me cut my own food.”

“Can you describe Meshara to me?”

“He’s sad.”

“What does he look like?”

“He looks sad.”

I stood up and walked to the door; I needed to talk to Trujillo. “Could you point him out to me if you saw him again?”

Her voice changed suddenly, losing the odd, disconnected tone she always seemed to use when she was remembering things and becoming suddenly sharp and pained. “Please don’t leave me.”

“I’m coming back, I just need to—”

“No one ever comes back.”

“I promise,” I said, and knocked on the door. “Just try to remember everything you can about Meshara, okay? Can you do that?”

“He’s here,” said Brooke.

“I know, and I need you to remember everything you can about him—”

“Not Meshara,” said Brooke. “The doctor.”

Half a second later Trujillo stepped into view through the window and did a visual check of the room before opening the door. “Is everything okay?”

I shot one last look at Brooke; she had tears on her cheeks and look of abject despair in her pale, haunted eyes. I turned away, stepped into the hall, and closed the door firmly behind me.

“Did you take her on a walk last night?”

“Yes, down to the lobby and back. We bought some candy from the vending machine.”

“She’s found another Withered, here in Whiteflower.”

His brow furrowed in worry. “There were only supposed to be two in the city.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And if there’s an extra one, and if he’s here, right under our noses, it only means one thing: the Withered are hunting us now.”

*   *   *

“Ghita is a Romanian name,” said Nathan. “Her greeting was also Romanian: ‘bunâ ziua’ means ‘good morning.’ That’s all in line with the kind of flashbacks we tend to see from Brooke: she woke up with the wrong memories on the surface of her consciousness, and so she thought she was a Romanian villager. Not exactly the worst-case scenario for her, all things considered.”

“And Meshara?” asked Agent Ostler. The entire team was gathered around a table in our office, a rented space across the street from Whiteflower. I could tell by the way they were fidgeting—drumming their fingers on the table, glancing at the windows, shifting their weight from foot to foot without bothering to sit down—that they were just as tense as I was.

“That one’s not Romanian,” said Nathan. “I haven’t had time to look into it too deeply, but my preliminary research suggests that Meshara is Sumerian, like Hulla, which suggests in turn that this is another Withered. Kudos to John for spotting it.”

I ignored the compliment, taking as it a bald attempt to get back on my good side after yesterday’s argument. The joke was on him for thinking I had a good side. “How do we track him down?” I asked.

“I was able to pull last night’s security footage from the lobby cameras,” said Kelly, laying a stack of low-res photos on the table, hastily printed on plain white office paper. She pointed at the top photo and tapped her finger on an average-looking man in a loose jacket. “I took these to Brooke and she identified this man as Meshara.”

Potash pulled the photo toward his side of the table, rotating it for a better look at the image. “Is this our best shot of him?”

Kelly nodded. “This isn’t a convenience store, where the cameras are positioned to get clear face shots of the customers at the counter. Whiteflower’s main security risk is patients leaving unaccompanied, so their lobby camera is a wide-angle pointed at the front door. The image you’re looking at comes from a hallway camera and offers a slightly better look at his face than the one in the lobby.”

I dug through the pile of photos, looking for the lobby image. It was just a few photos down, marked with a red circle from Kelly’s meeting with Brooke. The jacket looked the same as the hallway image, but the face was hard to discern—dark hair, no beard or mustache, paunchy. An incredibly average-looking man.

“Do we have a name yet?” asked Ostler.

“I’ve sent it back to headquarters for facial recognition,” said Kelly, “but without a better image the computer’s not likely to find anything. This is one we’re probably going to end up doing by hand, so I hope you’re all excited to sit down with old case binders and start flipping.”

“There’s got to be a better way,” said Nathan. “Are there traffic cameras outside? I haven’t noticed.”

“In Fort Bruce?” asked Diana. “Come back in five years.”

“There’s a camera in the parking lot,” said Kelly, “but it’s out of order. I can try going to the other businesses in the area and hope we get lucky, but unless he stopped at a gas station immediately before or after his visit that’s almost guaranteed to be a dead end.”

“Brooke said nothing to me,” said Trujillo, “so if I had no idea she saw anything, this Withered might not know either. Our best hope for now is that he still thinks we don’t know about him.”

“He?” asked Potash. “Or they? This could be a sign of a much larger counterattack than we’re imagining.” The group started grumbling, but I ignored them and studied the photo. There was something about it …

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” said Ostler, trying to regain control. “The last thing we need is a panic.”

“The last thing we need is to get murdered,” said Nathan. “It could be weeks before we figure out who this guy is, and by then we could all be—”

“Did you ask at the front desk?” I asked. Kelly looked at me, and I turned the photo to face her. “Look at his position there—he’s either just changed directions for no reason in the middle of the room, or he’s walking away from the receptionist.”

The room went quiet, and Kelly studied the image a moment before closing her eyes. “I’m trying to remember the layout of the lobby. Leaving the front desk at that angle would take him toward…”

“The dining room,” I said, and looked at Trujillo. “Did you walk through there?”

“We never do,” said Trujillo. “Too many knives.”

I looked at Ostler. “The dining room is for residents and their guests only; unless he’s accompanying somebody, he wouldn’t even be allowed in.”

“Why does this matter?” asked Nathan.

“Because it means Meshara has a cover story,” said Ostler, picking up my line of thought. “If he was just walking around watching people the nurses would get suspicious, so he’s made friends with a resident. That’s his excuse for being there. And that means he’s been there more than once, which means the people at the front desk might recognize him.”

“It’ll be an Alzheimer’s patient,” I said. “Someone who doesn’t remember anyone, so no one will think it’s weird that he doesn’t remember this guy.”

“How do you know that?” asked Diana.

“I don’t know for sure,” I said. “But that’s the way I’d do it.”

Ostler looked at Kelly. “Ms. Ishida?”

Kelly stood up, taking the better of the two photos with her. “I’ll check it out. Potash, come with me—nobody should be alone now that we know we’re being followed.” The two of them left, and the rest of us looked at each other.

“What does this mean?” asked Trujillo. “Practically, I mean? I’ve worked on serial-killer cases, but never one where the investigators were being hunted. Has this ever happened before?”

“Nobody was hunting John,” said Nathan. “I mean, the Withered named Nobody was hunting John.”

“That’s a weird name for a Withered,” I said. “Is ‘Nobody was hunting John’ also Sumerian?”

“This is serious,” said Diana. “Can you please stop making jokes for five damn minutes?”

“Let me fill in some gaps for you,” said Ostler. “In the process of hunting John, the Withered named Nobody killed four girls John knew, including his girlfriend, then tried to kill Brooke, then burned John’s mother alive. So maybe humor is a defense mechanism, and you need to cut him a little slack.”

So now they knew my history. Judging by their silence, it kind of freaked them out.

Trujillo was the first to speak. “So I take it the answer to my question is ‘yes, we’re in incredible danger.’”

“All I knew about Nobody was her name,” I said. “We know Meshara’s name, face, and location, and we have a good lead on finding more, plus anything else we can get out of Brooke. We can do this.”

“And how many of us die in the process?” asked Nathan.

“Better us than civilians,” said Diana.

“I am a civilian!” Nathan shouted.

“We knew the risks when we got into this,” said Ostler. “Even you, civilian or not. If they want to make this a war, we have the tools, the experience, and the weapons to fight it.”

“Our first step needs to be Mary Gardner,” said Trujillo. “If there’s more than one Withered working together, we have to assume she’s a part of it. If we take her out as fast as we can, we remove one enemy soldier before they have a chance to hit us. That could throw their whole plan into disarray and buy us the time we need to track down this Meshara.”

“We’re not ready to move on Mary,” I said. “I haven’t figured out her weakness yet.”

“She passed the speed-bump test,” said Nathan, “so we know it’s going to be tricky.”

“Maybe the speed-bump test is part of our problem,” said Diana. “If the Withered talk to each other at all, and this suggests that they do, then the fact that each one of them’s been in a major, unexplained car accident recently can’t help but look like a clue.”

“So we don’t speed bump Meshara,” I said. “Make them think we don’t know about him yet.”

“All that does is deny us information,” said Nathan. “Even if it denies them information, too, it’s still a wash at best, and a needless precaution if Brooke has communicated with him in any way. Dammit!” He smacked the table with his hands, like he’d just remembered something terrible. “She’s thinks she’s one of them! For all we know she’s been talking to him all along!”

“She wouldn’t do that,” I said, though I knew it was a hollow assurance. We could never be sure what Brooke would do. I shook my head. “All we have to do is the same thing we always do: get to know them, make a plan, and strike. And we’ve already made good progress, despite barely knowing about this guy for three hours. We know he’s hunting us, we know he’s using a patient as a cover, and we know he can’t shape shift the way some of the others can.”

“How do we know that?” asked Ostler.

“Because Brooke recognized him,” I said, “after what she claimed to be a hundred years. If he could shape shift in that time, he would have. So unless the receptionist throws Kelly some insane curveball down there, we’ve got a good head start on figuring out what he does, and how, and how to stop him.” Ostler’s phone rang. “Speak of the devil.”

Ostler set her phone in the middle of the table. “Ms. Ishida, you’re on speaker.”

“His name is Elijah Sexton,” said Kelly. “The receptionist knew him immediately. He visits a man named Merrill Evans—an Alzheimer’s patient, just like John guessed.”

“Nice one!” Nathan held up his hand for a high five, but I ignored him.

“Now get ready for the weird part,” said Kelly. “He’s been visiting here ever since Merrill Evans checked in. That was almost twenty years ago.” She sighed. “Either that’s a really deep cover story, or we don’t have any idea what’s really going on here.”
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“I don’t want you in my house,” I said.

“That’s not your call,” said Potash.

We were going back to my apartment; Potash was driving. That was a frustration of its own: I was seventeen and I could drive just fine, but they never let me. I had my own car, but whenever I was with the rest of the team—which was always—I had to let one of them drive. I was a child to them. Worse, though, Potash had a duffel bag in the back seat, full of what he claimed to be the sum of his material possessions. I felt my throat starting to constrict, imagining the invasion of my living space. I couldn’t do it.

“It’s my house,” I said, “of course it’s my call. Why do you think I live by myself—because I love people so much? It’s part of my deal with Ostler: Kelly and Diana share a place; you and Nathan and Trujillo share a place; I live alone. This isn’t up for discussion.”

“You’re right,” said Potash, still looking at the road. “It isn’t.” Now that Meshara and who knew how many others were hunting for us, no one on the team was allowed to be alone, even at home.

“Have you considered that I’m a dangerous psychopath?” I asked. “Sleeping in the same apartment as me could be severely hazardous to your health and well-being.”

Potash glanced at me, a silent, emotionless look that expressed precisely how little danger a scrawny teenager posed to a special forces soldier. “Have you considered that that’s exactly why they chose me to be the one to join you?”

“Even if I’m not a danger to you,” I said, “what about other people? How many guns do you have in that duffel bag? Is it a 50 percent ratio of clothes to weapons, or somehow more than that? I have a very strict no-weapons policy in my house—”

“All the more reason you shouldn’t be alone.”

“—and I do that to avoid temptations. I’m trying very hard not to become a serial murderer and the last thing I need is a bunch of guns and knives all over my house.”

“There are no weapons in my duffel bag,” said Potash. “I have a concealed gun on my person, which you will never see or touch. Everything else is stored off site.”

“It’s a one-bedroom apartment,” I said. “I have nowhere for you to sleep.”

“I sleep on the floor.”

“I don’t even—” I stopped suddenly, surprised by what he’d said. “I was expecting you to ask for the couch.”

“I prefer floors. I don’t actually own a bed, even at home.”

I sighed, running out of feasible plans to dissuade him. “You’re insane.”

“Then we should get along fine.”

“Sensitivity training,” I snarled. I closed my eyes, trying to think of the problems this would cause and searching for preemptive solutions. “I’m a vegetarian,” I said, “and rather militant about it. No meat of any kind in the house. You so much as order a pepperoni pizza, you eat it outside.”

“Does fish count?”

“Of course fish counts.”

“Some vegetarians don’t count fish.”

“I do,” I said. “I’m not protesting the American meat industry, I’m trying to not kill anything. Have you ever thought about your meat as an animal? Your teeth biting through the flesh of a living thing that somebody killed and put on a fire? No animals of any kind.”

Potash nodded. “Eggs?”

“Eggs are fine,” I said. I stared out the window, clenching my fist inside my coat pocket. “You can eat all the f—” I stopped and closed my eyes. My apartment was my haven; it was the one place I could go to be away from everyone. In Clayton we’d lived over my mother’s mortuary, so I’d had my own room and the embalming room as my private, silent sanctuaries. Now I had neither. We moved around the country, killing as we went, and all I had to keep myself stable was the knowledge that wherever we went I would always have a place to myself. I needed one.

Now I’d lost even that.

When we reached my apartment I showed Potash the living room: a single chair pointed at a TV.

“I thought you said you had a couch,” said Potash.

“I said I was expecting you to ask for a couch,” I answered. “I was kind of looking forward to telling you I didn’t have one. It’s not as weird as not owning a bed, though, so don’t point any fingers.” I left him to set up his own sleeping area and retreated to the kitchen, where I started making a salad. I wasn’t kidding about my vegetarianism—while I would gladly have made that my diet just to piss him off, I really did avoid meat and had for a few years. I’d come to embrace cooking as a “safe” hobby that helped me keep my mind off of other things. Now, raging at this home invasion, I chopped yellow peppers with my teeth clenched in fury, slicing tomatoes and shredding carrots and ripping chunks of lettuce with my bare hands. I covered the mass of vegetables with sunflower seeds and olive oil and sat down at the kitchen table with my mind still roiling. There was no wall between the meager kitchen and the tiny front room, so I watched Potash in angry silence as he finished his spartan preparations. Maybe if I burned the apartment down they’d let me be alone again. I was only halfway finished with my dinner when he stowed his bag in the corner and sat down across from me at the table.

“I eat alone,” I said.

“You used to do everything alone,” he responded. “Eating is one of many things that will have to change under this arrangement.”

“Or you could just go, and I can keep my routine the way I like it.”

Nathan or Ostler or Trujillo would have sighed, or shaken their heads, or given some outward expression of frustration. Potash only looked at me. “I have trouble believing that while our entire team is being hunted by monsters, putting your life in direct and immediate danger, you care more about your routine than your safety.”

“My routine is my safety,” I said. “I have a specific way of doing things. I have rules.”

“And what happens if you don’t follow them?”

I held myself as still as I could, focusing on the wall so no other images could enter my mind. “I’d rather not be forced into a demonstration.”

“I can buy my own food,” he said simply, “but you’ll have to go with me to the store, or this whole living arrangement is meaningless. We’re always together. It’s late now, so we can go tomorrow.”

“I can be out late,” I said, “I’m not a child.”

“No one ever says that but children.”

I pushed my salad away, suddenly sickened by the idea of food. The kitchen table was mostly covered in papers, and I gestured to them as calmly as I could. “This is where I study—another thing I do alone. I need to figure out how to kill Mary Gardner, so just … back off for a while, okay? Disappear.”

“You only have three rooms,” said Potash. “I either invade your bedroom, which I doubt you want, or I sit in the bathroom all night, or you see me out here.”

“I choose bathroom.”

“I wasn’t offering you a choice,” said Potash, “I was pointing out that full avoidance is impossible.” His voice was maddeningly calm, and I had to exert every ounce of my self-control to maintain a similar expression. I felt like a tornado turned inside out: the windless eye of the storm was on the outside, placid and emotionless, but trapped in the middle was a raging vortex of movement and fury and violence. I took a deep breath, staring at my half-eaten salad and my piles of carefully ordered papers and my living room without a couch. I should move to the bedroom, I knew—it was the only way to work in privacy—but that would mean giving in, and I felt a hot, irrational aversion to even considering it. Better to sit here getting nothing done and making him uncomfortable than to retreat to the back room and let him rule the front uncontested. I tried to think of how to do it rudely, knowing there was no way to just “not move” dramatically, when someone knocked on the door.

Potash and I looked at each other.

“Probably a neighbor,” said Potash softly. “Someone on the team would have called first.”

“The only neighbor I know is dead,” I whispered, standing. “I’ll answer it, but if it’s a Withered I’d better see that concealed weapon you keep bragging about.”

Potash said nothing, only standing to follow me and then stopping just where the opened door would hide him from the visitor. I heard a foot shuffle outside, and a low canine yelp. I frowned and opened the door.

“Oh good, you’re home.” It was Christina Tucker from apartment 201; I’d seen her collecting her mail now and then, and walking to and from her car. She had a white Honda Civic with one missing hubcap and she worked part-time at a bank where she earned just barely enough to pay the rent. She hated her mother and broke up with her boyfriend three weeks ago. At night she slept with a face mask and a white-noise machine, and you probably don’t want to know how I know all of that. “I’m Christina,” she said, brushing hair from her eyes. “I live in 201.”

“I think I’ve seen you around.”

She was bent nearly in half, holding Boy Dog by the collar. “Do you know where Mr. French is?” she asked. “The guy in 202? Nobody really knows him, but I’ve seen you talking to him and I know you take care of his dog sometimes.”

Withered bodies collapse into ash when they die, so there was no decaying body for anyone to smell and get suspicious. We hadn’t reported his death, so unless his boss called the landlord, it was unlikely anyone here would realize he was gone until the rent came due at the end of the month. I looked at the big basset hound, then back at Christina. “I haven’t seen him.”

She tugged on the basset hound’s leash, dragging the heavy dog forward a few inches. “He left his dog with me yesterday and hasn’t come back. I can’t keep him anymore and I don’t want him just running around the complex pooping on everything.” She tugged the leash again, pulling the dog closer to my doorway. “I suppose we could call the pound, but I don’t really know how that works—I don’t know if he could get the dog back when he shows up again, or if they’d sell him to somebody, or God forbid they put him to sleep.” She tugged again. “Can you watch him?”

“The dog?”

“Yes.” Tug. “I’ve seen you take care of him before, maybe he’ll be better for you. It will only be a day or two, I’m sure.”

I have rules about animals: I don’t own them, I don’t touch them, I don’t even talk to them. I’d watched Boy Dog for an hour or two, twice, so that I could get closer to Cody French and kill him. Now that he was dead I needed to stay as far away as I could. Especially now that I had Potash in the house—adding a dog to the equation would be idiotic. Worst of all, despite Christina’s uninformed promise, I knew that French wasn’t coming back. If I took this dog, it would be forever. It would be stupid and irresponsible.

I started to form a protest, stepping slightly to the side to give Christina a better view of how little space I had, but she seemed to interpret the move as an invitation to let go of the leash. Boy Dog wandered in, walked straight to Potash’s makeshift bedroll, and peed on the blankets. Potash muttered a low curse, and I turned back to Christina.

“I’ll take him.”

*   *   *

I gathered my papers and retreated to my bedroom, shutting the door to study and letting Potash deal with Boy Dog. He wasn’t exactly a difficult dog—he was a basset hound, which is barely one step up from a furry statue. Give him a warm place to lie down and he’d lie there for hours without moving. The fact that he had claimed Potash’s bed gave me a petty sense of satisfaction, and I turned my attention to Mary Gardner.

I pored through my own notes, assembled over weeks of part-time volunteer work on Mary’s floor of the hospital. She lived under the human guise of a nurse, forty-six years old, competent and caring and boundlessly sympathetic to the parents of those children who died in her care. She was very careful about her kills—we had to give her that. If not for Brooke’s assurance, we would never have suspected that the children under Mary’s care had died from anything other than the diseases they were already being treated for. Many of her victims, we suspected, weren’t under her direct care at all, though we’d been observing the hospital long enough to tie her, at least superficially, to the approximate time and place of most of the deaths on three floors of the building. If she were human, we’d have enough evidence to at least get her fired, but we couldn’t afford that with a Withered. Drive her away and she’d just start killing somewhere else, and we didn’t have the time or the resources to follow her all over the world. We had to kill her here, once and for all, and the sooner we could manage it, the fewer children she’d take with her on the way out. Our own danger from Meshara was a secondary concern for now, though as Trujillo had pointed out, every dead Withered made us that much safer.

The one thing we hadn’t figured out was the actual mechanism of Mary’s kills; she seemed to gain some kind of healing boost from the process, as her cycles of health and illness seemed to follow the deaths fairly clearly, but she was never around when the victims died. My best guess at this point was a delayed reaction: she’d slip into a sick child’s room, “take” something from them—hell if I knew what it was, energy or something—and then her health would improve, and then the child would die, sometimes hours later, sometimes a day or more.

Ostler and the others insisted that Mary’s killing of children made her more evil than the others, more heinous and irredeemable. I figured a victim was a victim; she didn’t target children out of generic evilness, but because something about her process required it. Finding out what that something was could be the key to the whole mystery.

I needed someone to talk to, to bounce ideas off of. Kelly was good for this, and sometimes Trujillo, though he talked back too much to be of any real use as a sounding board. Either way, they were both working on their own branches of the project tonight, and I had to make do without them. In the old days I’d had Max, and then I’d used Marci, but I supposed I’d be paying for that mistake for the rest of my life. I couldn’t use just anyone … and I guessed, at the moment, I couldn’t use anyone at all.

I haven’t told you about Marci yet, though I’ve mentioned her a couple of times. She’s not exactly easy to talk about. Sociopathy is a tricky disease to describe—it’s not an absence of emotion, but an absence of empathy. You look at another human being, or even an animal, and feel no connection whatsoever: you don’t feel good when they’re happy, you don’t feel bad when they get hurt, you’re completely cut off. Maybe you feel jealous when they get something you want, but that’s not a connection to them—that’s all focused on yourself. What you want and what you’re willing to do to get it. And if that means hurting someone, well, you don’t care. Your needs are more important than anyone else’s, because you’re more important than anyone else. Nobody else counts.

Marci was different.

And now Marci was dead.

I looked around at my room, almost as if I expected to see her there, pale and half formed, like a shadow in reverse. I don’t know what a ghost looks like, or if ghosts are even real—the Withered are, so who knows what else is possible?

“Are you here?” I whispered. Instantly I felt the tears in the corners of my eyes, hot and cold at the same time, my face burning with anger and embarrassment. I shouldn’t try to talk to her. I know she’s not there. But if anyone could be, if there really was something after this—maybe another life, or even just a dead reflection of this one—I wanted her to be there. I wanted her to be here.

I dried my eyes, rubbing them harshly with the palms of my hands. Marci was gone, and I couldn’t change that. Worse, she was gone because I hadn’t stopped her killer fast enough. I wasn’t going to make that mistake again. I’d follow this new demon straight into hell before I let it kill anyone I knew.

I couldn’t turn to Potash for help—if he didn’t take me seriously, how seriously would he take the discussion? I’d have to work on my own.

The central question of criminal profiling is this: what does the killer do that he doesn’t have to do? Find that, and you find everything. As much as the average person wouldn’t believe it, serial killers have very clear, often very simple reasons for what they do—reasons you probably disagree with if you’re not a killer, but a bad reason is still a reason, and the reasons we do things affect the way that we do them. Imagine you’re closing a door: why are you closing it? If you’re leaving your house to go to school or to work, you probably close the door firmly behind you and make sure it’s locked before you go. If you’re sneaking out at night, you probably close it softly and slowly, doing everything as quietly as you can so nobody hears. If you’re leaving because you just had an argument, you might slam the door behind you and walk away without looking to see if it stayed closed. All you really have to do is close the door, but the way you close it says everything. Killing is the same. The way you choose your victim, isolate it, kill it, even the way you leave the body—whether you arrange it like killers in the movies, or just run away and hope nobody sees you. These choices, even if they’re subconscious, can tell investigators even more about you than your fingerprints.

The Withered, though they kill for different reasons, still have reasons. Crowley stole body parts from his victims, and while a normal serial killer might do that as a way of remembering the kill, Crowley did it because he was rebuilding his body. It was supernatural, and impossible to decipher in the beginning, but it still helped me to figure him out. It still helped me to kill him.

Mary killed children, exclusively. She killed remotely, or on a delay. I got out a clean sheet of paper, hoping that the process of taking notes could substitute for a human sounding board, and wrote down everything I knew about her methods. She got to know some of her victims before she killed them, but not all. Was that a crucial part of the process? Did it affect the outcome? Maybe that was why she worked as a nurse: because she needed prolonged contact to make it happen. Whatever “it” was. If all she needed was the occasional sick child, she could get the same access as a janitor or even a volunteer who visited once a week. And yet she was a nurse. Why?

I looked through my stack of papers for her timeline. Ostler had bought me a laptop to work on and sent all of these documents through e-mail, but I hated that machine. Living on my own, with no one breathing down my neck or checking my Internet history, I’d spent nearly a week binge-watching every horrible thing I could find—entire message boards and websites about death, displaying the most graphic images and even videos of head wounds, shark bites, gunshots, and more. I’d nearly lost control then, and I’d even fallen back on my old habits and started a Dumpster fire or two, on the far side of town where no one would link it to me. Nothing serious, just a little safety valve to release the pressure that was building up inside of me, pouring it out in a burst of flame and heat and dancing red—

No. Stay focused. Push it away.

I have a job to do.

I looked at the printout of our reconstructed timeline. Mary didn’t seem to kill on any predictable schedule: sometimes one a month, sometimes more, sometimes less. Two of her kills were less than a week apart. Kelly was convinced this meant there were more we didn’t know about, but I doubted it. If two per week was Mary’s standard schedule, and we just didn’t know about the others, where were they? How could she kill that many people and keep them hidden? Fort Bruce simply wasn’t big enough. The hospital was the most advanced in the region, and people came in from all over hoping to get the best care they could. That created a large enough population for Mary to hide her activities. Obviously it was possible that some of the kills we attributed to her were not, and some of the kills we thought were unrelated were actually hers, but even if we gave her credit for every dead child in the hospital, it didn’t add up to the frequency Kelly suggested.

But that left us with the original problem: why the erratic schedule? She seemed to kill for health reasons, like Crowley had—rejuvenating themselves every time their bodies got too degraded to function properly—but Crowley had followed a predictable pattern. When his kills got closer together, it was because his degeneration was accelerating. Mary’s pace seemed to speed up and slow down almost at random. There had to be an explanation, and if Kelly’s was wrong, what was right?

The bedroom door opened abruptly, and Potash dragged Boy Dog in from the hall with a grunt. “He’s staying in your room.”

“I can’t have him in here,” I said, practically jumping up. “I have rules—”

Potash growled. “You said yes to him, you deal with him.”

“I have rules,” I said again, though I knew it would mean nothing to Potash. I stared at Boy Dog, panting placidly on the floor, then looked up at Potash. “We’ll give him back.”

“She won’t take him back.”

“Then we’ll…” I hesitated, knowing that anything I said would put the dog in danger. Put him out on the street? Leave him tied to someone else’s door? Send him to a pound? My rule said to avoid animals, but the purpose behind it was to protect them. I couldn’t let myself hurt an animal, even through inaction. I’d hurt too many people that way already.

“I’ll call the animal shelter,” said Potash, “but you keep him in here until they come.”

“Wait,” I said. “We have to give him to someone who wants him.”

For the first time, his facade cracked and he stared at me in a grimace of complete confusion. “Why?”

“Because I won’t let him get hurt.”

“The shelter won’t hurt him.”

“But they won’t help him either,” I said. “I have rules.”

He stared at the dog a minute. “So what do you want to do?”

I want to hit this dog with the sharp edge of a shovel until I can’t recognize it anymore. I closed my eyes and breathed. “I want to put an ad in the … I don’t know. No one reads the paper, and I don’t use the Internet. Craigslist? Is that a thing?”

“Yes, that’s a thing. You don’t have your laptop?”

“I leave it at work.”

“That’s not the point of a laptop.”

“Do you have one?” I asked. “Or a phone?”

“Not a smartphone.” He stepped backward into the hall. “We’ll post an ad tomorrow. I’m closing this so he can’t get back out.”

“Okay—” I started, but he shut the door, and I heard his footsteps walk away. I looked at the dog. “Hey.”

It didn’t respond.

“I don’t want to hurt you, okay?” I’d had him here before, and he’d been fine. It was only a few hours, though, and this would be all night. I sat back down, watching Boy Dog like I expected him to attack, or turn into a bowl of flowers. He looked back, mouth open, panting softly. “How’d you get your name?” I asked. “Why Boy Dog, instead of … anything else in the entire world? Everybody has a reason.”

What did Mary Gardner do that she didn’t have to do?


 

4

I caught Agent Ostler in the lobby of the building where we rented an office. “Children are weak.”

She looked at me a moment. “Is this something you need to talk to Dr. Trujillo about?”

“No,” I said, “it’s about Mary Gardner. She targets children because they’re weak. She needs somebody weak.”

“She kills the terminally ill; they’re all weak.”

“But children are weaker,” I said. “Not just physically, but their immune systems. They haven’t been exposed to as many diseases as adults, so they haven’t built up the antibodies to fight them off. Children recover from disease more quickly because they’re resilient, but they’re also far more likely to get sick in the first place. That’s how she does it.”

Ostler started walking again, forcing me to hurry to catch up. “Are you suggesting that she’s the one putting these children in the hospital in the first place? That would mean contacting them months or even years before they die; we have no evidence for that kind of behavior.”

“That’s not what I’m saying at all,” I said, following her into the elevator. “I’m saying we have it backwards. We thought she was taking something from the children, whether it was their health or their healing power or whatever, which is why she gets healthy and they die. But why does it have to be so complicated? How do you take ‘healing power’ from someone? It doesn’t make sense.”

“None of it makes sense,” said Ostler. “They’re supernatural creatures who don’t follow any rules.”

“But they do,” I said. “They always do, whether we understand those rules or not. And the simpler answer is always the best. Mary Gardner isn’t stealing some kind of healing power, she’s targeting already-sick children and giving them her own illnesses.”

Ostler turned to me, paying real attention for the first time that morning. “That would mean…”

“It explains everything,” I said. The elevator stopped on our floor, and we stepped into the hall. Potash was already there, telling the same thing to Kelly, but they stopped to listen to me. “It explains why she targets kids,” I continued, “because it’s easier to give them her sickness. It explains why the deaths all appear to be natural causes—because they are natural causes, just like any other disease. It explains why they die on such a weird schedule—because she’s not the one killing them. She’s just giving them a disease and then that kills them.”

“But the timing is too close—the correlation between her health and their deaths is too close to be random,” said Ostler. “There might be a variance of a few days, but that doesn’t account for some of the seven-week gaps we’ve seen in the timeline.”

“This theory explains that, too,” I said. “The Withered are defined by what they lack, and we know from Brooke that Mary Gardner lacks health. We thought she had to steal it from other people, but then why steal health from sick children? That’s like … eating gum off the bottom of a table: it might help a little, but it’s the most inefficient way of getting the job done. Our problem is we didn’t think it through: if she doesn’t have any health, what is she going to do? Think about it. What’s going to happen to her all the time?”

Ostler closed her eyes, in an expression that said she felt as stupid as I did when I finally figured it out. “She’s going to get sick.”

“Exactly,” I said. “We were so worried about the gun in those photos, we didn’t pay attention to the real clue: she’s wearing a paper face mask in almost all of them, even at home. If she has no health of her own she’s going to get sick all the time. She wears a face mask and slathers herself in hand sanitizer and does every other precaution she can think of, but sooner or later she’s going to catch something and it’s going to hit her hard. A cold could kill her. Those seven-week gaps are just the times she caught an innocuous disease that wasn’t lethal to anyone else when she gave it away.”

“Then why does she work in a hospital?” asked Ostler. “She’d be exposed to all kinds of pathogens in there.”

I nodded. “But she’d be able to dump them off immediately, without arousing any suspicion. A hospital is dangerous to her, but it’s also the only place she can live without showing up on every epidemic tracking program there is. She’s trapped in a feedback loop, always getting sick and always getting better. She couldn’t leave the hospital if she wanted to.”

“Immortal,” said Ostler, “but only because she gives her death away, over and over and over.”

“What does this mean?” asked Kelly. “Now that we know how she works, can we move on her?”

“We move immediately,” said Potash. “She works afternoon shifts this week; surveillance suggests she’ll be at home right now, sealed off from the rest of the world, which we now know to be a defensive tactic against germs. She’ll be at her weakest, and she’ll be isolated. We leave in fifteen minutes.”

“I want heavy protocols on this,” said Ostler, though everyone was already moving, collecting the others and gathering equipment for the attack. “Cleaver on the street out front, Lucas positioned behind the house with her rifle, Potash and Ishida at the front door.” She looked at me. “We don’t need you to verify a trance, like with Cody French, and Ishida has more combat experience. You’re sure Mary Gardner won’t hulk out or grow claws or … anything like that?”

“She’ll have a gun,” I said, “but that’s it. Worst-case scenario she gives us pneumonia or something, but none of us are children with compromised immune systems, so we should be fine. We ought to hit the hospital after, though, and chug vitamins like a sewer worker, but we should be fine.”

“Pray that you are,” said Ostler. “No matter how much you think you know, never forget that these are demons.”

“I thought you didn’t like that word.”

“I don’t like killing, either,” said Ostler, “but we do what we have to do.”

*   *   *

Kelly drove again, and I sat in the back seat, breathing deeply, counting out my number pattern: one, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen, twenty-one. We were on our way to kill again—we were on our way for Potash to kill again. They made me plan it and they made me watch, but they never let me have that moment.

Kelly Ishida had her hair up in a ponytail, showing the back of her neck through the gap between her seat and her headrest. I could see the bumps of her spine pressing up under the skin, see the tiny wisps of black hair too small to get tied up in the ponytail. The subtle imperfections in her skin, the pores and follicles and one pale chicken-pox scar at the base of her hairline. I would stab her right there, just beneath the scar, between the two tendons connecting the skull to the collarbone. Sever the spinal column with a single strike. If I did it right now, while her eyes were on the road, she wouldn’t even know what I was doing until it was too late.

Thirty-four, fifty-five, eighty-nine, one hundred forty-four, two hundred thirty-three.

“What else have we figured out about Meshara?” asked Potash. “If they’re working together, he might be at her house. We still don’t know what he can do.”

“He ‘remembers,’” said Diana. “Trujillo spent all night with Brooke, but that’s all he got. I didn’t know you could remember someone to death, but that’s what I love about this job.”

“Wait,” I said, “was Nathan alone last night? Why does Nathan get to be alone and I have to live with Potash?”

“Our surveillance has never placed Mary Gardner and Meshara together,” said Kelly, ignoring me. “I went through as many of our old photos and videos as I could last night, and he’s not in any of them.”

“Maybe they know we’re watching Mary,” said Diana, “so they’re staying out of the way to hide themselves.”

“That could mean this is an ambush,” said Potash.

“We need backup,” said Kelly.

“We don’t have backup,” said Diana. “Even if we called the local police, we couldn’t brief them in time to be helpful, and once they knew everything we wouldn’t be able operate freely in the city.”

“Then we make do with what we have,” said Potash, turning from the front seat to hand me something. “Take this.”

It was a gun.

I stared at it, not moving an inch.

Potash jiggled the gun, prompting me again to take it. “Have you ever used a gun before?”

“Once,” I said, but it wasn’t what they were thinking. The only shot I’d ever fired was a hole in the top of my car, to pour a can of gas on Brooke’s head and burn her. I didn’t touch his gun, considering this other idea instead. “We could light her house on fire.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Kelly.

“Is it?” asked Diana. “If it gets the job done…”

“We can’t just light a criminal’s house on fire,” said Kelly, “that’s against every—”

“She’s not a criminal,” I said quickly. “She’s a monster. Our job is to kill her by any means necessary, and if that means burning her house down then we burn it down, and it’s not against any laws or regulations because our entire team is operating beyond the law. We do whatever it takes to get the job done.”

“This isn’t the only job we have to get done,” said Potash. “We have at least one more Withered to take care of in this city, and an attack as visible as a house fire will make it almost impossible to act. Diana’s right about the police—if they know what we’re doing, if they know we’re here at all—”

“Drop me off here and I’ll walk the rest of the way,” I said, feeling more desperate than I expected at the prospect of lighting a major fire. I lit small ones now and then, when I could get away from the rest of the team, but a whole house … I felt short of breath. “I can get into the yard without anyone seeing me, and no will ever know we’re the ones who set it—”

“Even if you can,” said Kelly, “we can’t guarantee she won’t get out before it burns. She’s not incapacitated like Cody French was, she’s just taking the morning off from work. We’d have to station Diana outside to pick her off when she runs, and at that point we’re just doing the same thing we always do, just way more publicly.”

“It was a good idea,” said Diana, patting my leg. “Maybe on another project.” I wanted to shove her hand away, but I knew it was overemotional. Three minutes ago I hadn’t even thought about a fire, and now I wanted it so bad I could already smell the smoke. Three hundred seventy-seven, six hundred ten, nine hundred eight-seven, fifteen hundred ninety-seven.

Potash offered the gun again. “You said you’ve used one once. Are you comfortable using one again?”

“Not really,” I said. My breath was only slowly returning to normal. “I don’t want to shoot you by accident.” Though if you don’t get out of my house soon I might want to shoot you on purpose. I paused again, collecting myself. “Do you have a knife?”

He shared a quick glance with Kelly and holstered his gun. “Can you use a knife?”

“I’ve been cutting open corpses since I was ten,” I said, exaggerating only slightly.

“But in combat?” he asked. “With a Withered?”

“Do your job and I won’t have to,” I said. “If the plan goes to hell, better a knife than nothing.”

He pulled a combat knife from some hidden fold of his jacket; it was about ten inches long and wrapped in a nylon sheath. I opened the snaps that held it in place and pulled the blade about halfway out; it was five, maybe six inches of the total length, stainless steel with a nonreflective coating. I ran my finger along the groove in the side of the metal: a blood gutter, so the knife wouldn’t get caught by the suction of a deep wound. I slid it back in, snapped the sheath closed, and tucked the whole thing into the pocket of my heavy winter coat.

“It’s right up here,” said Kelly. “We’ve staked this place out before, so you all know the layout, and we’ve practiced so you all know the drill. Radio silence. Diana, this is your stop. We’ll give you five minutes.” She pulled over in front of a plain beige house behind Mary Gardner’s, and Diana got out with her unmarked duffel bag. The neighbors were gone during the day, but we’d already duplicated their key, and Diana was inside before we’d even turned the corner at the end of the block. She would wait at the top bedroom window with her rifle, to stop Gardner from escaping out the back.

Potash screwed a suppressor onto the end of his gun—not the one he’d offered me, I noticed, which meant he had at least two. Who knew how many he was carrying? I wondered if he really did have more than one at my house and where he hid them.

Mind on the job. Kelly would follow him in and wait by the front door, cutting off the other exit. My role was to stay in the car and hope nothing went wrong. I touched the hilt of the combat knife and tried to convince myself that “nothing” was what I really wanted.

The street was quiet, with most people gone for the day to school or work. There’d be a few homemakers around, but they wouldn’t see anything. Kelly parked across the street from Mary’s house and left me the car keys as we traded seats. I put my hands on the wheel, gripping it tightly to help stabilize my shaking. Kelly and Potash did a final check of their weapons, hid them in their coats, and got out of the car. I watched them walk to the front door, pull out a duplicated key, and let themselves in. It was 10:26 in the morning. They closed the door behind them.

I waited.

Ostler insisted on a communications blackout during every project. Maybe she was worried about people overhearing us? If Meshara and whoever else was with him had radios of their own, they could listen in and warn Mary we were coming, so the rule made sense, but that didn’t make it any easier to sit in the car and wonder what was happening. I listened for the sound of Potash’s gun—even with a suppressor it would make a loud thump, like a pneumatic staple gun. Any people sitting in one of these houses might not notice it at all, but I was waiting for it and I—

The sound that came was a full gunshot, unsuppressed. That meant it wasn’t Potash, and that meant something had gone very wrong. Was it Kelly or Mary? I sat up straighter, staring across the street at the now-silent house. There was a small circle in the bedroom window, up on the second floor; I peered at it closer, almost certain that it was a bullet hole. I couldn’t tell for sure at that distance. I looked at the other windows, at the front door, at anything and everything hoping desperately to see some sign of what was going on. Our radio silence ended when the Withered was dead; they could call me then, like we’d called Kelly when we’d killed Cody French. I clutched my radio in my hand, my knuckles white, but it didn’t make a sound.

A curtain moved in the bedroom window—a sudden bulge, like it was being pressed against the glass from the inside. It moved to the side, then fell back to hang normally again. Was someone struggling, or was it just a current of air? I clutched my knife, wondering what to do.

I got out of the car and walked across the street.

The front yard was covered in snow, and a narrow path was shoveled along the walk. The steps to the porch were painted concrete, crusted with a scattered layer of rock salt. I put a hand to the door, wary, wondering if I should pull my knife out now, to be ready, or if it was better to wait until I was out of view of the street. Someone had to have heard the shot; surely the neighbors were watching me now. I pretended to knock, making no noise but trying to give the visual impression that I wasn’t a part of this, that I was just an innocent bystander. I waited, listening, and heard a low crash, like someone had broken a vase or a window somewhere deep in the house. I put my hand on the doorknob, turned it, and went inside.

The front door led into a narrow hallway papered in a floral pink. A hat rack and umbrella stand stood nearby, and beyond them I glimpsed a small living room that seemed almost Victorian: ornate wooden furniture upholstered with thick, embroidered cushions. The lamp on a small corner table was hung with fringe. The effect was classy but threadbare, the kind of furniture you might see in the home of a ninety-year-old woman. Mary, of course, was much older. I supposed she’d had this furniture since it was first made, over a century ago.

I heard another crash, maybe upstairs, and pulled the combat knife from my pocket. I stayed as silent as I could, not wanting to alert Mary to a third enemy in her house. I was not a trained fighter, so if I was going to have any meaningful effect on this situation, surprise would be a far more effective weapon than the knife ever could. I unsnapped the sheath and revealed the black blade, holding it in front of me in an upside-down grip, point toward the floor. Another crash, and a grunt. Definitely upstairs, and somehow recognizably feminine. Kelly, or Mary? Where was Potash? I tried the first step, found that it didn’t squeak, and slowly shifted my weight to the second, then the third. The ceiling thumped, somewhere to my right, like something heavy had fallen—heavy but soft; not a piece of furniture, but a body. I moved to the fourth step and, hearing the faintest trace of a creak as I started to place my weight on it, quickly picked up my foot to stop the sound. I tried the other side of the step, slowly and carefully, and when it stayed silent I moved to the next. The thump upstairs was followed by a scrape, then a pause, then a sudden flurry of footsteps. I moved to the sixth stair. The seventh. I was halfway up.

A window shattered above and behind me, loud and bright, and after a moment of shock I raced back down and threw open the front door, cursing myself for leaving an exit unguarded—if Mary had jumped out a front window she could run for safety, on the wrong side of the building for Diana to stop her. I saw a foot, sprawled in the snow, and stepped out for a better look. Kelly was facedown on the white lawn, her left side covered with blood, her head bent at an impossible angle. Her spine must have been snapped nearly in half, though whether it was from the fall or the fight itself I didn’t know. She hadn’t screamed, during or even before the fall.

Mary Gardner was more deadly than we’d ever imagined, and now the whole neighborhood knew we were here—and yet I froze, staring at Kelly’s twisted body like I was in a trance. Her broken shape in the snow was curled beautifully, like a flower, her arms splayed out like the tendrils of a dark black fern. Black and gray, with drops of bright red blood melting deep pink pockets in the snow. Her hair billowed around her head like she was a mermaid in a pale white sea, frozen in a moment of single, perfect beauty. I took a step toward it, then a few more. I was halfway down the stairs from the porch before the sound of another crash echoed down from upstairs. Potash was still up there, and the fight was still going. I took another step forward. How many times had I imagined Kelly dead, and now here she was, right in front of me. The Withered disintegrated when they died; I hadn’t touched a body in months. I reached out to it—and saw the knife in my hand.

A knife. Mary Gardner was still upstairs. I looked up at the window, then back at the door.

Then back at the body, still as a photograph.

Another crash. Mary was killing Potash—I didn’t know how, but the process sounded brutal. My only advantage was that she didn’t know I was there. This was what I needed—to work alone, without anyone knowing where or who I was. Even if the neighbors knew about Kelly, Mary didn’t know about me; someone might call the police, but I had a few minutes to salvage this kill. To do it myself. I gripped my knife tighter and slipped back inside, quietly locking the door behind me. I took the stairs faster this time, knowing which spots to avoid. The walls of the second floor hallway were covered in the same pink wallpaper as the first, though it was brighter here, where the sun hadn’t reached it to fade out the color. The crash had come from … there. That was almost certainly the room Kelly had fallen out of. The door was open, though I couldn’t see anything from my vantage point, and whatever was inside the room couldn’t see me. I listened and heard heavy, labored breathing.

“You’ve ruined everything,” said a woman’s voice. She had the hushed, clipped tones of a person barely controlling her fury. “Do you think I can stay here now? What am I supposed to say when the police come? That the man who attacked me had pneumonia so bad he couldn’t even walk? Who’s going to believe that?”

More labored breathing, and a loud crash, like someone had smashed a vase or a lamp. I crept closer to the door.

“People are going to ask questions,” said the woman, and I heard another crash. The gasping breather grunted, only to succumb to a fit of coughing so bad he might have been vomiting. I wondered how her sickness-shunting power worked—if she had some way of increasing the intensity. An ancient goddess of plagues, amping up a common cold until it destroyed a grown man’s lungs in minutes. “Some of the parents are already suspicious, they have been for years, and now you come in and add more fuel to the fire. ‘Nurse Gardner killed my daughter! She’s a vector of disease; she’s Typhoid Mary!’” Another crash. I stood by the edge of the door, my back pressed against the wall, the knife raised to my chest so I could strike out in a split second if I had to. Maybe I already had to; I couldn’t think clearly. I wanted to attack her, to stab her and twist the knife and feel her hot blood pumping out on my hand—but for that very reason I knew that I shouldn’t. There was a threshold here, and I didn’t dare to cross it. Potash grunted again, like he was trying to speak, but his voice was nothing but a broken wheeze, so painful it made me cringe just to hear it.

“I wanted to leave you for Rack,” said Mary. I heard a click of what could only be a gun, and I knew I couldn’t wait any longer. I gripped the knife tighter, screaming silently at myself to stay and go at the same time. “You deserve a death so much worse than I can—”

I swung around the doorjamb, saw Mary Gardner’s back as she stood over Potash’s body, and plunged my knife in with a strangled shout. It was exactly like I’d dreamed it: a sudden slowing as the blade met flesh, the metal sinking into the meat, glancing off a bone, jarring my hand like a thrill of pleasure. She stiffened and screamed, hanging for a moment in midair before her strength disappeared and she started to collapse. The weight of her body fought against my grip on the knife, but I grit my teeth and held my hand firm, and the body slid off with a slow, bloody slurp.

I’d killed her.

She landed in a lifeless heap, and I felt a sickening rush, like water flowing into a void. All that work, all that waiting, all that planning and dreaming and imagining what it would be like, and … that was it? My peripheral vision seemed to disappear, tunneling in on this one single body. I dropped to my knees, reaching out my left hand to touch her back, but shying away at the last moment. Her pale blue nurse’s shirt was slowly turning red as her blood spread across it. Should I roll her over? Should I see her face? Should I say something or do something or punch her or bite her or—

My breath became shallow, my heart hammered in my chest. How many times had I dreamed about stabbing someone? I used to dream about stabbing Brooke, or Marci, or even my mother; shameful, terrifying fantasies I’d tried for years to get free of, killing everyone who was close to me. I’d dreamed about killing my father so many times I’d lost count. And now I’d finally done it, knife and all, to this … nobody. And it meant nothing.

I felt a greater rage than I’d ever felt before.

My knife was in her back again, before I even knew how it got there, then I saw my arm raise and the blood drip from the knife and I screamed and drove it in a third time, piercing flesh and snapping bone, and again and again, up and down, my teeth clenched in a frenzy of stabbing and hacking until the body dissolved around my knife, the flesh turning black, the air filling with the acrid stench of burning grease, the body discorporating into ash and sludge and slime. It sunk into the carpet, a smoldering, shapeless blob—and still I stabbed it, until the knife stuck deep in the floor and the jolt knocked my hand away. I gasped for breath. Mary’s gun, lost under her body when she fell, became visible again as the sizzling ash sizzled away around it.

A grunt. I looked up at Potash, who was too weak to breathe, propped against the wall like a broken doll.

He’d seen everything.
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I volunteered to embalm Kelly, but I don’t think they took the offer seriously. Instead we holed up in our office, waiting for the world to calm down.

“They got a photo of me,” I said, looking at my laptop.

“We’re lucky that’s all they got,” said Diana. She’d managed to slip out of her sniper’s nest unseen, since all the commotion was one street over. I hadn’t been so lucky, though she was right that I had been, all things considered, as lucky as we could have hoped for. Three different neighbors had seen Kelly’s body and called the police, who had arrived, guns drawn, almost fifteen minutes before Ostler managed to flash her FBI badge and smooth things over. Fifteen minutes wasn’t much—they hadn’t gotten me back to the station for fingerprints, they hadn’t had time to interrogate me, they hadn’t even found my name because we didn’t carry ID. But the neighbors had been watching. One of them had a cell phone, and a picture of the mysterious teenager sitting in the back of a cop car had been on Twitter within minutes.

That was last night. We’d barely dared to move since.

“Potash is stable,” said Nathan, setting down his phone. “Trujillo says they have him in protective custody at the hospital, no press allowed.”

Diana looked at me, than back at Nathan. “Is he breathing?”

“Not on his own; he’s on a machine. They think it’s some kind of pulmonary embolism, because of how fast it came on.”

“It’s pneumonia,” I said, remembering Mary’s words.

“We know what you think it is,” said Nathan, though his tone suggested more impatience than recognition. “Let’s let the doctors do the diagnosing for now, okay? She’s been killing people with this … whatever it is … for thousands of years. We’re lucky he’s still alive at all—and if he wasn’t, you’d be the one responsible.”

“Nathan,” snapped Diana, but he bulldozed past her warning with a snarl.

“You told us it was safe,” he continued. I laid my hands flat against the table, trying to stay calm, keeping my eyes fixed on the laptop screen without seeing anything on it. “You told us all she could do was make sick kids sicker, not kill a grown man’s lungs with a flick of her wrist! And she threw Kelly through the damn window, which you also conveniently forgot to mention she could do! And meanwhile you had the gall to sit outside in the car and let them face this thing alone—”

“Nathan!” said Diana again, in a voice that left no room for argument.

Thirteen, twenty-one, thirty-four, fifty-five, eighty-nine. The counting wasn’t working.

They didn’t know I’d stabbed her.

“We have bigger problems to worry about,” said Diana. “Ostler’s bosses are going to be pissed, and who knows what fallout will come from that? We’re practically a joke as it is, and now we’ve lost an agent and caused a public scene. Ostler’s at the police station right now trying to convince them there are monsters under the bed, but we can’t afford to bring the cops in. Rumors are going to start, word is going to spread, and our entire operation is going to be raked by headquarters. I’ll be amazed if we don’t get recalled and fired.”

“That’s the best possible thing that could happen to us,” said Nathan. “Not only are the Withered fighting back now, but even the ones who don’t know we’re coming can still kill us with impunity. We need to get out of here yesterday.”

“Don’t worry about the FBI,” I said. “Worry about whoever else out there is watching.”

“The police are the only ones who know anything,” said Nathan. “They kept the press out of it completely.”

“The police found two people and one dead body,” I said, “sitting in the middle of an obvious fight scene, yet we all claim to be on the same team. If you don’t know what the sludge is, the person we claim to have killed doesn’t even exist. People are going to talk, even if it’s just the cops, and rumors are going to spread. Best-case scenario, they’ll think it’s a government cover-up, but worst case, someone puts it all together and figures out we killed a demon.”

“That’s ridiculous,” said Nathan. “Nobody else even believes these things are real.”

“Somebody does,” I said. “Somewhere out there, somebody suspects, and this is only going to confirm it. There’ve been too many news stories, too many unanswered questions, and those pile up—they’ll wonder about the sludge, they’ll wonder about me, maybe they’ll put the two together and get even more curious. I’ve been publicly involved with missing bodies and mysterious sludge three times before, you know.” I pointed at the computer screen. “And now my picture’s on the Internet.”

*   *   *

With Kelly dead and Ostler running ragged trying to keep our story quiet—and with Potash too sick to speak—nobody remembered the stipulation that I should never be alone. That night after work I found an old jacket and a ball cap in the building’s lost and found, and waited inside the rear service door for the most blue-collar person I could find. A custodian left around six, bundled up tight against the cold, and I fell in step beside him, chatting idly about the weather, feigning friendliness so that anyone who happened to be watching would miss the mysterious boy from an unexplained murder and see only a pair of working-class Joes. I didn’t know who might be watching—Meshara or the other demons, or maybe someone completely unexpected—but that gave me all the more reason to hide. I rode the bus home, sitting in the back on a hard plastic seat, staring out the window at the dirty black snow lining the sides of the roads. I didn’t like being alone, any more than I really liked anything. But I preferred it. It was simpler.

Boy Dog was waiting for me when I got home, wagging his tail in the biggest display of energy I’d ever seen from him. Potash and I had gone shopping that morning before work—had it really only been one day?—and left a large plate of dry food and a bowl of water on the floor of the kitchen. Both dishes were overturned now, mixed and scattered across the floor, and I could smell the powerful scent of hound-dog urine in every corner of the room. But he was only marking his territory: there were no major puddles, and no droppings, so I told him he was a good boy and took him outside to do his business. Cody French, monster or not, had trained his dog well.

I took Boy Dog back inside and cleaned up the mess on the kitchen floor, sopping up the soggy chunks of kibble with an old towel. I poured him another dish of water and another pile of food, then sat in the lone chair in the living room, staring at the blank TV. I didn’t turn it on.

I’d stabbed a woman to death.

Obviously she wasn’t a woman, not really, but she had been when I’d stabbed her. She had the shape, and the hair, and the voice, and the ribs my knife passed through were human ribs, stretching wide beneath her skin to give a human form to her back. I’d been present for the deaths of several people, but I’d only ever killed two of them. Now the number was three. Most law-enforcement agencies used three as the benchmark for serial-killer activity: one kill was a murder, two was a coincidence, but three was a sign of habitual behavior. Kill three people in a row and you were a spree killer; kill them over time, with a period in the middle to cool off, lie low, and decide to kill again, and you were a serial killer. I’d tried to kill Brooke, back when she was Nobody. She would have been my third. Now it was Typhoid Mary Gardner, the nurse who slaughtered children and then comforted their parents.

I’d seen her house. She’d had the same TV I did. I stared at the black screen, a flat stretch of nothing turned slightly gray by the light of the kitchen behind me. I could almost see myself in it, a vague outline not quite human shaped; the chair made me look bigger than I was, wide and hunchbacked and menacing.

I still had the knife. The police had taken it, but it was covered with ash, not blood, and they’d had no grounds to protest when Ostler had ordered them to return it. It was back in its sheath now, wiped carefully clean, sitting in my coat pocket. I hadn’t taken the coat off yet. I thought about the knife now, wondering if I should get it out to look at it, to clean the last bits of sludge from the blade. To hold it. I wondered if I should hide it, though I couldn’t think of any reason why. I didn’t know what to do with the knife, or myself, because I didn’t know how I felt about killing Mary. Should I be elated? Relieved? Nathan had said that we couldn’t possibly feel relieved at her death, because we’d lost Kelly in the process, but those seemed like completely separate things to me. We could feel bad that we lost Kelly, and glad that we’d stopped Mary, all at the same time. Couldn’t we? Did it have to be either/or?

I was avoiding the issue. The knife was just a knife, and her body was ash, and it didn’t matter what happened to any of it. What mattered was how I had done it. One stab to kill her was justified—it was “good,” in the way that our morality shifted to cover the spectrum of attack and defense. She was going to kill Potash, so I stopped her. But I hadn’t stopped myself. I’d stabbed her a dozen times or more after that, maybe two dozen, and there was nothing justified about any of those. I wasn’t stabbing that corpse to defend myself or protect a friend or even to avenge the other victims. I wasn’t even stabbing because I wanted to, though that would be bad enough. I was stabbing that body because I couldn’t stop myself from stabbing it. I’d lost control. In all my years of thinking and struggling and following rules, in all my study of demons and Withered and their untold millennia of terror, nothing scared me as much as this. I’d lost control.

Boy Dog waddled past me and flopped down on the floor, panting from the exertion. The knife was in my pocket. I didn’t dare to pet him or touch him or even think about him. I lifted my legs and braced my feet on the seat in front of me, out of reach, where the dog couldn’t lean against them, and I sat in a fetal position, staring at my dark reflection in the TV screen.

I didn’t move for almost thirteen hours.

*   *   *

Potash was diagnosed with something called cryptogenic organizing pneumonitis, which his doctors defined as “His lungs don’t work right, but hell if we know why.” I’m paraphrasing. Whatever Mary gave him—a virus, a bacteria, or maybe even a fungus—got into his lungs in such high volume that it started rebuilding them, and if he’d gotten to the hospital even a few hours later he probably would have died. The lead pulmonologist, a man named Dr. Pearl, joked that the disease seemed almost supernatural, but none of us ever laughed, and he eventually stopped making jokes.

I kept the knife with me everywhere, but I never took it out of its sheath.

With Mary dead we focused all our attention on Meshara, though without Kelly and Potash to help there wasn’t nearly enough attention to go around. The police gave us access to their files, which was helpful but actually created more work, not less. They set up a few surveillance details as well, but seemed far more interested in watching us. They didn’t trust us, and without Kelly to act as liaison, the relationship was strained. Trujillo redoubled his efforts with Brooke, trying everything he could think of to help control her memories and recall more details about Meshara, but it wasn’t going well; Nathan said that Trujillo, on the rare nights he slept in their apartment instead of the office, was wracked with nightmares.

“It must be awful to listen to that stuff day in and day out,” Nathan confided in me. “She’s got a head full of the sickest, darkest stuff you can possibly imagine.”

“Then why,” I asked, “do you feel sorry for the guy forcing her to remember it?”

He didn’t have a good response to that, but at least he started leaving me alone. His job kept him in the office and the library, looking into every little tidbit Brooke dropped about the Withered, so I didn’t see much of him anyway. Diana and I were assigned to follow Meshara in his human identity of Elijah Sexton, who turned out to be a hearse driver for one of the larger mortuaries in the city. I immediately assumed that his “power,” whatever it was, required access to the recently dead, but I couldn’t know why until we learned more. I could investigate better alone, but Ostler insisted we stay together, so Diana never left my side.

Elijah worked the night shift and seemed to maintain that schedule with adamant zeal; records in the mortuary office showed that when the day-shift guy was unavailable Elijah would go so far as to hire a temp worker out of his own pocket rather than take the day shift himself. Another piece of the puzzle. The most obvious guess was that he couldn’t go out in daylight, but our very first sighting of him at Whiteflower had been in the daytime, so that wasn’t it. Our next thought was that he had something vital to do during the day—like following us, for example—but after a week of careful surveillance, that proved false as well; he slept during the morning, on the normal schedule of any other night-shift worker, and in the afternoon he went shopping, or he went driving, or he shoveled his sidewalks. He didn’t really talk to anybody, but he didn’t avoid them as devoutly as Mary had, either. By all appearances he was just a quiet man who kept to himself; we couldn’t even find evidence that he’d been communicating with other Withered, which made our entire investigation that much more confusing.

The obvious exception to his solitude was, of course, the man he met with at Whiteflower: Merrill Evans. By all accounts, Merrill was a completely normal Alzheimer’s patient, albeit a very young one; he was in his seventies now, but had suffered from crippling dementia for just over twenty years, which meant the disease had struck him earlier in life than most. Elijah had been visiting him the entire time, an average of once a week. Looking solely at each man’s publicly available history we couldn’t determine exactly how they knew each other—they’d never worked together or lived in the same part of town—but the only way to learn more was to interview the Evans family directly, and we wanted to avoid that as long as possible. Instead we focused on Meshara himself, studying his office when he was at home, and his home when he was at the office. When that gave us nothing, we simply watched and waited.

For six nights Diana and I sat in the car and watched his mortuary, our hands tucked into our pockets, too wary of being spotted to risk turning on the heater. This mortuary wasn’t like the one I’d lived in for sixteen years; it was larger and newer, full of offices and chapels and viewing rooms and even a garage in the back. And of course an embalming room, which we’d examined very briefly a few days earlier, under the guise of a murder investigation for an unrelated corpse. There wasn’t a real murder, as far as we knew; we just wanted a look at their facilities. Elijah worked in the garage, staying out of the embalming process completely, and our cursory examination had revealed nothing unseemly about anything in the building—but, oh, did I want to go back there. I hadn’t been in a real embalming room in too long. The memories of it pricked at my heart in the same way Marci did.

“Hold up,” said Diana, staring out the window with sudden intensity. I followed her gaze across the street to the mortuary. A black car pulled up and three people got out; they wore black coats and were mostly indistinguishable at this distance, but one of them stood out for his size—easily a head taller than the others, with the bulk to match.

“It’s after business hours,” I said, pointlessly, since it was practically eleven o’clock. “They might be from the police, maybe a forensics lab, but they don’t look like it.”

“Elijah’s the only one in the building,” said Diana. “They have to be here to see him.”

“Four Withered in one place is…” I grimaced. “That’s a lot.”

“We don’t know that’s what they are.”

“Can you see the license plate?”

She raised her small binoculars. “It’s too dark,” she said, “but I can see the visitors pretty well in the light by the front door. All three are men, well dressed, clean-shaven. Not sure of their ethnicity—darker than you, lighter than me. The lighting’s too weird to tell for sure. They’re … picking the lock. Whoever they are, Elijah’s not expecting them.”

“Then get ready,” I said, and put my hand on the door.

“Don’t you dare talk to them.”

“Not them,” I said, watching as the three strangers opened the door and slipped in, disappearing into the building. As soon as they closed their door I opened mine, looking quickly up and down the darkened street for any sign of movement. Diana hissed at me to get back in, but I ignored her and trotted across the street. I heard her door open as she scrambled to follow me, and then I saw it—two men in black coats, standard-issue police gear, walking toward the mortuary. Our unofficial police escort would try to use the picked lock as an excuse to intervene in our investigation, to see if our bizarre claims were actually true, but if they went in that building they’d be dead in minutes. I ran to cut them off, and Diana caught up just in time. The cops scowled when they saw us.

“Don’t go in there,” I said.

“Oh, look,” said the taller cop, “it’s the Murder Boy.”

They didn’t call me by name, which was good; Ostler hadn’t told them who I was, and it looked like they hadn’t figured it out for themselves yet. Allies or not, I was already uncomfortable just working with a team—bringing in a whole police department made me feel short of breath, like I was locked in a crowded room.

“Get out of the road,” I said, glancing back at the mortuary. I couldn’t see anyone watching us, but that didn’t mean they weren’t. “Let’s talk about this out of sight somewhere.”

Diana flashed her FBI badge—I, as a minor, didn’t have one. “This is part of our investigation, and we ask you to stay back.”

“Investigation?” asked the shorter cop. “What exactly are you investigating? I know it’s not the boogeyman, no matter what your boss says. So is it smuggling? Drugs? Are they using dead bodies to move drugs around?”

“Get out of the road,” I said, but neither side was listening to me.

“We are not at liberty to discuss the full details,” said Diana. “We thank you for your assistance but—”

“How are we supposed to do our jobs if you won’t even tell us what we’re up against?” the short cop demanded. His voice was creeping steadily louder, and I looked back at the mortuary, hoping no one had seen or heard us, wondering what I could do to get these idiots’ attention. Murder Boy or not, I was just a kid; Diana didn’t take me any more seriously than the cops did. I felt the knife in my pocket, running my finger along the bumps in the nylon webbing. On a sudden whim I turned and walked to the side of the road, not saying a thing, heading straight for the darkest patch of shadow I could find.

“Hey,” said a cop—I couldn’t tell which one—and I heard three sets of feet following me in a rush, crunching on the ice. “Where do you think you’re going?” I stepped lightly over a snowbank and ducked behind a brick wall separating the mortuary parking lot from the small storefront next door. There was a narrow strip of lawn on this side, and I trudged through about eight inches of snow. About five feet into the snow-covered grass I turned to look at them: all three adults were standing on the shoveled sidewalk, watching me. “Get back here,” said the short cop.

“Come behind the fence,” I said.

“Don’t make me come after you,” said the tall cop. I sighed and took four large steps backward; they swore and followed me into the snow, until all four of us were behind the wall. “Listen, you little—”

“Thank you for getting out of the street,” I said. “Are you ready to stop acting like children?”

“Excuse me?” asked the short cop. “What are you, fifteen?”

“The men you saw breaking into the mortuary are very dangerous,” I explained again. “We’re not covering anything up, we’re not trying to get away with anything, we’re not even trying to piss you off, as much as I’d love to. We’re following monsters, and you were about to go in after them, and I didn’t want you to get killed.” Saying this out loud to a stranger felt deeply wrong, like I had just confessed to an intimate secret. These were my monsters, my demons, and talking about them out loud like this made me feel naked and hurt. They didn’t deserve to hear about them. The demons were mine alone.

The short cop sighed, then glanced at the wall a moment before looking back at me. “What it’s going to take to get the real story out of you?”

“What’s it going to take to make you believe us?” asked Diana. “And don’t say ‘seeing a monster in action,’ because there’s no wood to knock, and I assure you that is the last thing you want your town to see.”

“Follow them,” I said. “We don’t have the numbers to keep eyes on everyone we need to keep eyes on, so let’s split it: we watch Elijah Sexton, you follow these three.”

The tall cop raised his eyebrow. “Are you joking?”

“I stopped you from confronting them,” I said. “Following is different.”

“You don’t give us orders,” said the tall cop.

“You want to know what we’re doing,” I said simply. “If you think they’re drug dealers, follow them and see for yourself. Follow them, study them, do whatever you think is smart, but remember that approaching them isn’t smart. Don’t try to get in their way or you will die. I don’t want to mince words on this, okay? They can and will kill you, and we can’t stop them yet.”

“Yet?”

“We need more information,” I said. “Give me enough of that and I can kill anybody.”

The cops looked at me with obvious suspicion, but Diana froze us all with a whispered word.

“Quiet.”

I heard footsteps on the other side of the wall and the sound of car doors; they were talking, which was a reassuring sign they hadn’t heard us. I tried to listen to what they were saying but I couldn’t make it out. The car doors closed, the engine revved to life, and we crouched low against the wall as the car pulled out into the road. It drove away in the opposite direction from us, so we never saw it and they didn’t see us.

“I got the plate when they pulled up,” said the short cop, standing and flashing a small black notebook. “Let’s go run it and see what we get.”

“You’ll let us know?” asked Diana.

“Maybe,” said the short cop, and the corner of his lip curled up. “Wouldn’t want to interfere with your investigation.”

They walked back to their car, and Diana and I stepped back onto the sidewalk, stomping our feet to shake off the snow. “We need Kelly,” she said, watching them go. “She could talk to these guys; I feel like I don’t even speak their language.”

“At least they listen to you,” I said. “Do I really look fifteen?”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. The cops drove off, and we started walking back to our car. “They don’t take me any more seriously than they take you. They didn’t listen to a word until you insulted them.”

We reached the car, and Diana drummed her fingers on the roof before getting in. Her voice was lower now, more solemn, as the full reality of the situation slowly settled in our minds. “Four Withered.”

“We don’t know that,” I said, though I suspected it was true. “Maybe he’s hired some human thugs.”

“That’s only slightly less frightening,” said Diana. “Even three human thugs outnumber us by two thugs. I can’t defend everyone at once.”

“Then let’s hope the cops turn out to be more helpful than they look.”

“I thought you didn’t like relying on people.”

“I hate it,” I said. But I don’t mind using them. I stared at the street for a moment, then opened my door. “I got a dog.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

I got in the car without speaking.

Diana sighed. “Hurt it and I’ll kill you myself,” she said. She climbed in her side and turned on the car, cranking the heater to full; it blasted us with cold air as the engine slowly warmed up. “Obviously we tell the others about this, but then what?”

“We talk to the Withered,” I said, looking back at the mortuary.

Diana paused, one finger poised over her cell phone. “You told the cops that getting involved would get them killed.”

“Them, yes,” I said. “Tomorrow afternoon, I need to meet Elijah Sexton.”
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I had planned to meet Elijah on the street, arranging an “accidental” encounter in a place we knew he’d be, and trying to start up a conversation—I could be the kid down the street, or the paper boy, or any number of innocuous cover stories. As it turned out, I didn’t need any of them.

“He’s here,” said Trujillo. We were on the phone, and I hated phones; it was impossible to know what anyone was feeling without seeing their face. He sounded … excited? Scared? I could never tell.

“What do you mean ‘here?’” I asked, walking to the office window and looking out; Whiteflower was just across the street, seeming as peaceful and quiet as ever. Nathan heard my question and stood up, coming closer to hear better. “Is he on your floor? In your room?”

“He’s downstairs,” said Trujillo. “I told the front desk to call if he ever came in again.”

“We need more people,” said Nathan. “If we had him under surveillance like we’re supposed to he couldn’t sneak up on us like this.”

“He’s here to see Merrill,” said Trujillo, apparently overhearing Nathan’s angry protest. “As far as I know, that’s all.”

“It probably is,” I said. “Or that might be a ruse to get past the front desk. Get in Brooke’s room and lock it, just in case; I’ll come over and try to figure something out.”

“Where’s Diana?” asked Trujillo. “We need backup.”

“She’s with Ostler,” I said. “I don’t know what they’re doing.”

“Why are we alone?” Nathan demanded, for the fourth time that morning. “The one place the Withered know where to find us, and they leave the two scholars and the kid alone without a single trained fighter—we’re dead—we’re—”

“I’m coming over,” I said, and hung up the phone. “Nathan, stop whining and call Ostler.”

“Don’t talk to me that way—”

“Stay here and lock the door behind me.” I grabbed my coat—the knife safe in the pocket—and walked into the hall, pressing the button for the elevator. No one jumped out when the door opened; I rode to the ground floor, and no one was waiting to eviscerate me when I got out. I crossed the street slowly, trying to scan the area without looking like that’s what I was doing; I didn’t see anything suspicious, but I didn’t even know what I was looking for.

This was always the hardest part about hunting for a Withered: we never knew what they could do. The empty street might hold an invisible killer; the old lady on the corner might be a demon in disguise; the woman at the front desk, who I saw every day, might have been replaced by a shape shifter overnight. We had no way of knowing.

I stood in the lobby, trying to think. I still didn’t have a plan. Should I go upstairs and confront him? Should I wait here and catch him on the way out? I didn’t even know how to approach him when I saw him. Most of the Withered I’d dealt with didn’t even know I was hunting them until it was too late. Meshara already knew everything.

The lobby had a few people in it, mostly residents, a handful of visitors. I sat down in a chair near the wall and tried to think. What could I do?

A moment later my plans became meaningless: I heard a small ding from the elevator and watched as Elijah Sexton and Merrill Evans stepped out. I looked away, watching them from the corner of my eye. Was he looking at me? How would he react when he saw me? If he’d seen me already, he was playing it incredibly cool.

Merrill spoke first, his voice sounding frailer than I expected. “Does this place have a restroom?” He was seventy-something, but fairly healthy looking for his age. Maybe the Alzheimer’s sapped his will and energy—or maybe Meshara did. Elijah pointed toward a door in the wall, and Merrill shuffled over to it. Elijah wandered across the room and sat across from me—not quickly, or with any clear purpose of confronting me; he simply sat and looked around. Was this it? What was he going to say? I kept my eyes on the wall, keeping him in the edge of my peripheral vision.

“Here for a grandparent?” he asked. Without looking at his face, I couldn’t tell what kind of tone he was taking—was it sarcasm? Feigned curiosity? Either way, it seemed he had decided to maintain the facade of innocence. Maybe he didn’t know we’d identified him yet?

I turned to face him, studying his features up close: dark eyes, set deep in his face, with faint dark lines below them. He hadn’t slept well. He looked to be in his late forties, I guessed—about the age Forman had been. I searched his face for some sign of deception, but saw only a flat mouth, clear eyes, slightly tilted head. Just a face.

I decided to play along for now, wondering where he was going with the conversation. Was I here to see an old person? Technically yes, since Elijah was older than anyone in the building. “Kind of.”

“Kind of a grandfather,” he asked, “or kind of a grandmother?”

That was an odd question—if he knew who I was, why probe into an obvious lie? Was he testing my cover story or trying to establish his own? “Friend of a friend,” I said. A noncommittal answer, but with a hint that I wasn’t here for a relative. I was leaving the door open for him to take the conversation somewhere deeper.

He nodded. “I suppose you could say the same for me.”

Was that a reference to Merrill or to me? Or to someone else on the team? I didn’t dare say more until I knew where he was steering the conversation. I kept quiet, looking back at the wall, waiting for him for to continue.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

His other questions had been odd; this one threw me completely for a loop. Was I okay? What kind of question was that? He was a demon, and I was a demon hunter, and we’d come here to kill each other, and … was I okay? It didn’t make any sense at all. I looked at him again, trying to decipher his intentions. Was asking about my feelings a part of some strange game he was playing? Was it a prelude to whatever his powers were—was his curiosity, or his concern, or my feelings themselves, a way for him to sustain himself by killing me? Maybe he didn’t need to kill me at all; Cody French only drove his victims insane, and Clark Forman, technically speaking, didn’t need to harm anyone at all. He’d felt other people’s emotions, but he hadn’t needed to hurt them in the process, and he killed only because he enjoyed it. Are you okay?… Maybe he fed on suffering somehow? Was that why he’d been visiting an Alzheimer’s patient for twenty years?

Merrill was the key. If we wanted to solve the puzzle of Elijah Sexton, we needed to know how Merrill fit into it. I glanced over his shoulder at the restroom door. “Who’s your friend?”

His eyes widened slightly, giving every indication of innocent surprise at my question. “Just some guy,” he said. “I met him about twenty years ago, right before the Alzheimer’s. It’s not really Alzheimer’s, actually, but it’s close enough. He was a good man and I liked him.”

“And now you still visit him.”

“It’s the least I can do.”

Twenty years. We’d wondered it before, but it had always seemed too good to be true: was his presence here merely a coincidence? Had we just happened to put Brooke into the one medical center an oblivious Withered visited once a week? Was it really possible he knew nothing about us at all?

Twenty years. The only other Withered I’d seen with that kind of long-term loyalty to anything had been Mr. Crowley, my next-door neighbor, who’d settled down and stopped killing completely for nearly forty years. The mental association surprised me, triggering a sense of familiarity with the man, and I fended off the sudden flare of emotion with a joke. He’d said it was the least he could do, so I responded reflexively: “I’m sure you could do a lot less if you put your mind to it.”

He laughed softly, but the humor never reached his eyes. “You’d be surprised how little of my mind there is,” he said, shaking his head. “Another few years and I’ll end up like Merrill, more than likely. Just a … hollow man. An organic machine, going through the motions.”

“So is it worth it?” I hadn’t intended to say it, or even to think it, but it came out too fast to stop.

“Is what worth it?”

“Coming here,” I said. His words had hit so close to home, and I thought about Brooke upstairs, too lost to even remember me. I thought about Marci and my mom, and wished I could lose those memories as easily as Brooke did. “Caring about someone who doesn’t care about you,” I said. “Who couldn’t care about you if he tried. Making connections with people who are only going to disappear.”

Elijah shook his head and looked down at his lap. He was carrying Merrill’s coat over his arm and seemed to stare it, or at nothing, for a long time. I sat quietly, embarrassed by my outburst, wondering what he would say in response. I waited for his answer.

And waited.

It seemed like ages later when Merrill emerged from the restroom. The sound seemed to rouse Elijah from whatever reverie had taken him and he stood and turned to greet the old man.

“All set?”

“Well look who’s here,” said Merrill, as if he didn’t remember that Elijah had been waiting for him.

Elijah offered him his coat. “You still want to go for a walk?”

“I can’t go for a walk, have you seen the snow outside?”

“There’s certainly a lot of it.”

They chatted for a minute about the snow and who shoveled it, and then walked back toward the elevator, their reason for coming down here either abandoned or completely forgotten.

That, or Elijah’s sole purpose had been to see me, and now he was done. Walking in here this morning, that would have been the only explanation I’d have believed, but after the conversation we’d just had.… I am a very experienced liar and I can tell when other people are saying something that doesn’t fit. Nothing Elijah Sexton said made any sense to me, but it had made sense to him. It fit for him.

I pulled out my phone and walked outside into the cold. Agent Ostler answered on the second ring.

“Hello, John.”

“Elijah Sexton isn’t hunting us.”

“You’re sure?”

“Not a hundred percent,” I said, “but probably ninety-nine. I just talked to him and I’d swear he had no idea who I was. I think he visits Merrill Evans because they’re genuinely just friends.”

“Would you bet your life on it?”

I hesitated, not because of the question itself, but the way she phrased it. This was more than just asking me if I was certain. She was worried about something, and I knew Ostler well enough to know that she was never worried by abstract concepts. Something new had happened.

I walked toward the street. “What’s wrong?”

“Get Nathan and Trujillo,” she said, “and come to the police station. There’s been another killing.”

A dozen questions flooded my mind, but I focused on the one that concerned me most. “That would leave Brooke alone.”

“She’s in the secure wing of a dementia facility, surrounded by trained personnel.”

“Medical personnel,” I said, stopping on a windswept corner of the intersection. “If the Withered come for her, they’ll be no help at all.”

Ostler let out a long, slow breath. “After what I’ve seen today, none of us would be any help. If you swear Elijah’s not hunting us—”

“You asked if I’d bet my life on it,” I said. “Betting Brooke’s is different.”

“I’m asking you to examine a corpse,” said Ostler. “Cut the pretense and get down here; you’re wasting time.”

She hung up, and I stood on the corner, staring at the flurries of fallen snow the wind picked up and swirled across the asphalt. I didn’t want to leave Brooke, but Ostler was right. The chance to examine a body was something I’d been waiting for ever since I’d joined this team. I could complain and argue and stall as long I wanted, but eventually I’d go. I wanted to stay away on purpose, obstinately, for that reason alone, but I couldn’t. My feet were already crossing the street, as far beyond my control as Brooke’s hand, writing invisible notes to no one on her bedspread.

*   *   *

“His name is Stephen Applebaum,” said Ostler, “and somebody must have really been mad at him.” Our whole team, minus Potash, was gathered in a pale-blue room in the morgue, looking down at a metal table containing a man-shaped thing under a sheet. The police had stepped out, giving us a moment of privacy. The once-sterile sheet was caked here and there with dark brown bloodstains. It was all I could do not to reach out and touch one. “Forty-two years old, Caucasian male, found in the Dumpster behind the Riverwalk Motel. They offer both nightly and hourly rates, so you know it’s classy. His clothing was with him, though most of it wasn’t on him at the time.”

“Sexual assault?” asked Trujillo.

“Nothing that simple,” said Ostler, and she grabbed the edge of the sheet. “We think the clothing was removed because it made it easier to do this.” She pulled back the sheet and the others gasped. I leaned forward, fascinated by the carnage. The body was pocked with holes—not stab wounds, but shallow gashes, a couple of inches wide and some of them up to two inches deep. They were mostly bloodless, as was typical for a body already cleaned and examined by a forensics team, so instead of red the wounds were brown and purple. Bruises and rotting meat. They covered the corpse like nightmare polka dots.

I was home.

“What?…” said Nathan, trying and failing to form a cogent question.

I pulled on a pair of latex gloves and prodded the nearest wound, feeling the ragged edge of skin around its rim. I’d grown up in a mortuary, spying on my parents as a child, watching them work on corpses through the crack in the door, and as I’d grown older they’d started giving me little jobs to do: bring me a drink; hand me that cleanser; hold this just for a second. By the time I was a teenager I was working full time as an apprentice embalmer, and there were few things I loved more in the entire world. Now that Marci was dead, maybe there was nothing.

“What could have done this?” asked Trujillo, apparently more inured to the sight of death than Nathan was.

“Teeth,” said Diana. She’d been with Ostler all morning and had apparently already been briefed. I ran my finger gently along a pair of sharp ridges jutting up from the muscle tissue, imagining a row of teeth making just such a mark. It made sense, and I nodded while Diana continued. “It took the local forensics guy a while to figure it out, because the bite marks are obvious but the bite shapes are all wrong. They get dog and coyote attacks in this area every now and then, but those leave a longer wound because that’s how a canine muzzle is shaped.” She made a puppet-like motion with her hand, chomping at the air. “These bites are wider and shallower.”

“A bear?” asked Nathan.

“Human,” I said. “Look at this pattern of tracks.” I pointed to the ridges I’d been studying and bared my teeth, clacking them together to demonstrate. I pointed at each ridge in the flesh. “There’s the incisors—a bigger one, then a smaller one—and then a deeper track on the side for the canine. Those are exactly the tracks a human mouth would make biting through the meat.”

“It’s disturbing that you know that,” said Nathan.

I shrugged. “One of many reasons I’m a vegetarian.”

Ostler looked at me. “Have you encountered anything like this before?”

“Forman left bite marks in some of his torture victims,” I said, shaking my head, “but they barely broke the skin. Whoever did this was after the meat.” I probed one of the deeper wounds on the body, a large chunk missing from the outer thigh. The attacker had taken several bites from the area, digging in and ripping off flesh until the bone itself was exposed. The surrounding muscle hung into the wound in ragged, ropy strands.

As violent as the attack had been, I felt a kind of stately reverence for the body. The cannibal had attacked, the victim had fought back, flesh had ripped away in a bloody spray, but that was all done now, and we were looking at a pale, bloodless effigy. It was like a marble statue, carved in commemoration of an ancient battle. I raised a clean finger and smoothed its hair, doing my part to honor the dead.

“Why wasn’t his face damaged?” asked Trujillo.

I frowned, and looked at the body’s face. It was completely free of the wounds that covered the rest of it; in fact the whole head seemed practically untouched. Why hadn’t I noticed that before?

“There’s not a lot of meat on a face,” said Nathan.

“You’ve never eaten sheep in Afghanistan,” said Diana.

“Meaty or not,” said Trujillo, “the face is a prime target for a cannibalistic assault. Lunge at a person and what does your own face contact first? People reflect each other; our arms grab theirs, our face meets theirs.”

“But cannibals don’t attack people face to face like that,” I said. If he wanted to play serial-killer trivia I could give him a run for his money. “Human cannibal attacks are premeditated and careful, like Jeffrey Dahmer or Armin Meiwes. They carve up the body almost like a—dammit.” Trujillo was right. As soon as I started talking about the classic cases, I realized what Trujillo already had: that this one didn’t fit the pattern. “Most cannibals carve up the body like a butcher,” I said. “They incapacitate the victim, take it home, store the parts.… This guy didn’t do any of that.”

“Even without knowing the details of the initial attack,” said Trujillo, “the body makes what happened after that fairly obvious. Our killer fed on the victim soon, perhaps immediately, ripping out bites like a feral predator. He took time to remove some of the clothes, but that appears to be the only humanlike behavior; the rest is very animalistic. When he was full, or at least sated, he hid the body in a Dumpster—he didn’t save it for later and he didn’t even carve off a piece. All the wounds are caused by teeth, and if they weren’t human teeth, this would have virtually no hallmarks of a human attack.”

“What about the face?” asked Ostler. “You started this whole topic by mentioning the face.”

“Because that’s the part that doesn’t fit,” I said. Now that I saw what Trujillo was talking about, I could tell exactly what he was thinking. “The nature of this attack suggests—though again, we don’t know for sure—that it was a face-to-face assault, possibly with bare hands. Serial killers who treat dead bodies this wildly tend to attack living ones with the same attitude. But this one didn’t.” I turned back to the corpse, picking up the right hand and searching it for marks. “Not only would an attack like that damage the face, it would leave some clear defensive wounds from when the victim fought back: scrapes or cuts on the knuckles, ripped nails, that kind of thing. I don’t see any of those, either. Did the forensic examiner mention anything like that?”

“No,” said Diana. “We assumed it was a more careful attack, so the lack didn’t stand out.”

“This is why we have a criminal psychologist on the team,” said Ostler. She looked at Trujillo. “So this attack was abnormal, that much seems obvious. What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure,” said Trujillo. “I’m still getting used to the idea that the killers we’re chasing are supernatural, and that changes literally everything. There might be a deeper psychological reason for an attack like this, or it might just be that the Withered who did it eats human flesh, and got hungry.”

I’d been so enthralled by the body that I’d missed the significance of it—all the little clues that I should have seen and didn’t, and it embarrassed me that Trujillo had seen them so easily. I’d felt even worse when Ostler asked Trujillo for advice, and hearing him admit that he was out of his depth gave me a small, almost petulant thrill. Now it was my turn.

“The first thing we know is that this is probably one of the new guys who showed up at the mortuary last night,” I said.

“Really?” asked Nathan. “You got a good look at their teeth, did you?”

“If it had happened in town before, the police examiner wouldn’t have been confused by it,” I said. “Plus, the killer hid the body in a place no local would have bothered with.”

“It was a Dumpster behind a trashy motel,” said Diana. “That’s such a common place to hide a body it’s practically a cliché.”

“Most trashy-motel Dumpsters are,” I said, “but not this one. I assume the body was found by a homeless guy?”

“It was,” said Ostler. “How did you know?”

“Because I’ve seen the Riverwalk Motel before, when we visited the homeless shelter looking for one of Cody French’s victims. The motel and the shelter are barely three blocks apart. That Dumpster probably gets picked through all the time, and a local killer as experienced as a Withered—who has to kill regularly just to survive—would know that. He would have a system in place to hide his victims, and he wouldn’t change that system out of the blue to hide a body in such a risky place.”

“The change might not be out of the blue,” said Trujillo. “An attack this violent could represent an escalation, or a reaction to something that angered him. We did just kill two Withered; they may have been his friends, and the loss pushed him over an edge.”

“But that’s why the face is important,” I said. “That’s why this body doesn’t make sense: because it doesn’t look premeditated, but it is. There’s no damage to the face or head, there’s no defensive wounds; this was not a feral assault in an alley somewhere.” I relished talking about this with people who understood me, who didn’t think I was freak. I looked at Diana. “You read the report: did the forensic guy find the wound that killed him?”

Diana scoffed. “Any of those wounds could have killed him.”

“But the examiner couldn’t tell which one, right?” She hesitated, but nodded, and I knew I was on the right track. “They couldn’t find a death blow, and they couldn’t find a point of incapacitation. No blunt trauma to the head that knocked him unconscious, no needle mark where he was injected with a sedative. The killer ate him like an animal, but not until after he was rendered helpless so carefully that we can’t find any evidence of it.”

Nathan surprised me by filling in the next detail before I could say it. “So we’re dealing with a Withered who can stun people,” he said. “Or … hypnotize them or something. Some kind of mental thing that doesn’t leave a physical mark.”

“Elijah Sexton works as a night driver for a mortuary,” I said. “He has more contact with dead people than living ones. Whatever his thing is, it doesn’t involve mind control. It’s got to be one of the new ones.”

Ostler sighed. “I was hoping Elijah’s mysterious visitors weren’t Withered. That hope is fading fast.”

“We need to do our research,” said Nathan. “Find out if this kind of attack has been reported anywhere else. If we can tap into some investigative work that’s already been done, we’ll be a lot closer to an answer.”

“That’s the kind of thing we need Kelly for,” said Diana.

“I have some police contacts of my own,” said Trujillo. “I’ll see what I can dig up.”

“No, we need you talking to Brooke,” said Ostler, shaking her head. “If we describe this attack to her it might spark a memory and give us a better sense of what we’re dealing with.”

“What we’re dealing with is a war,” said Diana. “Every Withered in the world is descending on this damned town, and it takes us months of planning just to kill one of them. Now there’s two at least, probably four, and maybe even more than that. We can’t fight this, even with police assistance.”

“You want to back off and regroup?” asked Nathan. “I second that idea wholeheartedly.”

“So do I,” I said. I was responsible for too many deaths already—all the people I couldn’t save, the friends I’d endangered. Nathan accused me of getting Kelly killed, and as much as I hated to admit it, he was right. I’d rushed us in to Mary Gardner without knowing all the details, and now Kelly was dead and Potash was in the hospital. It had been a risk worth taking, but it should have been my risk, not theirs. “We’re killing too many Withered, and too fast, and of course they’re fighting back. We organized, so they had to organize to keep up. This war is our fault.”

“They’ve been killing all along,” said Ostler, piercing me with her eyes. “Whoever ate Applebaum would have eaten somebody else in some other town, whether we were hunting Withered or not. Don’t get soft on me just because the bodies are piling up in one place.”

“He’s not saying we stop,” said Nathan. “He’s saying we should pull back and find a new plan.”

“That’s not what John’s saying at all,” said Ostler, still staring at me, and I knew she’d guessed exactly what I was planning. “He wants to run away and do this on his own: no team, no rules, just John Cleaver stalking and killing like the good old days.”

Not completely alone, I thought. I’m not leaving without Brooke.

“Forget what John wants,” said Nathan, “he’s crazy. But this is a war, and we’re on the front lines in a dangerously exposed position. Two of our team got taken out by a nurse, for crying out loud, and that was before the terrifying, mind-control cannibal showed up. We need to run away, straight back to headquarters, and figure out a new way to fight these things because this way is suicide.”

“Don’t get soft on me,” Ostler repeated, her voice as hard as steel. “What did you think you were getting into? I told you the truth when I offered you the job. I told you exactly what we were up against and what we’d be doing, and you knew the risks. You knew there were monsters, and that we were throwing ourselves directly in their path, and if you didn’t think that would put you in this kind of danger, you’re not as smart as I took you for. Of course this is a war, and of course we started it, and of course people are dying. But we’re winning, and they’re scared. If they could hurt you, Mr. Gentry, they would, and it would be your body on this slab, and—”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” asked Nathan.

“Only if you’re clever enough to see it,” snapped Ostler. “If we’re in so much danger, why is Stephen Applebaum dead and not us? Why have the only times they’ve hurt us been lucky hits in an attack we initiated? Either they don’t know who we are, or they can’t reach us, and either way, we still have the upper hand. We can do this, but not if we back off.”

“I’m willing to keep going,” said Trujillo, “but how? Even if the Withered’s plan is just to wait for us to come to them, how is that not an incredibly good plan? Mary Gardner was ambushed by a special forces assassin and she still put him in the hospital. We don’t have a new Potash to spend on every Withered that comes along.”

“The attack on Mary Gardner was reckless,” said Ostler, and I felt a pang of guilt—and another pang of anger. “We thought we knew how she worked, and we were spooked by the revelation that we were being hunted. Taking her out quickly was smart, but we weren’t thinking clearly, and we weren’t ready. I take full responsibility for that.”

“So that’s the plan?” asked Nathan. “Just keep doing the same thing we always do?”

“But do it better,” said Ostler.

I could do it better alone. No one to help me, but also no one to attract attention and get in the way. But with my photo on the Internet, could I ever truly sneak up on a Withered again? My methods were simple: make friends, find their weakness, and kill them. How could I make friends in secret if they all knew my face?

“Dr. Trujillo,” said Ostler, “I want you to talk to Brooke and see what you can get out of her: tell her about the corpse, about the three men, anything that might help her to remember something new.”

“I can embalm the victim,” I offered.

Ostler looked confused. “Why would we need you to embalm the victim?”

It was a long shot anyway. “Then I’ll talk to Brooke,” I said. “She knows me, and I know what to ask about.”

“Trujillo is the expert,” said Ostler.

“Trujillo is also the only one left with police contacts,” I said. “He’s investigated serial killers before, and someone he’s worked with is bound to know something about an unsolved cannibalism case.”

“You don’t make the assignments,” said Ostler.

“Brooke doesn’t even like him,” I said. “She’ll talk to me.”

Ostler thought a moment before nodding. “Take Nathan with you.”

“She won’t like him either.”

“Hey,” said Nathan.

“Half of what Brooke talks about happened thousands of years ago,” said Ostler. “Nathan can interpret that data better than you can.

“I’ve kept notes on everything Brooke’s said so far,” said Trujillo. “They’re not transferred to my computer yet, but—”

“I prefer paper anyway,” I said quickly, trying to think of a way to avoid a partnership with Nathan; the thought of him asking Brooke questions made my hands shake with anger. I pressed them into fists and hid them behind my back.

“My notes are all back in the office,” said Trujillo. “You’re welcome to any of it.”

“I’ll continue to work with the hospital,” said Ostler, “and coordinate with the rest of you as necessary. Dr. Pearl found a steroid treatment that seems to be helping Potash a lot, but don’t expect him to bail you out of trouble any time soon. You’re all armed?” Nathan, Diana, and Trujillo each patted a concealed gun; I held up my knife. Ostler raised her eyebrow at it. “You don’t want a gun?”

“He’s not comfortable with them,” said Diana.

“Too easy to hit the wrong target,” I said. And not nearly personal enough when you hit a target you really want to kill.
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“Four of them,” said Brooke, sitting on her bed in the dementia ward. She was more lucid today than she had been in a while, and we were making as much use of that clarity as we could. She looked at me with worried eyes, but I watched as her expression shifted into a sly smile. Even lucid, there was a lot of Nobody mixed in with Brooke. “Four Cursed in one place is dangerous.”

“Do you mean the Withered?” asked Nathan. “Or is this a new group?”

“They are Withered and they are Cursed,” said Brooke. Her voice changed abruptly, sounding almost like a different person’s—small and weak and scared. “They used to call themselves the Gifted, and some of them still do, but Nobody never did. Sometimes Nobody did. Only when Kanta was around to hear it. He still believed in the old days, but not me; I hated them all.”

She was shifting in and out of memories, sometimes speaking as Brooke, and sometimes speaking as Nobody. I felt a tight pain in the center of my chest, listening to her, fearing again—for the thousandth time—that Nobody wasn’t really dead, that some part of her survived in Brooke’s bloodstream, talking through her and controlling her. Worse than the fear was the guilt, knowing that I was responsible for what had happened to her, and all I wanted was to make that feeling go away. I wanted to make everything go away, to take Brooke and take myself and just disappear somewhere—as if solitude could miraculously cure us both. I didn’t because I couldn’t. There were demons here, and I was the only one who could stop them, and every day I wasted was another day someone else could end up like Brooke. I pushed away my fear and my guilt and locked them up tight, where no one could ever know they were there, and I looked at Brooke with cold, emotionless eyes. If she thought she was Nobody, that was good; we needed Nobody’s memories. I told myself it was true. I glanced at Nathan and let Brooke speak.

“Kanta wanted to unite us all,” Brooke continued, “to bring us all together like a club or a secret society. Club’s not the right word: cabal. He said we were stronger together, and I guess that’s turning out to be true.” She pointed at the photos I’d brought of Applebaum’s chewed-up corpse, turned face down on the little bedside table because she didn’t want to look at them.

“Did Kanta unite them?” I asked. I knew the Withered stayed in touch now and then, which was why Mr. Crowley had caused so much concern when he’d stopped communicating completely. But it had always been a loose group, and the idea that they were actually organized was frightening—it implied focus and direction, and direction implied movement, even if it was only metaphorical. What were they moving toward, and why?

“He only united some,” said Brooke, and she folded herself into a haggard ball, drawing her knees up to her chin and hugging them tight with her thin, bony arms. “The ones who thought like he did. Rack was the worst.”

“Rack,” I said quickly, catching onto a memory. “Mary Gardner said something about Rack.”

“Mary Gardner?”

“Agarin,” said Nathan, using Mary’s Withered name.

“Agarin said something about Rack when she was standing over Agent Potash,” I said. “She said she’d wanted to leave him for Rack, but she didn’t have time so she’d have to kill him herself.”

“You don’t want to be killed by Rack,” Brooke whispered.

“I don’t want to be killed by anyone,” I said, looking through Trujillo’s page of Withered identities. “Who is Rack?”

“The king,” said Brooke.

I glanced at Nathan again. “Rack’s not in Trujillo’s notes. Have you ever come across the name before?”

“It might be a title,” said Nathan. “It’s not similar to any names like Meshara or Hulla, but it’s awfully similar to ‘rex’ and a dozen other words like it. Most Indo-European languages have a word for ‘king’ that’s at least partly related to ‘rack.’”

“You have it backwards,” said Brooke, more confident now. I wasn’t sure if Nobody or Brooke was the more confident personality. “Rack didn’t get his name from their titles; they got their titles from his name.”

Nathan stared at her a moment, then frowned and made a note. “That is a very disturbing thing to think about.”

“Are you saying that Rack is so old,” I asked, “and so influential, that our word for ‘king’ is just his name?”

“Not our word,” said Nathan, “just … a lot of people’s words. The strange part is that Sumerian isn’t an Indo-European language, so that relationship isn’t as strong as I’d like. But the name Kanta is Hindi, which is obviously Indo-European, which suggests that the different Withered might have come from a single point and then spread out. But it would have to be an incredibly long time ago—”

“How long?” I asked.

“To predate Indo-European language?” asked Nathan. He whistled, looking at the ceiling as he calculated. “I’d guess early Neolithic era, maybe even before. Ten thousand years at least, and possibly more.”

“They say they used to be gods,” I said. “With these abilities, at the dawn of human civilization, how could they not be?” I looked at Brooke. “Was Nobody that old?”

“I was a goddess,” she said, staring at the window. “The goddess of beauty and love, and women would come from all over the world to see me—though of course the world was smaller in those days. Just a valley.”

Nathan looked queasy. “I’m not comfortable with the idea that an ancient god ate a man’s leg behind a cheap motel.”

“Rack didn’t eat him,” said Brooke, suddenly very serious. “Rack doesn’t eat legs. He doesn’t even have a mouth.”

I leaned forward. “What do you mean he doesn’t have a mouth?”

She pressed her lips tightly together, then covered the bottom half of her face with her hand. “No mouth,” she mumbled, barely intelligible through her fingers. “No nose, either. Just eyes and soul.”

“A soul?”

“Black tar,” she said. “Ash and grease.” She put one hand on the bridge of her nose, and the other at the base of her sternum, sectioning off about twelve inches of her body. “He doesn’t have a face because he doesn’t need a face. The dead speak for him, and his soul takes whatever it wants.”

“The dead speak for him?” asked Nathan, but I focused on the latter statement.

“What does he want?” I asked. We had to know what he was missing to figure out what he had.

She emphasized the hand on her chest, as if showing how much of her rib cage was above it. “He doesn’t have a heart.”

I sat silently for a moment, trying to imagine what such a person would look like. Eventually I just shrugged and made some notes in one of Trujillo’s heavy binders. “Mary—I mean, Agarin—said she didn’t have time to wait for Rack. That means he’s probably not here yet, which is the only good news we’ve heard in weeks.”

“But he’s coming,” said Nathan.

“One monster at a time,” I said. “First we have our cannibal; let’s deal with him before we have to deal with him and Rack together.”

“We’re so dead,” said Nathan, shaking his head.

“Think back,” I said, catching Brooke with my eyes. “Think deep back into all those memories, into everything you know about the Withered, or the Cursed, or whatever you want to call them. Which one eats people?”

“I don’t know.”

“You have to know,” I said, and held up the picture again. She shied away from it, scared or disgusted or both, but I kept it up where she’d be forced to see it when she stopped averting her eyes. I’m so sorry, Brooke. “Look at the picture again, Nobody.” I hoped the other name would shock her deeper into the Withered’s memories, forcing her to remember more. “What does it remind you of? Where have you seen this before?”

“You’re freaking her out,” said Nathan.

“She’s half demon,” I said, trying to feel as cold as I could, “I’m not showing her anything she hasn’t seen before.”

“Just … knock it off,” he said, and pushed the photo facedown on the table. “Let’s go through the names instead. What can you tell us about Meshara?”

“He remembers,” said Brooke.

“You’ve told us that before,” said Nathan. “What does it mean? Can he read people’s minds—maybe remember other people’s memories?”

Forman—or Kanta—had possessed a kind of mind reading ability; he could feel other people’s emotions. But the downside was that he couldn’t turn it off. Maybe Meshara was similar, constantly thinking other people’s thoughts? That could explain why he isolated himself so completely from the rest of the world, working a lonely night job surrounded by the dead. No competing thoughts to get in the way of his own. It might also explain why his only friend was an Alzheimer’s patient—maybe Merrill Evans didn’t have enough of his own memories to intrude on Meshara’s.

But then he would have read my mind as well, I thought, and he’d have known that I was hunting him, and nothing he asked me would have made any sense. My brief conversation with him had convinced me that Meshara wasn’t hunting us. I still believed that—the other three might have been, but not him.

“What about Djoti,” asked Nathan. “That’s a name you’ve used a few times, possibly Egyptian in origin. What does Djoti do?”

Rack doesn’t have a heart.… I thought.

“We’re asking the wrong questions,” I said suddenly. Nathan looked at me in surprise. “Forman said the Withered were defined by what they lacked: Crowley didn’t have an identity, Forman didn’t have his own emotions, Nobody didn’t have her own body. They see what humans have and they want it for themselves.”

“She has a body now,” said Brooke.

“You said Rack doesn’t have a heart,” I told her. “What does Meshara not have? What is he missing?”

“He can’t remember,” said Brooke.

I frowned. “You just said he can.”

“Maybe she’s flipping into a new personality again,” said Nathan, and he leaned forward, speaking slowly and loudly. “We want to talk to Nobody—to Hulla. Is she in there?”

“Wait,” I said, slowly piecing it together, “she said it right: Meshara can’t remember, and he can. He doesn’t have his own memories, so he remembers your memories instead.”

“He was the god of dreams,” said Brooke.

“Does he dream other people’s memories?” I asked.

“He takes them,” said Brooke. “Straight out of your head—boop—like a refrigerator.”

“The Sumerian god of dreams was Mamu,” said Nathan. “He was the child of the sun, and shifted between genders.”

I gave him a sidelong glance. “You just know that off the top of your head?”

“Kid, I’ve written two books on Mesopotamian mythology; why do you think I’m on this team?”

“Well,” I said, looking back at Brooke. “I’m glad we’re finally figuring that out. Can Meshara change genders?”

“He has one body,” said Brooke. “A million minds.”

“That might be the same thing,” said Nathan. “Or he might have been some other god of dreams in some other culture. Ten thousand years is a long time.”

“But why does he work in a mortuary?” I asked Brooke. “Why work at night? Why avoid people? Why visit Merrill Evans?”

“Why do you avoid people?” asked Brooke.

I blinked, staring at her for a moment, then nodded. “That’s a fair point. Maybe he’s just … introverted. There doesn’t have to be a supernatural explanation for everything.”

“There was another Mesopotamian god named Zaqar,” said Nathan. “He was the moon’s messenger, and he communicated through dreams.”

“We’re getting too far out into tangents,” I said, shaking my head. “We don’t need to write papers on these people, we just need to find them. Let’s stick with the basics: who else is in Trujillo’s notes?”

Nathan leaned over one of the binders. “In their talks together, restricting the list to Withered we haven’t found yet, Brooke has mentioned Djoti four times, Yashodh three times, Gidri three times, Nashuja twice—that one’s Minoan, kind of cool—and Husn, Dag, Skanda, and Ihsan once each.” He looked up. “That’s quite a list.”

“Start with Djoti,” I said, turning to Brooke. “What does he lack?”

“Eyes,” said Brooke.

I raised my eyebrows. “That’s … pretty straightforward.”

“Does he steal other people’s eyes?” asked Nathan. “Wasn’t there a serial killer who stole eyes?”

“Make a note and come back to it,” I said. “We need to find our cannibal first.”

“What about Yashodh?” asked Nathan. “What does he lack?”

“Yashodh is weak,” said Brooke, her voice suddenly contemptuous. “Even weaker than Nobody.”

Nathan nodded and started writing. “So he lacks strength?”

“Nobody wasn’t physically weak,” I said, putting out my hand to stop him. “That comparison implies something else—mental weakness, maybe? Emotional?”

“People love him,” said Brooke. “Even today. It’s not fair.”

“If he takes people’s love that means he … doesn’t have any of his own?” I struggled to wrap my mind around the sheer strangeness of the Withered’s existence. “He doesn’t love, or … he doesn’t love himself. He lacks self-respect. That certainly fits with Nobody’s psyche, but it doesn’t tell us much about him.”

“It doesn’t make him sound like a cannibal,” said Nathan.

“A lot of cannibals eat people they want to be like,” I said. “Everything from South Pacific tribesmen to … Catholicism.”

“Excuse you?”

“Catholics are a great example,” I said. “They want to become more Christlike, so they eat the flesh of Christ.”

Nathan stiffened. “As a Catholic I’m deeply offended by that characterization.”

“Sorry,” I said, shrugging. “The trouble is, in our case it’s backward: usually the one who loves is the one who eats, but Brooke said they love him. Why would eating people make them love him? Though if he can force people to love him before he eats, so much that they don’t fight back, that could explain why Applebaum died without a struggle.”

“Don’t change the subject,” said Nathan, setting down his pen and cocking his head aggressively. “Are you honestly equating the Eucharist with cannibalism?”

“I read an article on cannibalism a few years ago,” I said. “You can look it up later—we don’t have time to argue about it now.”

“Because you’re going to get eaten,” said Brooke. Her eyes were wide and bright, like she was happy and just trying to be helpful.

“Tell us about Gidri,” I said, thinking back to the next Withered on Trujillo’s list. “What does he lack?”

“He wants to be king,” said Brooke.

I glanced at Nathan. “Isn’t Rack the king?” Back to Brooke. “Are there opposing factions vying for control?”

“That’s a common enough theme in a lot of mythologies,” said Nathan. “The tradition of intrapantheon squabbles might be a reflection of infighting between the Withered who inspired those mythologies.”

“If they’ve been fighting for ten thousand years you’d think they’d have worked something out by now,” I said. “Or just killed each other, with only one person left standing on each side of each conflict.”

“They could have new conflicts,” said Nathan. “I mean, look at them—the Withered are a mess. They used to be gods, and now Meshara works as a night driver in a mortuary. Any glory they used to have is gone. Maybe Gidri’s decided that Rack’s not doing his job as king, and wants to take over.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll kill each other,” I said. “Or maybe we’ll get really lucky and the war they’re starting doesn’t involve us at all.”

“I don’t want to be trapped between two armies of warring demons,” said Nathan. “Your definition of ‘really lucky’ is not the same as mine.” I started to respond, but the door opened behind us, and I looked over my shoulder to see Diana come into the room with a paper in her hand.

“Hello, Lucinda,” said Brooke. “Have you milked the cows yet?”

Diana pursed her lips. “Looks like it’s been a fun day in here. Anything useful?”

“Plenty of good info,” said Nathan. “Probably useful in the long term, but nothing that’s going to help us not get murdered tonight.”

“Don’t get murdered!” said Brooke, her face suddenly lined with grief.

I stared at Nathan just long enough to make him look away, then turned to Diana. “What’s up?”

“Two things, actually,” said Diana. “Good news first: the security camera at the mortuary got a clear look at one of our mystery men.”

“You’re supposed to start with the bad news,” said Nathan.

“Trust me,” said Diana. “Let’s get this out of the way first.”

I took the paper from her hand. It was a still image from a camera feed, black and white and poorly lit: one man stood hunched by the door, picking the lock, and beside him was the tall man, but neither’s face was visible. The third man, however, was looking out at the street, as if scanning it for trouble, and the camera managed to catch his face perfectly. He was younger than Elijah, late twenties maybe, with a face so handsome it was almost pretty. I studied it a moment, then handed the image to Brooke.

“Do you recognize him?”

She sneered. “Gidri.”

Nathan sat up straighter. “The king guy?”

“The Withered have a king?” asked Diana. “That’s great news.”

“Gidri’s not the king,” I said. “He’s the one who wants to be king.” I looked at Brooke. “Are you sure that’s him?”

“Can’t you tell?” demanded Brooke. Her face was curled up in an angry glare, practically snarling at the paper. “Just look at him.”

“What does he lack?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Brooke spat.

“Then … what does he have?” I asked. “What can he do?” It seemed like there were some bad feelings between Gidri and Nobody—she didn’t like any of the Withered, but I’d never seen her this riled up before.

“He’s gorgeous,” said Brooke. “I hate him. I hate him! I hate him!” Without any warning she tore the photo to shreds, and while I was still trying to figure out what had made her so mad, she leapt forward, snatching Nathan’s notes and shredding them as well. He swore and grabbed them back, taking what he could and staggering backwards, knocking over his chair in a desperate attempt to get out of reach. “I hate him!” Brooke shouted, and leapt for Trujillo’s binder, which I’d been looking through. Diana pulled it away at the last second, and I pushed past her to grab at Brooke’s arms, trying to stop her. She screamed in a rage, no longer capable of coherent sentences, and Diana ran for the door while Nathan stooped down to salvage what he could of his torn papers.

“Security!” Diana shouted, banging on the locked door and pulling on the emergency cord. I managed to grab Brooke’s wrists and hold them apart, but she lunged at me and snapped with her teeth, missing my face by millimeters. I stumbled backward, trying to avoid her, and lost my grip on her left arm; her fingers raked across my cheek and eye, and suddenly the door burst open and the room was swarming with nurses, catching her and holding her and bearing her backwards, forcing her down onto the bed as she thrashed and howled. I backed against the wall, breathing heavily.

“She’s crazy!” shouted Nathan. “She should be in chains!”

The fact that I didn’t kill him on the spot is perhaps the greatest testament to my self-control.

“Guess she doesn’t like Gidri,” said Diana.

“You think?” asked Nathan. He swore again, looking at the fistfuls of ripped paper he’d saved as if he didn’t know what to do with them.

“There’s no way your bad news beats this,” I said.

“Don’t be so sure,” said Diana. “We got a letter from the cannibal; Ostler wants the whole group to gather at the office.”

I shot her disbelieving stare. A letter from the killer would be teeming with clues. “That’s bad news?”

“You tell me,” said Diana. “He mentions you by name.”

To Mr. John Cleaver, and his Esteemed Colleagues,

I assume I need no introduction; you don’t know my name, but you’ve seen my work and you know what I am—“what” seems like a much more appropriate word than “who” in this instance, as I’m sure you’ll agree. But seeing my work and understanding it are two different things, and that is why I am writing to you. I do not take these actions lightly. I want you to understand them.

First, the proof, so that we are entirely clear: the man in the morgue is named Stephen Applebaum, and you found him behind the Riverwalk Motel. He sustained multiple wounds to the legs, arms, and torso, numbering into the midthirties; I won’t bother with an exact number, as there is likely to be some variance in our counting methods. His stomach contents, as I assume you’ve been informed, will have included two slices of pizza—I was too far away to see the toppings—and a chocolate frosted donut. I assure you that his dietary habits helped make my own meal well-marbled and succulent. To help remove any lingering doubt that I am the one who killed him, I bit off the smallest toe on his left foot, then put his shoe back in place; this detail will not be public knowledge, and will be known only to the medical examiner and, I assume, your team. I am not a poseur, claiming credit for another’s work. I am the one you are seeking.

Now for the explanation. Do not assume from my desire to explain myself that I am on some kind of crusade; I did not kill Applebaum to punish him, and if he was a sinner against some pale set of standards that is none of my concern. I did not kill him because I was righteous, or angry, or vengeant. I did not kill him for something he did or saw or knew. I did not kill him because he needed to die.

I killed Applebaum because I was hungry. I am a predator, and he was my prey. To deny this is to deny the order of nature itself.

You will struggle against me because it is in the nature of prey to do so. The antelope will always run from the lion. I don’t blame you for this or even warn you against it, nor will I waste your time with trite glorification of the thrill of the hunt. You will do your part and I will do mine. All I ask is that you remember this: the only animal safe from a lion is a lion.

Find what the lion fears, and you will have found everything.

“There is no signature,” said Agent Ostler, lowering the letter and looking at us. “It’s written by hand, in what I suspect is a fountain pen. I’ll make a photocopy as soon as this meeting’s over, and overnight the physical letter back to Langley for handwriting and DNA analysis. In the meantime, we need to figure out exactly what the hell this means.”

I stood behind the others, thinking. How did it know my name? Had Forman or Nobody contacted another Withered before they died? Had Meshara really read my mind and discovered my identity? Or were Nathan’s worst fears true?

Was Brooke communicating with the Withered?

“Obviously it’s a warning,” said Diana. “He said it wasn’t, but how stupid does he think we are?”

“Practically every sentence was a threat,” said Nathan.

“I don’t think it’s that simple,” said Trujillo. “What we perceive as a threat, the man who wrote the letter might perceive in a totally different context.”

Nathan snorted. “What possible context could make comparing us to prey not a threat?”

“The very context presented in the letter,” said Trujillo. “A lion doesn’t eat an antelope because he hates it, or because he wants to scare it, or because he feels superior. A lion is superior, because he eats antelope.”

“Lions don’t send letters to the antelope’s friends,” said Ostler. “He wanted us to know something, or he wouldn’t have communicated. This is not just a courtesy call from a helpful serial killer.”

“Don’t worry about what he wanted to tell us,” I said. I was still embarrassed by my poor analysis of the body, so I was determined to analyze the letter as well as I possibly could. “We can figure that out later, when he sends us another letter. First we need—”

“How do you know he’s going to send another one?” asked Nathan. “Or do you have some kind of inside knowledge we don’t?” He turned more fully toward me. “Why was your name on the letter?”

I didn’t flinch away from his stare. “I don’t know.”

“How does he know who you are?” Nathan pressed. “Or does he know you personally?”

“Easy, Nathan,” said Diana.

“If I knew who he was I’d tell you,” I said. “I want to find him just as much as you do.” Almost certainly more, I thought, but I didn’t say it out loud.

“Why wait for a second letter?” asked Ostler. Her authority cut through Nathan’s accusations, and I started speaking again.

“I’m not saying to abandon analysis completely,” I said. “Dr. Gentry didn’t let me finish. First we can look at the clues we have: not what he’s trying to tell us, but what he’s accidentally telling us without intending to. This letter is like a window into his psyche—what does it tell us about him?”

“He’s obviously very formal,” said Trujillo, diving into the profile immediately. He’d probably been planning the same suggestion, but this time I’d said it first. “He uses elevated language and vocabulary, complicated sentence structure, and an almost … scholarly politeness.”

“Contrast that with the nature of the attack,” I said. “The wounds were vicious—you described them as ‘feral’—but this letter was deliberate and intelligent. He obviously has a plan: he figured out where we are, so he could send us a letter, and he figured out who I am. This is not the kind of man who jumps people in alleys and tears them apart with his teeth.”

“Except obviously he is,” said Diana. “Half of that letter was proof that he’s the killer.”

“And why is it so important for him that we know that?” I asked. “He knew we’d doubt it, and he wanted to make sure we didn’t. Is he bragging? Did he write to us because he needs … what? Recognition? Credit? Fear? Don’t think about what he wants to tell us, think about what he wants for himself. What does this letter get him?” It all came back to the same thing. “What did he do that he didn’t have to do?”

Ostler looked at me grimly. “Dr. Trujillo will figure that out. I know you’ve done this before, but he’s a professional.”

“I can do this,” I said.

“You’ll still be studying them,” said Ostler, “but I want you on Elijah Sexton. You’ll be assisting Diana.”

“I can get more done alone,” I said.

“Elijah went to a grief counseling meeting,” said Diana, ignoring my protest. “We don’t know why. The cops’ surveillance team showed up at the same place, tailing the three mystery Withered, who were apparently tailing Elijah.”

“He’s not a part of their group,” I said again. “If the new Withered are following Elijah in secret, that’s just more proof that they’re not allies.”

“Brooke suggested there might be two factions,” said Nathan. “We think this Gidri is leading one of them, so maybe he’s trying to recruit Elijah to his side?”

“Could be,” said Diana. “If we knew what the two sides wanted we’d have a lot more to go on.”

“Why would a Withered go to a grief counseling meeting?” asked Trujillo. “I can’t get over that—it feels like such abnormal behavior based on what we know of them.”

“The counseling group is my assignment,” said Ostler. “I’ll talk to the police and learn what I can about it; Dr. Gentry, you stay with Brooke.”

“What about Potash?” asked Nathan. “I’m not going back into that room without an armed guard and a license to kill.”

“She’s a teenage girl,” I said, feeling anger surge up inside of me, but Ostler ignored the comment.

“If all goes well they’ll release Potash in two days,” said Ostler. She picked up the letter. “You have your assignments; go.”
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Potash got out of the hospital three days later; they gave him a cane, and refused to let him leave unless he used it, but he threw it out the car window almost as soon as we turned the corner. Diana told him to grow up, but she didn’t backtrack to get it.

“I’m fine,” said Potash, who was sitting in the backseat. I had expected him to have an oxygen tank or something, but he was breathing fine on his own; he had a hefty prednisone prescription, but that was it. “I was in there two and a half weeks,” he said. “If they can’t cure me in that time, what are they even doing?”

“You’ll be weak for a bit,” said Diana. “I’ve seen this with injured airmen—they spend a few days in the hospital, they neglect their fitness, and they think they can go right back to full capability the first day.”

“I know what I’m doing,” Potash growled.

“Do your exercises,” said Diana. “Push yourself, but don’t push yourself too far. John, you make sure he doesn’t work himself into a relapse.”

“What makes you think I have any control over him?” I asked. “Let’s send him to your place so you can do it.”

Diana rolled her eyes, keeping her hands on the wheel. “Please stop arguing about this—he’s staying with you, and that’s Ostler’s orders, and that’s final. All his stuff’s at your place anyway.”

“He doesn’t have any stuff,” I said. “Four changes of identical clothes, and some blankets that have been officially ceded to Boy Dog.”

“You went through my stuff?” he asked.

“I was making sure you didn’t have any weapons,” I said. Which is code for “I was trying to find weapons.”

“Don’t touch my stuff,” said Potash.

“If you lived somewhere else I wouldn’t.”

“John…,” Diana growled.

We fell into an angry silence, and I thought about Elijah instead. How did his powers work? What was he doing? Why was he going to grief counseling, and visiting Merrill Evans, and everything else? What did he do that he didn’t have to do?

He surrounded himself with death and darkness—the night shifts, the mortuary, the grief thing—and I could understand that. He lived the kind of life I’d love: no entanglements, no crowds, just peace and quiet and bodies to take care of. But I knew that I was different from most people, and most people don’t like those things. Why was he so much like me? Is that why I wanted so badly for him not to be hunting us—for him not to be the bad guy? Because I wanted him to be like me?

“Diana,” I said, “why would you surround yourself with death?”

“That’s … kind of a deep question. Are you asking why I became a sniper?”

“No, I mean if you were Elijah. Or maybe, I don’t know. Why did you become a sniper?”

“Don’t pretend like you suddenly want to talk about me,” said Diana. “If you just want to brainstorm that’s fine, you don’t have to get all awkward about it because I misunderstood you.”

“I’m not pretending,” I said. “I just want to know why someone would live like that—is he damaged? Is he scared? Maybe your feelings would help explain his; I’m just grasping at straws.”

“So I’m damaged now?” asked Diana.

“You surround yourself with death,” said Potash to me. “Why do you do it?”

“That’s different—”

“Why?” he demanded.

I hesitated. “Because I enjoy it.”

“Maybe Elijah does, too,” said Diana. “He ‘remembers’ right? That’s his power? Well, maybe it’s like a memorial thing—he likes the solitude so he can pay his respects to the dead people he ‘remembers.’ You told me that was a big part of the job for you when you worked in your mother’s mortuary.”

“That doesn’t hold together,” I said. “If he liked death for the same reasons I like death, he wouldn’t be at grief counseling.”

“Because you don’t get sad?” asked Diana.

“Because death is quiet,” I said. My heart sped up, like I’d gotten a burst of adrenaline from somewhere, but I was just sitting in the car. “Death doesn’t move, and it doesn’t talk, and it doesn’t … make noise.” I almost said “yell,” but that seemed so on-the-nose, it made me grimace just for thinking it. It wasn’t even the full reason. Marci never yelled at me, and she was dead, too, and that didn’t make me happy at all. My dad never yelled anymore, at least not where I could hear him, and he was still completely alive. The answer wasn’t that easy. I mumbled for a minute, wondering what I’d even been talking about, trying to regain my footing in the conversation. “Grief counseling is a thing you do with people,” I said at last. “They’re alive, and you listen to them talk. I would never do that. He’s not like me.”

“Those counseling sessions are where people talk about the dead,” said Diana. “They remember their loved ones. Maybe for Elijah it’s something more—maybe he needs to remember, in order to survive. It’s all about what they lack, right? So he needs other people’s memories because he doesn’t have his own. Maybe counseling helps keep those memories … fresh, or whatever.”

“Except he’s only done it the one time,” I said. “We’ve been watching him for weeks, and he’s only gone there once.” And then there was the answer, just staring me in the face. “He’s not remembering the dead,” I said. “He’s remembering the living.”

“That’s not grief counseling,” said Diana. “That’d be some other therapy group.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“Nobody goes out of their way to remember the living,” said Potash. “Not unless they’re lost, like with the MIA memorial. The rest of the time we just remember the dead.”

“We remember the dead because we’re alive,” I said. “Maybe for dead people it’s the other way around.” I felt my eyes grow hot as I spoke, threatening tears, but I gritted my teeth and blinked them away. “And that’s who Elijah spends all his time with: dead people.”

There was silence in the car for a moment, and then Diana began to nod. “Dead people from this community.”

“Who else was at that grief session?” asked Potash.

“Exactly,” I said. “If Elijah is absorbing the memories of the recently dead, those grief counseling sessions would be full of people he knows—or thinks he knows. He might be there to meet one in person, which is why he only started going recently. He’s meeting someone related to a very recent death.”

“I’m driving,” said Diana, “one of you call Ostler.”

“I’m already dialing,” said Potash. We waited a moment, then heard him speak. “This is Potash. Do you have the notes from the police about that grief meeting?” Pause. “Read me the list of everyone who attended that night. Hang on a second, I’m writing them down. Delaney Anderson. Rose Chapman. Jude Feldman. Jared Garrett. Susan Roman. Is that all?” Pause. “We’re just following up a lead. I’ll call you if it goes anywhere.”

I already had the mortuary number tapped in and ready to go. I hit send and waited while it rang.

“Good afternoon,” said a woman’s voice, “and thank you for calling Cochran Mortuary. How may I help you?”

“I need to talk to Mr. Cochran,” I said. Like most mortuaries, this was a family business. We’d talked to Rudolfo Cochran before, in our official capacity as FBI; he knew we were investigating something, but he didn’t know it was an employee. He’d promised not to tell anyone, thinking it was a matter of high security, and I hoped he’d kept that promise—if Elijah got word that we were investigating him at all, and especially if he knew we were this close, he might run. We didn’t want to lose him. A minute later the call transferred to another line, and rang a few more times before Cochran picked it up.

“This is Rudolfo Cochran speaking.”

“This is John Cleaver from the FBI, we spoke last week.”

“Yes,” he said, “you were the young man?”

“Yes. We have some follow-up questions if you don’t mind, and I remind you that this is of the utmost secrecy.” Potash handed me his list, scrawled on the back of one of his hospital release forms. I read the names in order. “Have you had any business lately with a Delaney Anderson?”

“Let me pull up my records,” he said. I heard a few mouse clicks through the phone, and some tapping of keys on a keyboard. “Delaney?”

“Correct.”

“Nothing,” he said.

“How about Jude Feldman?”

More keyboard clicks. “We have a Feldman in our system from two years ago, but it’s not Jude.”

That might mean something. “How about Rose Chapman?”

Click click click. I heard a soft musical beep as the search command was sent, and then Cochran gave a small “Oh.” His voice grew more distant as he read the data. “Yes, we did a funeral about six weeks ago for a William Chapman, and Rose is on file as his wife. All the sales transactions were conducted through her.”

I felt a surge of excitement. I was right. “Can you give me her contact information?” He read it off and I copied it down, and then, just to be thorough, I had him search for the last two names on the list as well. There was another almost match, from nearly ten years earlier, but that was it. I thanked him and hung up. “He was there to see Rose Chapman,” I told the others. “He has her husband’s memories.” I gave Diana the address, and she changed course immediately. I did a search on my phone, finding a massive list of Rose Chapmans, and slowly narrowed it down to the one in Fort Bruce. I found her Facebook page and swore when I saw it.

“What’s wrong?” asked Diana.

I showed her the screen, but she glanced at it only for a second before shaking her head and looking back at the road. “I can’t look, just tell me.”

“Let me see,” said Potash.

I held the phone toward him. “I recognize her,” I said. “She showed up in our surveillance photos, in the set we shot at the grocery store.”

“The woman by the produce,” said Potash.

“Exactly,” I said. “He doesn’t talk to anyone, ever, but he had a three-minute conversation with Rose Chapman in the produce section.”

“He’s stalking her,” said Potash.

“He has her husband’s memories,” I said. “For all we know he thinks he is her husband.”

“If he stalks dead people’s families, why has that never shown up in our surveillance before?” Diana demanded. “This is the kind of thing that we’re supposed to catch, dammit.”

“Maybe it’s new,” I said. “Maybe he … I don’t know. Maybe he has rules.”

“Hurry,” said Potash, and started another phone call.

“What do you mean, ‘rules’?” asked Diana. “That doesn’t have anything to do with it.”

“Rules to keep himself from hurting anyone.” I said. Did it really make as much sense as I thought it did, or was I seeing reflections of myself where there weren’t any? “After fifteen-something years at the mortuary, taking a new corpse’s memories every I-don’t-know-how-often, he’s bound to have personal connections to half this town—he’s somebody’s father, he’s somebody’s mother, he’s somebody’s brother and son and best friend. He’s literally surrounded by people he remembers being close to. But we’ve never seen him stalking anyone, except maybe Merrill, depending on your definition, and I guarantee that’s because he makes rules for himself to avoid contact with people he knows.” I thought about Marci, and what I’d do if some random person claimed to be her, returned from the grave. “He can’t talk to those people without freaking them out, so he keeps a night shift and never talks to anyone.”

“We need to check on Merrill,” said Diana. “Maybe Merrill had a father or a brother or something who died right before Elijah started visiting him. But … why Merrill and Rose and nobody else? Why are they worth breaking the rules for?”

“I … don’t know,” I said. “Something’s still not fitting.” I closed my eyes, trying to remember as much of our surveillance info as I could. “We’ve never seen him hurt anyone. We’ve never seen him attack anyone, we’ve never found a body or a crime scene we can connect him to, we’ve never found anything ‘bad.’”

“He gets his memories from dead bodies,” said Diana. “If we’re right.”

“If,” I said. I thought for a moment, listening as Potash gave the police Rose’s address. We’re still missing something important. I looked at Diana. “So what does Elijah do that he doesn’t have to do?”

“You mean the grief counseling?”

“I mean everything. Like how his powers work. If we’re right, he gets his memories from the corpses in the mortuary, but why?”

“Because he has to,” said Diana. “Getting your memories from dead people means you’d be constantly filling up on the memories of actual death. He’d remember dying of old age, dying of cancer, dying in car accidents. If they’ve been around for ten thousand years he might remember dying a hundred thousand times—why put yourself through that if you don’t have to?”

I hadn’t thought of that, and it disturbed me that I hadn’t. “That makes sense,” I said slowly, “but that’s still something he has to do. The question is what does he not have to do? Needing corpses isn’t the same as needing the mortuary, because let’s be honest: corpses are pretty easy to make. But he goes out of his way to use bodies that are already dead. He doesn’t kill.”

“Neither did Cody French,” said Diana. “He was still a monster.”

“Cody French drove girls insane,” I said. “Elijah Sexton doesn’t hurt anyone at all.”

“He’s not a good guy,” said Diana. “He’s a Withered—we kill the Withered, John, that’s our whole job. It’s our whole life.”

“What if he’s different?”

“He’s not,” she said harshly. “You heard Ostler: don’t get soft. You’re talking about a creature who’s preyed on humanity for ten thousand years—”

“You don’t know that.”

“We don’t know anything!” she said. “We’re blind, even more so than when we hit Mary Gardner, and she killed Kelly because of it. If you go after Elijah Sexton with anything less than straight-up hatred you’ll be dead, okay? He’ll kill you and probably the rest of us with you, just like every other Withered has killed every other person they’ve ever messed with.”

“Not everyone is evil,” I said, almost irrationally desperate to convince her—or myself. “Just because you think someone’s bad doesn’t mean they are. And even if he was bad he could change.”

“You’re wrong, John,” said Potash, hanging up his phone. His voice was cold and hard. “I just talked to the police, and when they put her name in her system they instantly hit a flag: her sister filed a missing-person report this morning. Rose Chapman’s disappeared.”

*   *   *

We were already most of the way to Rose Chapman’s house, and thus arrived before anyone else. A car was in the driveway, though it and the sidewalk were covered with about an inch of snow; that was probably just from the previous night’s storm, and it was far from the only snow-covered car on the block. More telling were the footprints leading from the curb to the porch—someone had pulled up, walked to the front door, then walked back out and driven away. I wasn’t a good enough tracker to tell if the prints leading from the house were any different than the prints leading to it—like if the person was carrying a body, for example—but I was fairly certain there was only one set. Had Elijah come here, and kidnapped the woman he thought was his wife? I wanted to believe it wasn’t him—that it was the three mystery Withered—but then why only one set of prints? I made a careful footprint of my own in the snow next to them, studying the comparison as Potash and Diana walked past me toward the door. The footprints were small—maybe it wasn’t a Withered at all, but the sister who’d reported Rose as missing?

I want you to be good, Elijah. Please be good.

“Whoever walked up here went inside,” said Potash, squatting by the front door. “They stomped the snow off their shoes onto the welcome mat, and then stepped in the pile on the way back out.”

“How can you tell?”

He shrugged. “You get a feel for these things.”

Diana rang the doorbell, and I trudged up the porch steps to join them. We waited a moment, rang again, then banged loudly on the door. Nothing.

“I’m declaring probable cause,” said Diana, drawing her sidearm. Potash already had his out. I put my hand in my coat pocket, feeling the grip of the knife handle; I hadn’t been without it in weeks. Diana looked at us, nodded, and kicked the door in.

The entryway showed no sign of a struggle, though it did have a few wet patches where someone had tracked in snow. The door didn’t show any sign of forced entry, beyond Diana’s kick. Whoever had come here had let themselves in peacefully, which meant they’d had a key. That implied it was the sister, and the condition of the tracks suggested she had come this morning, after the snow. The lack of any other prints meant Rose Chapman had disappeared before the snow, and without her car; probably a day or more before the snow, since the police didn’t usually accept a missing-person report within the first twenty-four hours.

If the sister had been here and found nothing, we could probably move through the house safely, but after our experience with Mary Gardner not one of us dropped our guard; Diana and Potash kept their guns up, and I pulled my knife silently from the sheath as we moved deeper into the house. I felt better with a knife in my hand, as if my hand had always been incomplete without it, and I’d only just now become whole. The front door opened directly into a living room, where the walls were hung with landscape paintings and a photo of what I assumed were Rose and William Chapman. Had she joined him in death? Was Elijah Sexton remembering both of their lives now?

Beyond the living room was a kitchen, and a short hall leading back into the rest of the house. We walked through each room slowly, checking behind doors and furniture, clearing each space as we went. A bathroom. A laundry room. A hall closet full of musty cardboard boxes. A master bedroom on one side of the hall, and a guest room on the other. There was no one in any of the rooms, living or dead. The master bedroom had a large sliding door leading out to the backyard: a small lawn on one side and an extended driveway on the other, leading back to a garage—but the snow back there was far deeper than in front and completely devoid of prints. It looked like no one had been back there all winter. Potash checked the last closet and shook his head.

“Nothing.”

“Most houses in this town have a basement,” said Diana, “but I didn’t see an entrance anywhere. Maybe it’s outside?”

“We would have seen tracks in the snow if anyone had used it recently,” said Potash. He glanced outside, breathing heavily. “It’s worth checking out, though.” He unlocked the sliding door, but Diana put a hand on his arm.

“I’ll go, you just got out of the hospital.” She opened the door and stepped out. “I’ll call you if it looks sketchy. See what else you can find, but don’t leave any fingerprints.” She closed the door behind her.

“Of course I’m not going to leave fingerprints,” Potash grumbled. “Am I an idiot?”

I ignored him and started looking through the piles of stuff on the nightstands and dresser, using the knife to move things without touching them directly. People who were kidnapped tended to leave key personal items behind, the kind of things they were usually never without: keys, wallets, purses, phones. If we could find one of those, we might also find some personal info we could use, like a schedule or a contact list of people she’d talked to recently. A smartphone would be a gold mine—depending on what settings she’d turned on or off, we could know not just who she’d called, but when she’d done it and where she was standing at the time. I found a few papers that might be useful later, funeral receipts and so on, but nothing that helped me now. I turned to go down the hallway, heading back to the living room to continue the search, when Potash’s phone rang. I turned back to listen.

“This is Potash.” Pause. “We’re inside now; there’s no direct evidence of kidnapping, but the car’s in the driveway and it’s pretty clear nobody slept here last night. That’s not damning, but it’s definitely suspicious.”

Diana opened the back door, kicking the snow off her feet before coming inside. “Nothing in the basement but a furnace and some storage.” She batted at her hair with a grimace. “And every spider within ten miles.”

I nodded at Potash. “He’s on the phone with Ostler, I think.”

“Bad news?” asked Diana.

“Do we ever get good news?”

“We’ll be right there,” said Potash. He hung up and looked at us. “Cops’ll be here in about five minutes; we’ll let them take over the crime scene while we head back to the morgue.”

“Rose?” asked Diana.

Potash shook his head. “No, but still bad. Another cannibal attack.” He looked at me. “And another letter for John.”

To Mr. John Wayne Cleaver, and his Esteemed Colleagues,

Hello again. It is, as always, a pleasure to write to you, though I admit I haven’t given you much of a chance to respond since my previous letter. Worse still, I haven’t given you the means to respond, and for this I am truly sorry. Only a churl would be content with a one-sided conversation, and I assure you that I am not such a boor as to talk and talk about myself without ever letting you respond.

In light of that, let me suggest a number of options that might facilitate a more interactive discussion. The option you are considering first is simply to capture me, but I assure you that this is ridiculous. You will neither catch me nor even find me. Option number two is equally unlikely, but in the opposite direction: you could simply communicate in kind by killing a victim of your own and leaving a note pinned for me to find. While I can promise you I would find such a note, I imagine your superiors would be displeased with the manner of its delivery. Until such time as you no longer care what they think, we must find another way of communicating.

Option three, then, might be one to consider: you could publish a letter in the newspaper. It would not be the first time the police have sent messages this way. This method has some sub-options, as you could choose to be brazen about the message—my unfinished meals are already headline news, after all—or you could couch it in secrecy, burying it in a coded letter to the editor in which only every second word counts. Title it something about lions and antelopes, if you do, so I’ll know where to look.

But in the end, why bother with all of this rigmarole? If you’ve been paying attention, you know who I’m going to kill next. Slip a note in his pocket, and I’ll have something to read while I eat.

Yours,

The Hunter

P.S.—I was extremely gratified to learn that Mr. Potash is recovering so quickly. May his restored health bring him as much happiness as possible before the end.

“Dios mio,” said Dr. Trujillo.

“Where’s the body?” I asked.

“Still in the autopsy,” said Ostler, gesturing at the police station’s examination room behind us. “Barring any shocking discoveries, though, the story’s the same as last time: a middle-aged person, female this time, found mostly naked with her body covered in bite wounds. Head and neck undamaged. The note was pinned to her chest.”

“Pinned?” asked Nathan.

“With a safety pin,” said Ostler. “Keep in mind, she wasn’t wearing a shirt.”

“The weirdest part of this job,” said Diana, “is that none of that counts as a shocking discovery.”

Potash sat down, breathing in slow, controlled breaths.

“Why does he keep addressing them to John?” asked Nathan. “I want to know what that’s all about.”

“He mentioned Potash, too,” I said.

“But they’re to you,” said Nathan. “When he said he wanted to start a conversation, he was talking to you specifically. When he suggested that we murder somebody, that was also to you.”

I looked at Potash, and found him staring at me. He was still the only one who knew about my brutal stabbing of Mary Gardner.

He didn’t say anything.

“He used John’s name because he was trying to show off,” said Trujillo. “Everything about these letters—the tone, the vocabulary, even the message itself—is a deliberate attempt to exert control over us by showing his superiority. Not just showing it, but hammering it home with all the subtlety of an oversized cartoon mallet. He wants us to be afraid of him, and part of that is showing what he knows about us: John’s name and Potash’s health.”

“Well it’s working,” said Nathan. “Once again, I humbly request that we pack the hell up and leave this town ASAP.”

“You’ve never done anything humbly in your life,” said Diana.

“All he’s really showing us are his limits,” I said. “He knows my name because my picture was on the Internet, and he put it together and knows who I am. He knows Potash’s name because it’s on record at the hospital. Those are the only two members of our team with an easily researched identity—even Brooke is registered under an alias at Whiteflower. The only things he knows about us are the things anyone could know about us.”

“Maybe there’s more to come,” said Ostler. “He could know everything, and just be rolling it out slowly, one snippet at a time.”

“That’s going to mean a lot of chewed-up corpses before he finishes,” said Diana.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “I think he’s actively researching us while we’re researching him. Read the header again.”

Ostler looked at the paper: “‘To Mr. John Wayne Cleaver, and his Esteemed Colleagues.’”

“He used my middle name,” I said. “He didn’t do that before.”

Nathan sniffed. “So your evidence that he’s not revealing information one piece at a time is that he’s revealing information one piece at a time?”

“I’m saying that it isn’t new information,” I said. “Dropping Potash’s name at the end was a shocker, but did any of you flinch when he said my middle name? Did any of you even notice? We already knew that he knew who I was—revealing my middle name doesn’t change that. So either he knew the name before and forgot to mention it, which isn’t exactly menacing, or he just figured it out and he’s showing off. If it’s the former, who cares? If it’s the latter, then we know he’s figuring this out as he goes.”

“The next letter will tell us more,” said Trujillo. “If he mentions Brooke’s alias instead of her real name, we know he has flawed information. If he mentions Ostler’s name, we know he has a connection to the police, since they’re the only ones who know her. If he mentions any of the rest of us, it’ll be more troubling, but it will still be something to go on to trace his information back to the source.”

“Unless he can read minds, like we discussed before,” said Nathan. “Then he could know everything, and any information trail we think we see would be an illusion.”

“I don’t want to find any more letters,” said Ostler firmly. “He says we should have him figured out by now—that we have enough clues to know who the next victim is. So let’s figure him out and stop him.”

“Who was the victim this time?” asked Trujillo.

“Valynne Maetani,” said Ostler, and she held up an evidence bag with the victim’s ID. “Her wallet was still in her purse. I made some calls while you were en route, and she works at a software company. Project manager, if that means anything.”

“The first victim worked in a hardware store,” said Diana, and she looked at Trujillo. “What’s the link?”

I felt a small pang of anger that everyone continued to ask him these questions instead of me, but at least it gave me the time to think about the letter in more detail. Was the killer just using my name to scare us, or was he really talking straight to me? If he’d looked me up he’d have found my connection to Crowley and Forman, and if he knew anything about the wider Withered community, he probably knew about Nobody as well. He knew that I’d killed people. And now he was asking me to kill again.

“The occupation of the victims probably has nothing to do with it,” said Trujillo, looking at the bagged ID. “Serial-killer brains don’t really work that way, though I admit there are exceptions to everything. It’s also unlikely that he’s targeting a specific demographic, since so far he’s killed both genders, and two different races—Maetani was Asian.”

My head snapped up. “Really?”

“Do you have a problem with that?” asked Nathan.

“I have a problem with Ostler holding back key information,” I said. “If he really does know us as well as he claims, then killing an Asian woman might be a reference to Kelly.” I looked at Potash. “And if killing a white guy was a reference to Potash, we might have a pattern.”

“Great,” said Nathan. “So he’s consuming us all in effigy? Does that mean the next victim’s going to be a black research professor, or will any black guy do?”

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” said Trujillo. “It’s far more likely that he’s just taking targets of opportunity when and where he can. It’s hard enough finding a victim he can kill without being seen—never mind complicating it with races and genders and who knows what else. The simplest explanation is that he has a specific hunting ground—one location or one type of location—and the victims all come from there.” He looked at Ostler. “Was the body found anywhere near the first one?”

“Opposite sides of the city,” said Ostler. “And she was dumped by a train crossing instead of stuffed in an alleyway Dumpster. That’s not much of a link.”

“A train crossing will have a camera,” said Potash. “There might be footage of the killer, or at least the car.”

“The police are already looking into it,” said Ostler.

I was staying silent because I didn’t know how to feel—or I guess you could say I was feeling too many things at once. I was angry that Trujillo had shot down my idea, but impressed that his own idea made so much sense, and then angry again that he would dare to be so good at something I considered my own personal domain. And then I was embarrassed for feeling so petty about it, and I was worried if I was right, and I was frustrated we hadn’t found anything solid yet, and I was mad at Nathan, and scared for Brooke, and fascinated by this new killer—and all I wanted to do was get out, and away, and be by myself, even if it was just for a minute. Even just half a minute. Maybe just forever.

Trujillo tapped his chin. “Let’s consider that where the bodies were dumped might have nothing to do with where they were killed. He might have pulled them from the same area and then scattered them around the city to stay hidden, or simply to throw us off.”

There had to be more than that. I knew it. The killer had written us two letters—he had to have given us a clue, even if it was only by accident.

“We didn’t see an obvious link between their home or work addresses,” said Ostler, “but maybe their commutes take them along a similar path? Or they cross at a specific point? I’ll have the police look into it, but we need something stronger. I won’t let this man eat anyone else.”

Eating. It was right there all along.

I dug in my pocket for my copy of the first letter, now worn smooth by my pocket, and sharply creased along the edge. “What were the new victim’s stomach contents?”

“You think those matter?” asked Nathan. It was a typically snarky question from him, though his face seemed more confused than confrontational. “Is that really a thing—a killer that targets people who eat the same foods?”

“Not the same foods, but at the same places,” I said. I pulled out the letter and unfolded it, bending the creases backward to help it lay flat. “In the first letter he told us Stephen Applebaum’s stomach contents, to prove he was the real killer, but then he also mentioned that he watched him eat. Here it is: ‘His stomach contents, as I assume you’ve been informed, will have included two slices of pizza—I was too far away to see the toppings.’ He picked a mark, watched him eat, and then killed him after. Probably very soon after. These letters are constructed so carefully—that’s got to mean something.”

Ostler considered this a moment, then walked to the examination room and opened the door. “Excuse me, gentlemen, but have you examined the stomach contents yet?” I heard murmuring, but couldn’t make it out. “And what were they?” More murmuring. “Thank you.” She closed the door and turned to face us. “Pizza. Diana, I want you to get in Detective Scott’s face and find out exactly where both victims ate dinner the night they were killed.”

“Yes ma’am.” Diana left immediately, and Potash stood up. Ostler walked slowly back to our misshapen circle.

“We can’t monitor every person who eats at a pizza place for the next several weeks. It’s impossible.”

“We can put someone on the restaurant itself, though, right?” asked Nathan. “I mean, that’s better than nothing. At the very least we can watch for anyone eating there who matches our team’s demographics.”

Ostler looked at me. “What else does this letter tell us?”

It took all my willpower not to glance at Trujillo, gloating in petulant triumph that she’d asked me instead of him. “He’s given us the biggest clue yet,” I said. “He named himself.”

“We already know his name,” said Nathan. “Or … maybe. We don’t know if the cannibal is Gidri or one of his thugs, but either way the name’s not going to help us.”

“His real name wouldn’t,” I agreed, “not with Brooke still too upset about Gidri to talk to us. But this letter has something even better: he picked a name for himself. He could call himself anything in the world, and he chose The Hunter. That speaks volumes.”

“And that’s meaningful how?” asked Nathan. “It’s just the same old metaphor about lions and antelopes.”

“In that metaphor he called himself a predator,” I said. “A hunter is different. Whether he intended to or not, he’s telling us that the hunt itself is important—not just eating the victim, but finding them, chasing them. Matching wits with them. He sees himself as a hunter.”

Nathan raised his eyebrow. “And his quarry is a bunch of slobs at a pizza place?”

Trujillo’s voice was grave. “His quarry is us.”

“I think we can get more specific than that,” said Ostler. “If the demographic theory holds, the two victims so far represent two of the three people who killed Mary Gardner.” Her eyes fell on me. “You were the third, and he already knows your name.”
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There was an old park on the outskirts of Fort Bruce—a wide lawn and a little playground, now piled with snow and empty for the winter. The picnic area held a few tables and pair of state-sponsored barbecue grills: thick metal boxes, rusted orange with age, each one sitting on a rusty metal pole. The boxes were open on the top and the front, with a heavy metal grill that could fold up and down. Snow sat on top of them in lumpy drifts, sagging into the gaps between the grill bars. I set my box of store-bought firewood on a snowy picnic table and used a broken plank to clear the snow from the nearest grill, pushing it away in long, even strokes, and then rattling the board between the clanging metal sides.

Boy Dog whined and crawled under the picnic table, crouching in the cavelike hollow that had formed where the snow couldn’t reach.

“Stop being such a wimp,” I told him. “You’re a dog in a park—go chase a squirrel or something. Eat a bunny rabbit. Reclaim your birthright as a wild animal.” He growled pitiably and dropped his head on his paws.

“Yeah,” I said, just to have something to say. I tilted up the grill, which let out a metallic squeal, and started to build my fire. There are plenty of ways to build a fire, but I tend to use a method called the log cabin: thin sticks, laid out in a square, with larger and larger sticks on top of them to build up the walls. I wasn’t supposed to light fires, but that was just a self-imposed rule: there was no law against it. The city had built these stupid metal boxes expressly to light fires in. There was nothing wrong with it.

Except that I’d told myself not to do it, and now here I was.

I built the log cabin about four inches high, and then built a larger one around it. The flames would start on the smallest sticks at the bottom of the center, and then slowly spread up and out until the entire thing was on fire. I had nothing against a good accelerant, of course—sometimes you needed a good dose of gasoline or lighter fluid to save time—but if you built it right, all you really needed was the wood and a single match. I prided myself on doing it right. I studied my layout, crouching down to see inside, choosing exactly where I’d place the match, and when I was satisfied I pulled out a matchbook and ripped out a single cardboard stick. I folded the book backward, pressing the bulbous chemical head between the starter strip and the outer flap, and ripped them apart. The friction ignited the chemicals, which flared to life in a sputtering yellow flame. I cupped it in my hands to keep it safe.

“Think I can do it in one match?”

Boy Dog gave a noncommittal whine.

“You’ve never supported me in my dreams, Boy Dog,” I said. “I could have been the best arsonist there ever was, but you wanted me to go to law school.” I leaned in close to the log cabin, and gently held the match to the prime lighting spot I’d made out of twigs and splinters; it caught, and I dropped the match and watched the yellow flames turn orange as they found more fuel to burn. The metal was still wet from the snow, but as the fire heated up, the damp disappeared—it didn’t hiss or steam, but seemed as if it simply ceased to exist.

This was my pressure valve. When everything else was just too much to take, and all my … rage, I guess. Confusion. Energy. When all of the emotions I’d never known how to deal with finally built up so high that I thought I would burst, I lit a fire and let them out, and everything was good again.

Except it wasn’t working.

Ostler thought I was the next victim, but I knew I wasn’t. The letters were addressed to me—he wanted me to kill. I had a copy of both letters now, and pulled them out to read again. They weren’t written to the team as a whole, but directly to me. The key was in the middle of the second one: “I imagine your superiors would be displeased with the manner of its delivery. Until such time as you no longer care what they think, we must find another way of communicating.” It was one thing to ask for a corpse as a message; it was another thing completely to suggest that the only thing stopping me from doing it was the approval of my “superiors.” He was implying, or perhaps suggesting, that without Ostler and the others keeping me reined in, I’d be out there killing, just like him. Was that true? I’d managed to get by for sixteen years without any of them controlling me and I’d never killed anyone. Except the Withered, of course. If I didn’t have the team, would I be out there killing Withered? Of course I would. Nobody else’s Marci would ever have to die if I could do something to stop it. Technically, I was killing the Withered even with the team, but I was sick of having them around and I knew I could work better without them. What had the team gotten me so far? A bunch of running around, my picture on the Internet, and almost zero new info about the cannibal or Elijah or anyone else. It was nice to have access to the forensic files now that I didn’t have my own mortuary to examine the bodies, but frankly I’d have been a whole lot happier with the mortuary. I found myself envying Elijah, and not for the first time. He was alone, and he had the dead to keep him company. It was the best of both worlds.

“Until such time as you no longer care what they think.” Did I care what they thought? They didn’t care what I thought. I had to fight just to make myself heard in our meetings; I was the child prodigy, brought in as a specialist, but they never let me do anything. Not the way I wanted to do it. I worked by getting to know the Withered, by slipping in the back door of their lives and listening while they talked. That’s what I’d done with Cody French and Mary Gardner, but we couldn’t do it now. I’d met Elijah once, but I’d never found a way to speak to him again; the few times he’d come back to Whiteflower I’d been out on other assignments, coffee runs, stakeouts of empty buildings, and stupid things that anyone else could have done—but I was the kid so why not send me? And forget about getting to know The Hunter. Gidri and his mystery companions had an uncanny knack of giving the slip to police surveillance, and we had no idea where any of them were. It was hard to disguise yourself as the boy next door when you didn’t know what door to be next to.

Brooke had lived next door to me. I’d watched her through her window at night, watched her sleep. Now she was trapped in that room, and I was trapped out here, and I just wanted to—

One, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen, twenty-one.

“Until such time as you no longer care what they think, we must find another way of communicating.” It was a message for me, I was sure of it. So why not send one back? I couldn’t kill someone, obviously, but I could do a letter to the editor. What would I even say? “Hi, this is John, tell me about yourself.” I was hunting him, not dating him. And, of course, as soon as I put a letter in the paper the others would know it—the protocol was laid out right there in his note: the headline and the code phrase and everything. I couldn’t talk to The Hunter without Ostler and Nathan and everybody else freaking out. I was hemmed in. They wouldn’t let me work, they wouldn’t let me talk, they wouldn’t let me do anything. I crumpled the letter in my fist, only to growl at the sheer uselessness of such a gesture.

The fire was mewling, even more piteously than Boy Dog. A fire was a thing of chaos, the ultimate expression of life and freedom, and in this tiny metal box it had nowhere to go, nothing to do, nothing to eat but the little I gave it. It made me sick to look at it, so anemic and wasted, and I used another plank of wood to lever it out, dumping it on the ground to watch as the flames hissed against the snow and sputtered and died, too disorganized to maintain their heat. I kicked a pile of snow over the blackened patches of wood and then suddenly I was stomping on them, jumping up and down, screaming in a wordless rage at the sheer wrongness of the entire world. It didn’t work, it didn’t make sense, it didn’t do anything the way it was supposed to. The way I wanted it to. Boy Dog waddled out of his table cave and howled, with me or at me I couldn’t tell, and I jumped and growled and stomped on the boards, but they didn’t have anything to break against, and after a while I collapsed onto a snowy bench, exhausted. I didn’t know if the tears in my eyes were from sadness or the bitter cold.

I had a heart now, but I didn’t know how to use it.

Boy Dog barked a few more times, his hidden stores of energy not yet spent, and then shuffled toward me and put his head on my leg. I put my hands on my head, like I was being arrested, too worried that if I touched the dog I’d try to hurt it, to break it like I hadn’t been able to break the wood. I closed my eyes and the tears came faster.

I needed to talk to Brooke. She couldn’t help me and I couldn’t help her but she was all I had, the only hint of the life I used to know. I stood up as gently as I could, dislodging Boy Dog as gingerly as possible, and fished in my pocket for my phone. I’d turned it off when I’d slipped away from Potash—he was supposed to stay with me like before, my babysitter again now that he’d gotten out of the hospital. But he’d been in a meeting with Ostler so I’d slipped away, with nothing but a text message to let them know I hadn’t been kidnapped. I saw The Hunter’s letters on the ground, trampled in the ash and snow. I picked them up and wadded them into a ball, waiting while the phone booted up. There was no sense leaving any evidence that I was the one who’d been here.

My phone chirped hysterically when it connected to the network, and I glowered at the thought of how many angry messages I was sure to have. I scrolled through the list—thirteen texts and twenty-one calls. They must really be pissed. I started dialing Trujillo’s number, to tell him I was coming in to Whiteflower, when suddenly my phone rang. It was Diana.

“Hello?”

“Dammit, John, where the hell have you been?”

“Secret dance lessons,” I said, “what’s going on?”

“Get to the mortuary immediately—as fast as you can. We found Rose.”

I looked at my car, a hundred feet away through the snow. “What? At the mortuary?”

“Are you running?” she demanded.

“Yes,” I said, and broke into a run. Boy Dog followed, panting with exertion. We still didn’t know who had kidnapped Rose, but finding her at the mortuary meant one of two things: either Elijah had taken her there, or she’d shown up the way most people show up at a mortuary. “Is Rose dead?” I asked. “Did Elijah kill her?”

“Elijah’s not even here,” said Diana. “Gidri’s gang showed up about forty-five minutes ago, with Rose slung over their shoulder—we haven’t dared make contact so we don’t know what condition she’s in.”

So Gidri kidnapped Rose? But why? Did Elijah tell him to? Was Elijah the leader of the whole wretched group?

We could figure out why later—first things first. “Don’t make contact,” I said. “Every human in that building will die.”

“That’s the problem,” said Diana. “The cops won’t believe us—they still think this is some kind of drug ring and they’re gathering at the gas station around the corner.”

“Gathering?”

“Armed and armored,” said Diana. “They’re going to go in.”

*   *   *

I screeched to a stop on the edge of a crowd of cop cars, their lights turned off in the hope that the mortuary half a block away wouldn’t know they were there. I left Boy Dog in the passenger seat, hoping that he’d be okay—would I be back soon? Would he freeze? I couldn’t hurt him or allow him to be hurt; I had to follow my rules. I hovered a moment in indecision, then ran toward Agent Ostler.

“Where have you been?” she snapped.

“Selling cigarettes to children,” I said. “Have they gone in yet?”

“Do they look like they’ve gone in?” She pointed to the massing crowd of police in armored vests and helmets, clutching assault rifles as Detective Scott gave them a final briefing. Fort Bruce was too small for a real SWAT team, but in every situation they typically encountered, this group would be enough. This was not a typical situation.

I counted them as quickly as I could. “Looks like eighteen guys? Against four Withered?”

“And all four are here now,” said Diana, walking toward us. She had a bulletproof vest of her own, with a small radio handset clipped to a strap on the shoulder. “Elijah drove up right after I talked to you. That puts him twenty minutes late to work, if that means anything.”

Ostler sneered. “It’s a miracle he didn’t drive past this … bonehead parade. Surprise might be our only real weapon here, but it’s better than nothing.”

“Are you going in, too?” I asked Diana. “That’s a death trap in there.”

Detective Scott approached with a frown, his handheld radio squawking. “This is your last chance to be straight with me,” he said. “We’re not going to let that woman die, but that’d be a whole lot easier if you’d just tell me what my men are going to find in there.”

“I’ve told you before,” said Ostler. “They are ancient creatures we don’t even begin to understand—”

“They are not vampires!” Scott hissed. “They’re not ghosts or goblins or whatever other lies you keep insisting on telling me. I have eighteen good men, with families at home, and if you can’t stop this charade long enough to tell them the truth—”

“Don’t send them,” said Ostler. “If you refuse to believe anything else I say, at least listen to this: anyone you send in there will die, and you will not blame me for being anything less than clear about that.”

Boy Dog howled from my car, lost and primal.

“You’re not a part of this community,” said Scott. “You can waltz around here and watch our people get killed and kidnapped and then you can leave, but we have a responsibility here. We have to get up every morning and tell our neighbors we’re doing everything we can to protect them, and if that means going in there, then that’s what we do. It’s eighteen on four, with no sign of heavy weapons on any of the suspects. We have to take this chance.”

“Send them in,” I said.

“He doesn’t have the authority to give you that permission,” said Ostler quickly.

“And she doesn’t have the authority to stop you,” I said. “You go, you do your thing, but you remember what she told you.”

The detective’s voice dropped, and he spoke through clenched teeth. “What is this?”

“It’s a war,” I said. “It’s been in the shadows for centuries—for millennia maybe—but if you’re determined to start the first real battle, we can’t stop you.”

Scott looked back and forth among the three of us, then stormed off with a snarl. “Bunch of freaks.”

“What are you doing?” Ostler demanded.

“Communicating,” I said bitterly. “The Hunter wants a corpse, and the police are determined to die. It’s a win-win.”

“I’m going with them,” said the radio on Diana’s shoulder, and I realized it was Potash’s voice, rough with static.

“Stay in the car,” said Diana. “You can barely breathe.”

“No,” said Ostler, “I’m sending you both—first in the door, since you’re the only personnel with any experience fighting Withered. If we can save even one of these idiots’ lives, we will.”

“Yes ma’am,” said Diana, and she ran off with her rifle—not her long sniper, but a short automatic that would be better in close quarters.

Ostler handed me a radio. “If you have any brilliant insights, now’s the time to let them know. They’re the only people who can fight these monsters, but you’re the only person who can think like one.”

I looked at the radio in my hand, then back at Ostler. “No radio silence?”

“The cops are going to be broadcasting the whole time anyway.”

“All right then.” I paused. “Do you and I get vests, too?”

“You’re not going in there,” she said firmly.

“And you’re so sure that what’s in there isn’t coming out?”

She frowned, but walked to her car and opened the trunk, revealing an array of armor and weapons. I took off my bulky coat, shivering in the night air, and pulled on a vest. Ostler did the same. I clipped the radio to a strap on the front and switched it on.

Words hissed across the radio channel like ghosts.

“Team One in position.”

“Team Two move to the back entrance.” It sounded like Detective Scott, but I couldn’t be sure. “Team Three, stay here to cover the retreat.”

“Potash,” said Diana, “you need to hurry it up.”

The only answer from Potash was labored breathing and the sound of boots in the snow.

“Form up along this wall,” said Detective Scott. “Weapons hot.”

“Shoot anything that moves,” I said. “Chairs, shadows, cats, I don’t even care. Anything you don’t kill will kill you.”

Ostler scowled. “That’s your great advice?”

I laughed dryly. “If you thought the raid on Mary Gardner was reckless and stupid, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

“You’re broadcasting,” said Diana.

“Go team,” I said. “We’re all out here cheering for you.”

I should be in there, I thought. Not part of this raid, but the only one on the raid, and instead of a raid it would just be quiet, unassuming John Cleaver, picking up a night job to make a few extra bucks. I could learn about the hearses, dazzle Elijah with my knowledge of mortuary life, and over weeks and months find the cracks in his armor. I could kill him if they gave me time.

But there was never any time anymore. The war had started and this was its future: terrified men without a hope of survival, future corpses lining up for The Hunter to eat.

Elijah absorbed memories from the dead. The Hunter ate people and possibly controlled their minds. Gidri we had no idea about, and we didn’t even have a name for the final man. I had nothing I could tell the team.

“Go,” said Diana, and the hiss of the radio was joined by the click of a lock opening, of a door swinging wide, of weapons being readied. Boots thumped and spare magazines jangled.

“They’re arguing,” Diana whispered. “No, they’re fighting. Something’s gone wrong.”

I heard crashes and a loud, feminine scream that was probably Rose, followed by an inhuman roar whose origin I could only guess at. Seconds later the channel erupted in the sound of gunfire, and I heard Diana shout “Potash, fall back!”

What could I tell them that could save their lives? That Elijah should have been good? That kidnapping Rose felt like a betrayal I didn’t even understand? I heard Potash’s ragged breath and something that sounded for all the world like an axe biting into wood. The woman screamed again, and then I heard Diana’s voice, her words short and clipped.

“I have one still alive in here but I can’t hit him without hurting the woman.”

“So try harder,” I said, but something didn’t feel right. She’d said she had “one still alive.” Were all but one of the cops already dead? But I could still hear them shouting over the radio. Was she talking about a Withered, then? Did she have one of them already dead and another alive but not killing her? How was that even possible? Unless they weren’t Withered at all.

“I need backup,” said Diana. She sounded like her teeth were clenched tightly shut from fear. “He’s healing.”

So they were definitely Withered. What was going on?

“Please don’t shoot us,” said Rose, barely audible through Diana’s radio, and I froze. Don’t shoot us. She’d said “us.” One of the Withered was still alive, so close to Rose that Diana couldn’t risk a shot. And now Rose was pleading for his life.

I started running.

“John, come back!” shouted Ostler, but I ignored her and sprinted to the mortuary, shouting into the radio: “Don’t hurt Elijah!” I’d been right about him: he was good. He wasn’t working with Gidri and he hadn’t kidnapped Rose. She was defending him. The only way the other Withered could have already fallen was if Elijah himself had attacked them.

He was good.

“Officer down,” said a man on the radio. “Repeat, officer d—no, two down!”

So there was at least one Withered still up. I had to go carefully. I ran past Team Three, ignoring their warning as I dashed through the door. The hallway inside was a chaos of light and dark, and far at the end I could see Potash and a group of police locked in combat with what looked like a thick, spiny rosebush. Halfway down the hall was a bright doorway, yellow light spilling out into the corridor, so that’s where I ran.

It was Elijah’s office and it was devastated. Furniture was smashed and overturned and blood and ash covered the floor. Elijah stood in the far corner, his chest sliced open; blood and soulstuff spilled out in thick rivulets, greasy and black. Behind him was Rose Chapman, covered with cuts and bruises, staring out in wide-eyed terror, and against the opposite wall stood Diana, her rifle trained on them both. Between them on the floor lay three bodies: the first I recognized as Jacob Carl, Elijah’s counterpart on the day shift; he sprawled against the wall with his eyes wide open and his head twisted nearly backwards. Beside him was the tallest of the Withered, completely inert, and closest to me lay Gidri—young and handsome and still as the grave. I stepped toward him, feeling the familiar rush at the sight of a corpse—but no. His chest was moving. He was alive. I looked at the other Withered and saw the same. They didn’t have any visible wounds. I stooped over Gidri to examine him closer. How had this happened?

But of course there was only one answer.

“You drained them?” I asked. Elijah moved his mouth but no sound came out; the slash across his chest must have damaged his voice.

“He can only drain dead bodies,” said Diana.

“Obviously not,” I said. I touched Gidri’s throat, feeling his pulse. “If they were dead they’d turn to ash. That means he incapacitated them, and draining their minds is the only weapon he has.” It looked like he’d drained so much of their memories they couldn’t even think anymore, couldn’t even stand. They were infants—worse than infants. They were hollow shells.

“What are you talking about?” asked Rose.

Potash appeared in the door behind me, covered in blood and grease and splinters. His machete dangled from his fingers; he didn’t try to speak but simply gasped for breath. Beyond him the police were calling for medics, and I knew they’d won their fight. That shouldn’t have happened—we should have all been dead. But Elijah had turned on his own kind, and turned their four-monster army into a lone, desperate runner, and suddenly the odds were in our favor. We’d won because of Elijah.

Diana seemed to be thinking the same thing, but it hadn’t convinced her. “Protocol says we kill him anyway—”

“Protocol can wait,” I said, and I looked at Elijah. If he could drain the living, why didn’t he? What was stopping him from draining my memories, or Diana’s, or Rose’s? He could drop us in seconds, and we’d never even remember that he’d gotten away. But instead he stood there and watched me, and his face didn’t show fear or determination or anything else I would have expected in a battle scene. The corners of his mouth turned down, his brow wrinkled over his eyes. He was sad.

We’d thought he was forced to use dead memories because no one would ever take them if they could take living ones instead. We’d had him completely backwards—he could take living memories just fine, but he chose not to. What were we missing? What made a living man’s memories so much worse than a dead one’s? Why should he be so sad about a living man with no—

And then everything made sense.

“These aren’t the first people you’ve drained without killing,” I said.

His face, already sad, collapsed into a despair so deep it seemed to draw me down with it. “I never want to kill,” he said. His voice sounded ragged and raw, as if the gash in his chest were only half healed inside. “I thought I could … sustain myself without hurting anyone, but it was all wrong. I never meant to hurt him.”

“Who?” asked Diana.

“Merrill Evans,” I said, and Elijah closed his eyes. How had it happened, I wondered? Some night, twenty years ago, when Elijah’s mind was fading and he was desperate for more memories to fill it. The only sustenance he really needed, but not a body anywhere to take it from. Perhaps he’d gotten sloppy? Perhaps he’d let it go too long? And then he was stranded, without a mind to call his own, and there was Merrill Evans. “It isn’t really Alzheimer’s,” he’d told me that day in the lobby. Elijah had broken a man’s mind, and that knowledge hurt him more than any death ever could, because he’d done it himself.

I didn’t know how a lot of things felt, but I knew what it felt like to fail someone.

Elijah sank to his knees.

“I have a shot,” said Diana.

“Wait,” I said fiercely. Elijah couldn’t die here—not like this. I looked at Rose. “We’re with a special branch of the FBI and we’re here to rescue you. We have an ambulance outside.” I pointed at Diana. “Will you go with my friend, here?”

“Will you tell me what’s going on?” asked Rose.

I nodded. “Outside.” She hesitated, probably still in shock from the last few hours. But after a moment, she stepped around Elijah and took Diana’s hand. She led Rose out, casting me a glance halfway between hope and fear, and then they disappeared into the hall.

“How did you know about us?” asked Elijah. His voice was better now; he was healing quickly.

I wanted to trust him but I was still too cautious to tell him everything right up front. “We have what you might call an informant.”

“Another Withered?”

Close enough. “Friend of a friend.”

He nodded, as if this made some kind of satisfying sense. “Who are you?”

“My name’s John Cleaver,” I said. I realized that this was the first time I’d introduced myself to a Withered—the first time, maybe, that any official overture had been made between the groups. I wanted to add more circumstance to the occasion but I didn’t have any authority or even a title … and then a sudden whim took me and I couldn’t help the small smile that crept into the corner of my mouth. “Professional psychopath.”

He studied me a moment before speaking. “Why didn’t you kill me?”

“The war I assume Gidri warned you about is real,” I said. I pointed at the carnage in the room, at the blood and ash and destruction. “I take it you didn’t like his offer, so I’d like you to hear mine.”

He closed his eyes. “I don’t want to kill them.”

“You didn’t kill these.”

“Just wait.” He paused, and I wondered what he was thinking about. “They’re my brothers,” he said at last. “Not literally, but … we’re the same.”

“Don’t insult yourself,” I said.

His silence stretched out, broken only by Potash’s labored breathing in the background. After what felt like ages, Elijah spoke again, and his voice was soft and distant.

“We had such dreams, you know. Back in the beginning. I don’t even remember it all now, it was so long ago, but I remember the excitement—the thrill and the power, the dreams of immortality. We were going to rule the world. I guess we did, for a while.” He swept his hand across the cramped, bloody room. “Now look at us.”

“They’re organizing,” I said. “Counting these two and the one in the hall, we’ve stopped five in this city alone, and that’s set them back, but there are others. You know that better than I do. They’re out there and they’re killing, and we need to stop them. You don’t even have to do it yourself, just tell us what you know.” I looked at Gidri and his comatose companion. “Which one was the cannibal?”

“Cannibal?”

“One of them was sending us notes,” I said, “pinned to his half-eaten victims.”

“Neither of them eats people,” said Elijah, and pointed at the Withered in turn. “Gidri steals youth, and Ihsan steals skin. They’ve always gotten along.”

I frowned, fearing the worst but not daring to say it yet. “The thorny guy in the hall?”

“I don’t think he eats at all,” said Elijah.

Potash’s voice was a ragged whisper. “Looks like we’re not done with this town yet.”
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“I don’t remember everything,” said Elijah.

“Great,” said Nathan. “Two inside sources and they’re both broken.”

“Quiet,” said Ostler.

Nathan shrugged. “He can’t hear me.”

We were sitting in the police station, watching Elijah through a one-way mirror. He was alone in the interrogation room, manacled hand and foot and chained to a hook in the floor. Volunteer or not, he hadn’t earned anyone’s trust yet.

The cameras and voice recorders had all been disabled at Ostler’s request. Nothing we said would be recorded. She thumbed the button for the microphone and asked him our first question: “Tell us about Rose Chapman.”

“She’s a … mistake,” said Elijah. “I do my best to avoid any contact with the people in my memories, but this is a small city. I saw her first by accident, and it was…” He closed his eyes. “It was so hard. That’s no excuse, but you have to understand. I have every memory of her that her husband ever had. I couldn’t help but love her. I should have stayed away but when Gidri showed up, I knew the city was about to get more dangerous and I convinced myself I had to protect her. I saw her again, on purpose this time, and Gidri figured it out.”

“The grief-counseling session,” said Ostler.

Elijah nodded. “He wanted me to join their war, and when I said no he looked for leverage to convince me. He followed me to the session, saw my connection to Rose, and took her.”

“Rose’s story to the police corroborates that,” said Diana.

Ostler hit the microphone button again. “Thank you, Mr. Sexton. Or should we call you Meshara?”

He looked up in surprise, but after a moment he sagged back down in his chair. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you know that name. Who’s your informer?”

“Just tell us about yourself,” said Ostler.

Elijah sighed and nodded. “They call me Meshara, though I don’t think it’s my original name. I think we’re older than that. My memory fades without a constant source of new ones and over the years I’ve missed too many times, lost too much of what I used to be. A lot of that, I admit, was on purpose. I’ve done a lot of things I was happy to forget.”

Detective Scott had joined us to listen, his opinion of our wild boogeyman stories somewhat altered by the man-shaped tree who’d injured four of his men before dissolving into sludge. Two were in critical condition but none had died. Yet.

“It started, I think, in a city,” said Elijah. “We were all from the same city mostly, though there were a few from other places around the valley. Rack and Ren were the ones who brought it to us, but I don’t remember where they came up with it—and when I say ‘it,’ I don’t mean an object, I mean the idea. Eternal life. We could become so much more than we were. We could be gods.”

“They’re human?” asked Diana.

“Or at least they started that way,” said Ostler.

Nathan was taking notes at a furious pace, his fingers clacking on the keyboard of his notebook computer.

Potash’s oxygen tank beeped. It reminded me of Darth Vader.

Elijah started tracing something on the table, and I craned my neck to see. There didn’t seem to be any pattern to it, just a nervous tic. “There was a ritual, I guess,” he said. “I don’t remember the details, but I suppose that’s to be expected. We had to give something up—something deep, some part of ourselves that defined who we were. It was a way of giving up our humanity, I guess, so we could move on to something bigger, but that might be my own opinion on it, after the fact. It’s hard to separate my original motives from the ten thousand years I’ve had to reconsider it. Giving it up was a freedom, Rack said—the only thing we were losing were the limits that held us back. I guess I believed him because why else would I choose to give up my memory?”

His face darkened. “I’ve wondered, a lot, what horrible thing I must have gone through to make me think that forgetting everything would be a release. I was just a dumb kid I guess—probably a city elder, honestly, if you think about the life expectancy we must have had back then. But still, a kid in comparison. Ten thousand years is a long time to look back on one decision. It didn’t take me long to replace whatever I’d been trying to forget with a thousand new experiences every bit as terrible. A lot of them worse. The human race is truly, truly evil.” He paused. “And unimaginably good.”

I watched him as he spoke, trying to read his face. Trying to see in him some element of Crowley, or Nobody, or Mary Gardner. Who were they, really? Back in the beginning, if there was one, who had they been?

“I don’t remember where that city was,” said Elijah. “There was a mountain nearby, though I know that doesn’t help much. I went east, I think, but eventually I went everywhere. I’ve lived all over the world. I live here now because it’s quiet, and because I have a steady source of memories I can use without hurting anyone.” He went suddenly quiet. “Except…” He paused again, as if warring with himself over how to say the next thing, or whether he should say it at all. I wondered what he was struggling to confess—we already knew about Merrill Evans—but when he finally spoke again it was a question. “Is Rosie okay?”

Ostler looked at Trujillo, then leaned forward and pushed a button. “She’s fine.”

Elijah’s face looked pained. “Does she … know? About me?”

“No, she doesn’t,” said Ostler. “She’s talked to the police and to a trauma counselor, and now she’s safe at home.”

“Thank you for that.” He leaned back in his chair, his head down. He looked deflated, as if all the life had gone out of him.

“Ask about The Hunter,” I said.

Ostler pushed the button again. “Can you tell us about the cannibal?”

“I don’t know anything,” said Elijah.

“You have the photos in front of you,” said Ostler. “Does any of it look familiar?”

Elijah sighed, then leaned forward to look at the images. “This definitely isn’t any of the three who came to me. Ihsan flays his victims—he was going to flay Ted if I hadn’t stopped him last night.”

“Who’s Ted?” asked Ostler into the mic.

“I’m sorry, Jacob,” said Elijah, shaking his head. “Jacob Carl. I forget his name all the time.”

Ostler frowned. “How long does your memory last before you need to drain another person?”

“A few weeks at most,” said Elijah. “Honestly, that was just a bad habit just now—my memory is sharper than it’s been in … forever, maybe. I’m used to drinking humans with seventy or eighty years of good memory, at the most. Last night I drank two Withered with ten thousand years each. I’ve never done that before. It might last me for months.”

“Then why can’t he remember the cannibal?” asked Diana. “You’d think that kind of thing would stick in your mind.”

“Ask about The Hunter,” I said again. “Use that name, see if it means anything to him.”

Ostler nodded and pressed the button again. “Do you know of any Withered who calls him- or herself The Hunter?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Perhaps the name ‘Hunter,’” she asked, “as first or last name, or maybe part of an alias?”

He thought, then shook his head. “Not that I can remember.”

“Ask about ancient hunters, then,” I said. “Ten thousand years ago his society had to include hunters, right? Was there anyone in the group who hunted for a living?”

Ostler relayed the question, but Elijah just kept shaking his head. “I’m sorry, I just can’t remember. There are too many holes in my memory.”

“There’s an easy fix to that,” said Potash. “Bring him one of the victims and let him go to town.”

“You can’t ask him to do that,” I said immediately.

“Why not?” asked Nathan. “It’s the most perfect thing ever. Do you realize how easy it would be to catch killers if we could just ask the victim: ‘who killed you?’”

“You’re asking him to remember being eaten alive,” I said.

Nathan shook his head. “We don’t know that the victims were conscious—”

“Would you risk it on yourself?” I asked. “If you could experience everything a murder victim went through, but it had to be you doing it, would you still think it was such an awesome idea?”

“When did you get so empathetic all of a sudden?” asked Nathan.

“I’d risk it,” said Potash, and looked at me. “And I know you would, too.”

I glowered at him. “If I did it, it would be specifically because I didn’t want to make anyone else do it. I can be responsible for my own suffering—that’s why we’re on this team in the first place. So we can do the hard stuff and no one else has to.”

“He’s on the team, too,” said Ostler, looking at Elijah through the glass. “He said he’d help us, and this might be the best way to do it.” She pushed the button for the speaker. “Mr. Sexton, it is vital that we learn as much as possible about this killer. Since your memories of him are incomplete, would you be willing to … ‘drink’ the memories of one of his victims?”

Elijah furrowed his brow, and the sides of his mouth drooped down in a mournful frown. “Do you realize what you’re asking?”

“I do.”

He took a deep breath. “Okay, then, but…” He glanced at the photos. “Is Valynne Maetani the most recent?”

“She is,” said Ostler. “Is that a problem?”

“I have to get them fresh,” said Elijah. “Twenty-four hours at the most. This thing that I do isn’t designed for dead brains; the memories start to degrade, I guess you’d say. I don’t think I can help you until he kills again.”

“That’s still good,” said Nathan. “Better late than never, right?”

Sure, I thought. Unless you’re the one he kills.

*   *   *

Stephen Applebaum and Valynne Maetani had both eaten at Pancho’s Pizza the night they were murdered; Ostler wanted to keep that detail secret, to avoid ruining the restaurant’s business completely, but Trujillo insisted that warning people was the best possible thing we could do, even if it meant driving The Hunter away and losing one of our only leads. My thoughts were somewhere in the middle: the pizza place was the ideal way to send this guy a message.

I would have to be extremely careful about the way I contacted him, not just because I was worried about him finding me, but because I knew Ostler would be furious. Any contact our team made with a Withered was supposed to be approved by her and open to the group; everyone knew everything. After the deadly police raid on the mortuary, I was done working like that; I would do this my way, and no one would get hurt but me.

The first step was to get away from Potash, which was harder than it sounded now that he was out of the hospital. He was a special forces assassin who’d been running surveillance on people since before I was born—he knew how to follow people, and he knew how to do it right. He was also dying of a lung condition, though, so I used that to my advantage. He slept at night with a CPAP machine on his face, which was basically a giant oxygen mask that forced air into his lungs. It didn’t restrain him as much as I’d hoped, but it was relatively loud. Asleep, with that on, and with my bedroom door closed, he could barely hear me at all. The first night after we questioned Elijah, I stayed awake reading and waited for him to fall asleep. Around two in the morning I slipped out my back window, shimmied down a power pole, and ran off into the darkness.

I preferred this time of the night. In a big city there might still be a lot going on in the early morning—nightclubs or parties or who knows what else—but in a small town like I’d grown up in, and even a smallish city like Fort Bruce, the entire world was asleep. The bars had already closed, and the early morning businesses hadn’t opened yet. I saw a car here and there, but always in the distance, and only for a moment. The world was silent and empty, and it was mine.

I had a few hours to kill before the thrift store opened—the first step in my plan—so I went to Whiteflower and watched Brooke’s window. She was on the third floor, the highest in the building, so I couldn’t see anything, but it was comforting to watch it. I used to stalk her like this back home in Clayton, watching her possessively. This was different. I didn’t have to dream about her thinking of me, or wanting me, or relying on me, because she already did in real life. I was her actual protector, and my motives weren’t creepy but laudable. Besides, I wasn’t in love with Brooke anymore.

I was in love with a dead girl.

Even though she was gone, I still thought about Marci all the time. I thought about the way she used to look at me, like I was puzzle with one piece left and she just had to find where to put it. I thought about the way she smiled, and the way she talked to her siblings—little twins, a boy and a girl—and the way she used to be more proud of the money she’d saved finding a great deal on some hot new outfit than she was of the outfit itself. She looked good in everything; the savings were the real accomplishment. I thought about the way she’d helped me track a serial killer, and the way she’d seen clues that I would never have seen in a hundred years. The way she’d put the pieces together. The way she’d grounded me to a reality I’d never experienced before.

The way we’d danced and the way we’d kissed and the way she’d died, all alone in a dark bathroom, while the demon called Nobody made her slit her own wrists.

I stood up and started walking, feeling the energy in my hands and feet like a vibrating engine. I thought about Marci all the time, but I shouldn’t. It always made me too excited—too angry. The sheer injustice of it, the wrongness, the powerlessness that I felt reliving a night I wasn’t even there for.… I wanted to punch the light post as I passed it on the corner, but I didn’t. I couldn’t let that rage get loose. I twisted my hands in my pockets and gripped the knife in its nylon sheath and clenched my teeth and thought about nothing. Of darkness. The empty city. The calm streets. The numbers, one by one in my head.

One, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen.

Twenty-one.

Thirty-four.

I stopped and put my hands over my face, breathing deep. I wanted to start a fire, a real one, not that fake nonsense in a tiny metal box. But I couldn’t. Not tonight. Tonight had to stay completely hidden from everybody.

I checked my pocket again for money, pausing to count it. Fifty-four dollars and eighty cents. I crouched by a snow bank and scrubbed the coins with snow, removing any trace of my fingerprints that might be clinging to them. When the thrift store opened at five in the morning I bought a used coat, a hat, some thin gloves, and a pair of sunglasses. I walked around the streets in these for another hour, and when the copy center opened at six I bought thirty minutes of computer time and wrote an incendiary flyer about how Pancho’s Pizza was run by the cannibal himself, and that for all we knew the pizzas were topped with finger sausage and people-roni. I was pretty proud of that last one. I signed up for two free e-mail accounts and put one of them on the bottom of the flyers, then printed a hundred copies and distributed them all over Pancho’s neighborhood, an east-side borough called The Corners: shoving them into mail slots, sticking them under windshield wipers, even taping them to windows. I stayed away from Pancho’s itself because I knew the police were watching it. When I was done I took the bus to another part of town, wrote my second e-mail address on my last remaining flyer, and buried it under a small tree in a quiet residential neighborhood. It was just after seven, and no one had seen me. I memorized the location of the tree, made an X in the bark with my knife, and cleaned the blade of sap. I walked four blocks to another bus, rode to the far side of town, and dumped my new clothes in a donation bin. I rode a different bus away.

No one had seen my face, and nothing I’d touched had my fingerprint on it. No one could possibly trace the flyers back to me.

I wanted to stop by an Internet cafe and check the first e-mail address, but I knew it was too early. Even if The Hunter read the flyers and guessed that they were a message, there was no guarantee he would send an e-mail. He was clever, though, and meticulous, so he probably would. Probably. I just had to hope that he read the flyer, guessed what it was, and decided to write me before Ostler caught wind of it and had the e-mail account closed—or, worse, had it monitored remotely. Either way, any conversation that started on that e-mail account would have to move somewhere else immediately, hence the second account. I could give The Hunter the location of the tree, and as long as he got to it first, there’d be no evidence left for whoever tried to follow him. We’d have our own private conversation, with nobody the wiser.

But first I had to wait.

It was nearly eight in the morning, and almost time for Whiteflower to open. I used my last bits of change for one more bus, and walked the final few blocks to the rest home. I was the second one in the door.

Potash was waiting for me.

“Busy morning?” he said.

“You know how it goes.” I sat on the couch opposite him in the lobby. “The carpe doesn’t diem itself.”

“You have those backwards.”

“The eprac doesn’t … me-id … That’s hard to say, are you sure?”

Potash didn’t laugh or sigh or roll his eyes, he just stared. I relied on a very specific set of facial cues to help me figure out what people were feeling, but Potash never seemed to feel anything.

“I had a sausage biscuit on the way over here,” he said. “Three of them, actually. They’re cheap.”

I didn’t know where he was going with this. “Good … for you?”

“Just letting you know I didn’t eat them at the apartment, per your wishes.”

Aha. “Thanks.” I still wasn’t sure what we were talking about. Anyone else on the team would have bawled me out for insubordination by now.

“I know you better than you think,” he said, and lowered his voice as he leaned forward. “You take life more seriously than any seventeen-year-old I’ve ever met, but that’s never obvious from the outside. You try so hard to look like you don’t care about anything.”

“I care very much about not caring about anything,” I said. “Thank you for noticing.”

“I think the difference,” he said, “is that you only care about death. If something can kill you or someone you know, you take it seriously. With everything else, you pretend like it doesn’t matter. It’s time for you to take me seriously.”

That sounded incredibly like a threat, and I felt my throat begin to close in nervousness. I deflected without thinking. “Does someone need a hug?”

He put his hand on the coffee table between us, palm down, fingers loose, and I swear no hand motion in history has ever been so menacing. “You will take me seriously because I can and will kill you. You are a sociopathic murderer, and I’ve seen what you’re capable of, and we tolerate you on this team because you’re good at what you do, but you are not the only one who can do it. I do not share whatever maternal attachment Ostler may feel for you. I am not bound by the ethical concerns that inhibit others’ behavior. If I deem you to be a threat, to this team or to anyone else, I will kill you, and you will not see it coming.”

It occurred to me suddenly that Potash had probably killed more people, up close and personal, than any criminal I’d ever studied. Hit men were considered by many psychologists to be serial killers. Why not government operatives?

I nodded slowly. “Thanks for letting me know.”

He stood up and walked to the elevator. “I assume you’re here to talk to Brooke. Let’s go say hello before we head to the station.” I rose and followed him, saying nothing.

I keep two lists in my head: enemies and everyone else. There isn’t really a friends list, just people I can’t hurt, and people I can.

Potash just changed lists.


 

11

The hardest part about checking an e-mail address you know the FBI might eventually be watching is figuring out where to check it from. Whatever hotshots they had working in their cybercrimes division would be able to trace the IP address the e-mail was sent from and figure out exactly where I was and when. Using my own laptop was completely out of the question, along with all the other computers in our office or the police station—even if no one saw me using them, the fact that I was in the same building at the same time the e-mails were sent would simply be too suspicious. A public computer would be ideal, which was why I’d originally planned on a library or an Internet cafe, but now that Potash was following me more closely, there was no way to get to one without raising suspicion.

So I dropped my phone out the window the next time we drove on the freeway.

“Crap.”

“Was that your phone?” asked Diana.

“Crap,” I repeated. I was never a very emotional person to begin with, so I didn’t bother acting too bothered about the loss. I craned my neck around to look at the road behind us, but we were already hundreds of yards away.

“Why do you even have the window open anyway?” asked Diana.

“I told you,” I said, “Potash smells like dog.”

“It’s your dog,” said Potash.

“I was trying to find a spot where the sun wasn’t glaring off the screen. It slipped right out of my hand.”

“Ostler’s not going to buy you a new one,” said Diana.

“Ostler’s going to flay you for losing it,” said Potash. “That phone had sensitive information on it.”

“There’s no way it survived,” I said. “That semi behind us looks like it ran right over it.” I had, of course, waited for a semi to come up behind us before I’d dropped it. I turned back around and looked out the front window. “You think they sell phones in the hospital?”

“Probably not,” said Diana. “Not good ones, at least.”

“I don’t need another smartphone,” I said, “just something I can call you guys with.”

She shrugged. “We’ll check when we get there.”

We were going to the hospital because the two comatose Withered were “degrading.” Dr. Pearl was unclear on what that meant. It wasn’t his area of specialty, really, but to be fair, Withered biology wasn’t anyone’s area of specialty. We worked with Pearl because the FBI had cleared him when he worked on Potash, and he was the only one in the hospital we trusted. After all the weird crap we’d put him through, I can’t imagine he trusted us anymore.

The hospital gift shop had a small selection of prepaid phones, just barely smart enough to handle text-based e-mail. I bought one—cash again, of course—and started setting it up while we went upstairs. Pearl met us at the elevator with his eyes red and his thinning hair mussed.

“Thank you for coming,” he said, and gestured down the left hallway. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on now, or do you want to wait until we see them?”

“They’re vampires,” I said.

He hesitated for barely a second. “That only explains one of them.”

“The other one’s a werewolf,” I said. “Keep your nurses away, they’ll fall madly in love with—”

“He’s kidding,” said Diana. “Let’s go see what’s going on.”

Pearl nodded, then glanced at Potash. “How’s the breathing?”

“Still using the CPAP at night,” said Potash. “Don’t even need the oxygen tank during the day.”

“That’s great,” said Pearl. “Let’s hope we can cure these two as quickly.”

Gidri and Ihsan were being kept in a secured upper wing of the hospital, with police guards and a small, carefully vetted staff. Potash nodded to them as we walked by, and I wondered if they were the same ones who’d worked with him as well. How much had their lives changed, just by being on call in the ER the day we killed Mary Gardner?

I checked the dummy account I’d set up and found more than thirty messages. Not bad for about five hours. Most of them would be random people off the street, asking about the flyers or yelling at me for causing trouble; at least one of them was guaranteed to be from Pancho’s Pizza itself, demanding to know who I was so they could sue me for libel. I’d have to read each one carefully, trying to see whatever clues The Hunter had left so I could figure out which one was him. If he’d written me at all.

“In here,” said Pearl, and he tapped a container on the wall beside the locked door. “We advise masks, because whatever those guys have you definitely don’t want to catch it.”

We strapped on paper masks—they didn’t seem like they’d do much good, but whatever—and pulled on nylon gloves. There was a whole custodian’s rig outside the door as well, including a bucket of water, a mop, and an army of bottled cleaning chemicals. I wondered how often they cleaned this hallway, just out of paranoia. Pearl checked our masks and then led us inside. Gidri and Ihsan were laying side by side on parallel beds, hooked up to what looked like every machine the hospital could fit into the room. The root of Pearl’s worry was instantly obvious, and I realized that the word “degraded” was both surprisingly correct and woefully inadequate. Ihsan, the big man, looked like he had leprosy; his skin was pocked and splitting and sliding off, almost like it wasn’t connected to his body at all. Gruesome as he was, Gidri was even more shocking—his formerly supermodel-worthy face had wrinkled and bloated and sagged, his limbs twisted, his bones curled like old paper in a fire. He looked not injured but deformed, so hideously I could barely imagine—even having seen him before—how his body had ever looked normal.

Potash looked at the screens as if trying to make sense of the various numbers and charts and blinking alerts, but Pearl waved him away. “Don’t bother,” he said. “None of it makes sense. Not a single one of the readings have any bearing on what we think might be happening—except for the handful that do, which only make us more confused. Their heart rates are wrong, but not in the way their conditions suggest that they should be wrong; the same goes for their temperature, their white cell count, their oxygen saturation—pretty much anything you care to name. We’ve biopsied their tissue and found all sorts of problems, just not the ones we expected, and none of our treatments create the kind of response we’re hoping for. We even took a sample of this one’s bone tissue”—he pointed at Gidri—“and it started shriveling under the microscope. I didn’t even know bones could shrivel. You told me to take care of them, but without some specialists in here to help figure out what’s wrong with them, they’re going to die in a matter of days. At the most.”

Diana touched one of Gidri’s limbs; I expected it to move when she did, like a floppy foam noodle, but it was rigid.

Potash looked at me. “You’re the expert.”

Sure, the one guy who recognizes my skills is the guy who thinks I’m a psychopath. I suppose he’s not wrong, but it still hurts.

Fortunately, I knew exactly what was wrong. “They’re malnourished.”

“We’ve got them on the best IV supplements in the hospital,” said Pearl.

“These two are nourished by a very specific set of things,” I said. “Things you don’t have, and which we are really unwilling to provide.”

Pearly looked at me intently. “If there’s something we can do to save them—”

“Can you give us a minute?” asked Diana.

“I need to know whatever it is you’re not telling me,” said Pearl.

“Just give us a minute,” said Potash. “We’ll fill you in after we discuss it.”

He shrugged and let himself out. When the door locked Diana looked at me with her eyebrows raised. “You think they need to feed on somebody?”

I nodded. “Whatever they need—skin, maybe, or beauty—Gidri looks like the kind of Withered that steals youth and beauty from people—they can’t get it while comatose. The Withered eat food, as far as I can tell, and they support their bodies with the same basic physical materials that the rest of us do. They don’t want to starve to death any more than you do. But their human shape is sustained by other things, and they can’t get those things like this, and no amount of food or vitamins is going to make up for that.”

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“And what do we tell Pearl,” said Potash. It was a question, but he wasn’t asking it—it sounded like he was correcting Diana for not having asked it. Had he always talked that way or was I just seeing problems now where I hadn’t before?

“We need to learn what we can,” I said. “They won’t live, so cut them open and figure out as much of their biology as possible. We might never get another chance at an incapacitated Withered.”

“As soon as we start an autopsy they’ll die,” said Potash. “They’ll turn to ash before we learn anything.”

“That’s why we keep them alive,” I said. “Treat it like a surgery, hook them up to every form of life support we have, and work fast.”

“I’m calling Ostler,” said Diana, pulling out her phone.

“They don’t have the facilities for that here,” said Potash.

“We don’t have doctors we trust here, either,” I said. “They’re going to have to fly the bodies to Langley and hope they survive.” I pulled out my new phone and scrolled through the list of Pancho’s Pizza e-mails, looking for a likely candidate.

Oh. How about the one that says: “Hello, FBI.”

“Agent Ostler,” said Diana, “we have a situation at the—no, I hadn’t heard. Let me ask.” She lowered her phone and looked up at us. “Have either of you heard about the pizza thing?”

So Ostler knew about the flyers. “I could go for a pizza,” I said. I tried to keep my voice even and forced myself to breathe calmly. If my face went red, they’d know I knew something.

Potash looked at me. “What pizza thing?”

Stay calm.

“Looks like the victims’ link to that pizza place got leaked,” said Diana. “Someone spread a bunch of flyers all over the neighborhood.” She looked at us, so I shrugged. She put the phone back to her ear. “We haven’t heard anything. Probably one of the cops—that station’s the most gossipy group of grown men I’ve ever met.” Pause. “I’m not being flippant about it, I’m saying this is exactly why we didn’t want to bring them in in the first place.”

Potash was still staring at me.

I raised my eyebrow. “You’re not in the mood for pizza? We could go to a different place.”

He looked away, and I went back to my phone. Was this message from The Hunter, or from Ostler?

“Hello, FBI. I must say I’m impressed with your cleverness; it’s not every day one finds a secret message plastered across an entire neighborhood. I’m disappointed there’s not a corpse, though. Maybe next time.”

That was the entire thing—no identifiers, no new information, not even a signature at the end. Whoever it was had mentioned a corpse, which was a direct reference to The Hunter’s second letter, so I knew it wasn’t just a person on the street; it was someone with inside knowledge. But who? I was still worried it might be Ostler, trying to pretend she was The Hunter in order to trap me—or to trap whoever she thought had written the flyer. She might have a suspicion it was me but she didn’t have proof. Lies within lies, in so many layers I could barely keep track.

The Hunter had always addressed his letters to me, and this one had not. That made it look like this wasn’t from him … but I wasn’t so sure. If Ostler was trying to emulate The Hunter’s style, she’d use every trick she had: she’d address it to me, she’d get verbose in her language, she’d probably throw in a mention of lions or antelopes. She’d even sign it with his name. She’d do all the things she’d know I’d notice. But if the real Hunter was trying to contact me—not just the FBI, but me personally, like I suspected—he’d recognize that this might be an attempt at a private conversation and keep my name out of it to help maintain that privacy. It might be him.

Of course, if he’d really wanted to prove that it was him, he could have told me to look for a certain keyword and then carved it into the next victim’s chest. It wouldn’t be hard to prove himself. Instead he was forcing me to trust him.

I just didn’t know if I could.

“Ostler’s calling headquarters,” said Diana. “We’ll see if they care enough to come pick these bodies up. We’re supposed to tell Pearl to keep them alive as long as he can.”

No more mention of the flyers then. Ostler was either playing it cool, or the bodies were a bigger concern. Or she hadn’t sent an e-mail at all.

How cool could Ostler even play it, even if she wanted to? The e-mail hadn’t asked for a response—if Ostler was fishing for a suspect, wouldn’t she have prompted me to write back? I wanted so hard to believe that this was really from The Hunter.

Diana walked to the door and knocked to get out. While we waited for a response, she looked at me. “Does that phone do web?”

I tried not to look guilty. “Not well, why?”

“The flyers about the pizza place had an e-mail at the bottom. Ostler wants us to look into it, see if we can figure out who the leak comes from.”

She wouldn’t ask me to investigate myself, I thought. This probably isn’t her. “I can do better back on my laptop,” I said. “Let’s go back to the office.” Pearl unlocked the door, and I keyed in a single line response to the e-mail:

286 Penelope Road, under the third tree. I hit send.

“You going to tell me what this is about?” asked Pearl.

“Keep them alive,” said Diana. “The FBI is coming to transfer them to a larger hospital.”

“When?”

“As soon as they can get here,” said Potash.

“But you have to tell me what’s going on,” Pearl demanded. “What have I exposed my staff to? What precautions do we need to take? How can I keep them alive if I don’t even know what they—”

My phone dinged, telling me the message was sent. I dropped it in the mop bucket. The three adults all turned to me in surprise.

“Damn,” I said. “I’m really clumsy today.” I looked at Potash. “I should get more sleep.”

*   *   *

I bought another prepaid phone then spent the afternoon with the rest of the team, poking and prodding at the mysterious Pancho-hating e-mail address. We couldn’t determine anything and ended up sending that job to FBI headquarters as well. It bothered Ostler to send two things upstream in the same day, as if it were a sign to her bosses that she couldn’t do the ridiculous job they didn’t believe in anyway. I told her not to worry: once they got hold of those two bodies and they melted into ash right there on their operating tables, the FBI might finally be convinced. Ostler nodded gruffly but didn’t look remotely comforted.

That night, when Potash was on his CPAP and Boy Dog was snoring loudly on my floor, I used my new phone to check the e-mail address I’d buried under the tree. There was one message:

To the Esteemed John Wayne Cleaver,

I assume you’re the only one reading this. It was clever of you to build a double-blind message system, but the only reason to do so is to hide from both sides: mine and your own. You’re right not to trust them. I’ve been dealing with the FBI for years, probably since it was created. It may have been created specifically to search for me, in fact, but don’t put too much stock in it when I say things like that. When you’re as old as I am, and you’ve spawned as many kingdoms and religions, a single government agency is all too easy to claim credit for, deservedly or not.

I also think you’re right not to trust me, but only because I approve of caution. I am not an immediate danger to you, though I won’t promise as much for any of your friends. But I suppose “friends” is the wrong word, isn’t it? Your acquaintances. You’ve fallen in with a bad crowd, and if your mother was alive, she’d be very disappointed. Her little darling, consorting with thugs. And yes, knowing who you are means that I know about your mother, and of course your aunt and your sister. I know where they live. I’ve been in their homes, though they didn’t know it; I advise you not to tell them, either, as it would only disturb them unnecessarily. Let this stand as my first promise to you: that I will not hurt your family. Whatever trust is to exist between us, let us build it on that.

Because you are more like me than you admit, John Wayne Cleaver. I know about the Gifted you have killed. I know about the deep, driving need you feel to find us. You are a hunter, like me, and you feel in your bones the same primal instincts, stronger than any choice or moral. You catch the scent of blood on the air; you follow it with a single-minded dedication; you take away your prey’s defenses and destroy them utterly. It’s not the death that thrills you, but the power. The glorious secret knowledge that you are the one who did it, that nobody helped you and no one could stop you. That within your sphere of control you are absolute.

I know you, John Wayne Cleaver. I only wish that I can be there when you finally know yourself.
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“Tell me about the other Withered,” I said. I was in the same room as Elijah this time, no mirrors or microphones to get in the way. He was still in a cell, of course, and probably would be until Ostler was convinced beyond all doubt that he was truly on our side. I didn’t know if that would ever happen. I wanted to apologize to him, for promising him partnership and then being stuck in a lie when Ostler made him a prisoner. I wanted to apologize but instead I planned. This wouldn’t happen if I were working on my own.

Potash was outside, waiting. As soon as I left, I’d be stuck with him again.

Elijah looked morose, but that was nothing new. Even before we’d recruited him, when we were still merely watching him from shadows and street corners, he’d been quiet and melancholy. He had nothing in his life but memories, and most of them were regrets.

“I need to visit Merrill,” he said.

“He’s fine,” I told him.

Elijah started to protest. “He’ll…” He stopped himself, and sighed. “I guess he won’t miss me. But I miss him. I owe him. I’m the one who put him in that living tomb—the least I can do is say hi once in a while.”

“Doctor Trujillo checks on him every day,” I said. “I can ask him to stop by and chat for a bit too, if it would make you feel better.”

“When he’s visiting your ‘friend of a friend’?” asked Elijah. We still hadn’t told him about Brooke, but his recent memory was whip sharp at the moment, thanks to the effect of the two Withered minds he’d drained, and he could remember our first conversation with startling clarity. I nodded.

“He spends most of his time there,” I said. “Visiting Merrill might actually be a relief.”

“It should be me,” said Elijah, and I could see the determination in his face: nostrils slightly flared, his mouth a grim line. “I’m the one who did it, I should be the one who pays for it.”

I thought about Brooke, completely alone in her medical cell, and nodded. “I know how you feel.”

“No you don’t,” he insisted. “Your mind isn’t a sieve—when you do something wrong you try to forget it, because if you don’t it will stay in your dreams forever. I don’t have that luxury.”

A broken mirror, covered with blood. “Haunted dreams are a luxury?”

“Nature’s way of making sure you don’t make the same mistake twice,” said Elijah. “I visit Merrill because what I did to him was horrible and I have to remember that—I can’t ever stop remembering that—because if I do I might hurt somebody else the same way.”

“He won’t live forever,” I said. “You have to stop sooner or later.”

His gaze grew even more intense. “Then you understand why I have to hang on to him as long as I can. How many times in my ten thousand years do you think I’ve drained a living mind, forgotten about it, and tried it again? How many times have I left someone a hollow shell? How many times have I rediscovered the horror that I’m capable of?”

A burning car and an ear-splitting scream.

“The one day I didn’t wake up to horror,” I said. “The one day I woke up without thinking about Marci—without remembering her face, without dreams of her dead body still fogging up my eyes—that was the worst day of my entire life, even worse than the day she died, because I walked to the refrigerator and saw that little fish magnet she used to have, the one I asked her mother for before I left town, and then everything Marci had ever done or said or been came rushing back and I knew that I had failed her. All I had to do was think about her, the easiest thing in the world, and I hadn’t. For twenty whole minutes.”

I stopped talking abruptly, as if I’d only just noticed the fact that I was talking at all, and wanted to hide it. I didn’t know why I’d told him that. My therapy sessions with Dr. Trujillo—which we hadn’t had in a while, to my great delight—had taught me that sharing my feelings was important, not because it accomplished anything or achieved any great purpose, but because the sharing itself was important. Maybe that’s why I told him. Maybe I just needed to say it out loud.

Or maybe I wanted to know if he was like me. Maybe I just wanted to see some recognition, for once in my life, that I wasn’t completely alone. If I had to get that from a demon, then … that sounds about normal for me.

“It gets easier,” he said. “Losing people.”

“I guess you do that a lot.”

“Millions of times,” he said. “But it’s never the millions that get to you. It’s the ones. That one person you can’t ever be without, and then you are.”

“People like Rose Chapman?” I asked.

He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and nodded. “People like Rose. I built my whole life around two things, you know: taking new memories and avoiding everyone in them. It’s not the easiest life to maintain. Mistakes like Rose—like meeting her in the supermarket, talking to her again, going out of my big stupid way to see her again—they happen. This one ended poorly, but they can be so much worse. Rose can go on her way now and imagine that I’m some creepy weirdo she got mixed up with for a week or two, that got a little obsessed and put her life in danger, but I can live with that. Because she can move on from that. Her memories of me—of the Billy Chapman part of me that cares about her—those are undamaged. She can remember Billy Chapman, without any of this baggage, for the rest of her life.”

“I can’t say that,” I said. “You lost living people—mine are all dead.”

“You think I haven’t lost dead ones, too?” His eyes practically flashed with anger. “You think I’ve never been in a car accident that killed my wife and children along with me? You think I’ve never been in a murder suicide? Because I have, from both sides.” He leaned forward. “You think I’ve never been a sweet little old lady dying of old age, so excited to wake up and see her husband again on the other side—married for fifty years, separated for ten, and now at last on the verge of a joyful reunion in heaven? And then I wake up and I’m me. And he’s nowhere. And all I can think about is that it’s not over and I’m tired and I’m ready to go, but I’m still here and I have to do it again and again and again.” He leaned back in his chair. “You think about that before you tell me I’ve got it easy.”

I stayed silent a while before speaking. “So why don’t you end it?”

“Suicide?”

“If your life is such a hell,” I asked, “why bother? Why go through it again and again and all those times?”

“Because of…” He stopped and looked at the ceiling. After a moment he shrugged. “Because of children,” he said. “Because of smiles and sunshine and ice cream.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“You don’t like ice cream?” Elijah shook his head. “It’s the best. Imagine how excited I was when someone finally invented it.”

“Sunshine and smiles don’t make all that other stuff go away,” I said. “This isn’t a fairyland.”

“No,” he said, “it’s the real world. And the real world is the most amazing thing any of us will ever experience. Have you ever climbed a mountain? Walked through a garden? Played with a child? This isn’t exactly a revelation, John; people have been praising the simple pleasures since even before I was born, and that’s a very long time.”

“You don’t do any of those things.”

“But I have my memories,” said Elijah. “Sometimes. And I have even simpler things: music. Food. Everybody likes bacon.”

“I’m a vegetarian.”

“Asparagus, then,” said Elijah. “Roast it in a pan, a little olive oil and a little salt; you get the most incredible flavor, almost like a nut, but deep and rich and the texture is just perfect.”

“I’ve tried it.”

“The world is more than sadness,” said Elijah. “I have a hundred thousand memories in my head—I can’t remember all of them, or maybe not even most of them, but they are so much happier than sad. For every dead mother or brother or child there are a hundred breezes, a hundred sunsets, a hundred memories of falling in love. Have you ever kissed anyone, John?”

“I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”

“A first kiss is incredible,” said Elijah. “Most people only get one, but I can remember a hundred thousand of them. How could I give that up?” He shook his head, smiling for the first time. “The world never gets old, John.”

I thought about Cody French and Clark Forman, so weary of the world they could barely stand it. “The other Withered would disagree.”

“They only see it through Withered eyes,” said Elijah. “You’re human, so you can see it any way you want to.”

I said nothing for long time, just sat staring at him and thinking. There was no way it was that simple, no possible way that the darkness and the horror and the half-eaten bodies of the world could all just be brushed away with nothing—with the laughter of a child. That’s not how the world worked. All light does is cast more shadows.

But I wanted to believe him. Even if it’s all I ever did, I wanted to take what he knew and give it to Brooke and make all that darkness go away.

But it doesn’t go away. I said it again, out loud so he could hear it. “The darkness doesn’t ever go away.”

He nodded. “No it doesn’t. For every time I’ve fallen in love, I’ve eventually lost a loved one. That’s how it works.”

“So how do you do it?”

“Find the good in the bad—in the places that they overlap. Bittersweet might not be very sweet, but it’s not pure bitter, either.” He paused. “What music do you listen to?”

“I’m not really a music guy,” I told him.

He shook his head. “You can’t tell me the world isn’t worth it if you haven’t even bothered to experience what’s here.”

“So what’s your favorite music?”

“Irish,” he said.

“Why?”

His smile faltered, just a fraction. “Because all their love songs are about death.”

*   *   *

I was starting to like Elijah and that worried me. I didn’t like anybody, not even my mom when she was alive, not even Max, the kid I used to hang around with. See? Even in my head I didn’t call him a friend. They were all just people, and sometimes they got in the way, and sometimes I could get things from them, and sometimes they wanted things from me. But that’s as far as it ever went, until Marci. Marci I talked to because I liked talking to her—because I liked hearing what she said, and how she said it, and why. In the beginning all I wanted was a sounding board, and Marci’s father was a cop so she had inside information. She was a means to an end, just like everybody else, but over time that changed. Maybe not even while she was still alive. I don’t know. She became more to me than just an informant, or an acquaintance, or a piece of the scenery. She became a person I cared about.

I couldn’t care about Elijah because he wasn’t Marci. It was an insult to her memory that I should even pretend to feel a kinship with anyone after I’d felt one with her. I left the interrogation room in a confused, angry haze, not talking to anyone.

I was downright relieved when the new body was discovered a few minutes later.

The police brought it in through the basement, trying to keep the new death quiet as long as possible; the general public still had no idea it was a supernatural killer, but tensions were high just the same. I thought they were just delaying the inevitable, but nobody asked me. The victim this time was Kristen Mercer, a short, blond woman who looked nothing like anyone on our team. There went that theory. Obviously The Hunter was choosing his victims by some other formula; now we had to figure out what it was.

There was no note this time. We called for Elijah, and the police walked him through the hall with a pole-and-collar restraint, the kind they use for the most dangerous inmates. Nobody wanted to get close enough to touch him.

He stood before the body, which was fresh from a highway underpass, where a homeless man had found it; it hadn’t been cleaned or examined and blood still seeped from the gaping bite wounds. One upper arm was chewed down to the bone, and on her other side, the shoulder and back were missing giant chunks of meat. Her chest was nothing but a bloody hole, and bite marks dotted the rest of the corpse like a pox. You could feel the violence of the attack just by looking at it, and Elijah hesitated.

“Are you sure this is the only way?”

“To talk to the victim directly?” I asked. “We could ask her questions all day if you want, but I’m pretty sure this is the only way she’s going to answer.”

“I thought you were against this,” said Diana.

I looked at Elijah, feeling again that unbreakable knot of confusion and hatred and guilt. It was wrong not to hate him. I needed to hate him. “This is the only way,” I said, and immediately hated myself for echoing Elijah’s words. “I don’t have to like it for it to be right.”

The coroner was a pale woman named Hess; she looked up from her inspection of the body to address Ostler. “It’s a few hours old at the most. Probably died this morning, but I’ll have to do a full exam to be sure.”

“Then we can wait,” said Elijah. “I have until tonight at least—”

“Do it now, please,” said Ostler.

“Can’t we at least clean her up?” asked Elijah. “Or cover her, or something? This is a human being!”

“Like you care about that,” said Nathan.

“She’s a human being that I’m about to become,” said Elijah, his face growing fierce. “When I drain her I’ll have all of her memories—everything she’s thought, everything she’s felt—not just her death but her life, her family, her wedding, her dreams of the future. I will care about her more than anyone in this room.”

“The sooner you do it the sooner we can find her killer,” I said. “It’s just a few hours old—we’re right on his heels this time.” He looked at me, and I looked back coldly. “Stop stalling.”

Elijah took a deep breath, and closed his eyes. Ms. Hess backed away, and we all braced ourselves for whatever was about to happen. How did he “drink” a mind? Would it be gruesome, or violent, or traumatic? How long would it haunt our nightmares?

He put his hand on her forehead, and as we watched, his arm began to tremble.

“No,” he moaned. Nathan stepped back.

“My son!” Elijah shouted, staggering away from the body on the table. “Is he okay? Has somebody checked on him?”

“Where did you leave him?” asked Ostler.

“He’s at the neighbor’s,” said Elijah, tears streaming down his face. “I left him there to go shopping, I … I don’t think I made it.”

“Tell us the last thing you remember,” said Ostler firmly. Elijah hid his face, wailing into his hands.

“My husband,” he cried. “He doesn’t know.”

“Help us catch the man who did this,” said Diana. “Please.”

“I was…” He clutched his head, turning to the wall and crouching down into a fetal position. If it had been anyone else, someone would have run to him by now with a blanket or a comforting arm, but the Withered suffered alone. “I was on my way to go shopping and I got a flat tire. Somebody stopped to help. I remember … a sharp pain, in the back of my neck.”

“A bite?” asked Ostler.

“No.” Elijah shook his head, as if trying to shake the thoughts right out of it. He put his hand on his shoulder. “It was like a stab, barely more than a pinprick. It’s the last thing I remember.”

“A needle,” said Potash. “He injected her with something.”

“The back of the neck doesn’t show any signs of damage,” said Hess, rolling the body on its side and peering closely with a light. “Some blood, but it’s all from other areas.”

“Not the neck,” I said. “He said neck, but look where he’s holding himself: on the shoulder.”

Hess looked up; Elijah was clutching the spot where his neck met his back, just over the right shoulder behind the collarbone. Hess looked back at the corpse. “That part isn’t even here anymore.”

“He ate the wound,” said Diana. “That’s why we couldn’t find any cause of death on the other bodies—The Hunter ate the evidence.”

“Something will show up in the toxicology report,” said Ostler. “Ms. Hess, I want your report immediately.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Hess signaled to a member of her forensic team, and they wheeled the body into the exam room.

“This doesn’t make sense,” I said. “Why would he hide the method of death?”

“Because he doesn’t want us to know,” said Potash.

“Yes,” I said, “obviously. But why not? Start asking the right questions.”

“Somebody find my son!” yelled Elijah.

“Get him back into interrogation,” said Ostler, gesturing brusquely to a nearby cop. “Find out where Mercer’s car broke down and get someone on the scene ASAP.”

“And check to see if her car was tampered with,” I called after them as they left the room. Diana looked at me quizzically. “Maybe The Hunter sabotaged it,” I said. “He’s not the kind to leave things to chance.”

“Get Dr. Trujillo on the phone,” Ostler snapped to another officer. “He’ll need to update his psych profile with this new information.”

“This destroys the profile,” I said. “Nothing we thought we knew about The Hunter makes any sense anymore.”

“He’s meticulous,” said Ostler. “He’s precise. That all still holds. Trujillo’s profile even theorized he was a doctor or a scientist, and this injection story corroborates that.”

“The only thing we have to change is the method,” said Nathan. “We thought it was mind control, now we know it’s not; that’s only one detail—”

“That’s everything,” I said again. “We thought we were looking for a Withered who stunned people and ate them. Standard predator behavior, regardless of the method itself. Now we’re looking for a Withered who’s actively deceiving us about his own nature. Why would he do that?”

“Maybe he’s trying to spook us,” said Nathan. “A needle in the back isn’t nearly as frightening as a mind-controlling monster, so he’s making himself look more frightening. Everything about his letters was intimidation—this is just one more piece.”

“Only if he could predict that we’d guess that he could mind control people,” I said. “There’s no way he could control any of that; it’s too many leaps of logic.”

“Unknowns are always more frightening than knowns,” said Potash. “The specifics don’t matter.”

“What did he do that he didn’t have to do?” I asked, thinking out loud. “He ate the needle marks because he…” I was grasping at straws. “He was ashamed of them because a Withered shouldn’t need to sedate people. Or he hated them because he felt guilty for what he did, so he wanted them destroyed.”

“The man who wrote those letters doesn’t feel guilty about anything,” said Ostler.

“I know,” I said, “I’m just trying to think.”

“Maybe the injection isn’t a drug at all,” said Nathan. “Maybe it was butter and herbs, like you’d inject in meat before you cook it.”

“That wouldn’t knock her out,” said Diana.

“If that were the case we’d see more signs of food preparation,” I said. “A guy this meticulous should be carving off slices and pairing them with wine. If he were doing anything to add flavor, we’d see evidence of it somewhere. Ketchup stains at a minimum. Instead he’s just … taking bites.” I frowned. “Almost at random.”

“Maybe the injection is the whole point,” said Nathan. “Maybe he’s proud of it, like it’s a sign of his own power, so he started to fetishize it, and eating kind of grew out of that.”

“That’s…” I paused. Not bad. “That’s the best idea you’ve had yet.”

“And that’s one of the worst compliments I’ve ever gotten,” said Nathan.

“Maybe all of these discrepancies stem from the fact that he’s not a cannibal,” I said. “Not innately. He’s not eating because he’s hungry or because he wants to consume the victim or anything like that. Maybe he’s eating because it’s a sign of power—not his power over the victim, but a symbol of his own ability to act. That would mean he’s not trying to hide the wound, he’s just making other wounds to commemorate the first one.”

“We need Trujillo,” said Ostler again.

“This doesn’t make sense with the hunting imagery,” I said, trying to regain their attention. But the room was already in motion.

A cop handed Ostler a phone, and she started filling in Trujillo on the situation. Nathan hunched over a counter and started pounding out notes on his computer. Diana answered her phone. Only Potash was looking at me.

“Anything else you want to tell us?” he asked.

“You look great in that suit,” I said. “It brings out your eyes.”

“Cops are en route to the husband and son,” said Diana, putting away her phone. “They’ve got the location of the car, but no one to spare on it.”

“Looks like us, then,” said Potash. “Come on, John.”

I checked my phone as we drove, logging in to the webmail server to look at the dummy account.

“Looks like they found it already,” said the e-mail. “I’ll send my official correspondence tomorrow. Anything you want me to leave out?”

Was he threatening to expose our connection? It was only the second e-mail he’d ever sent me. Or was he talking about something else?

I logged out of the server, cleared the browser history, and power cycled the phone. I might need to lose this one soon, too.

The car was abandoned on the side of the freeway; Kristin Mercer lived near the center of town, but Elijah had told the cops she drove to the outskirts to shop in the warehouse stores. We parked behind it, being careful of the cars racing by in the next lane, and it didn’t take long to find the problem: the front right tire was completely flat.

“The valve stem’s been cut,” said Diana. “It’s not a gaping slash, but it’s bigger than a thorn in the treads would have been. She probably got a few miles before she noticed.”

“And The Hunter was following the whole time,” I said. He must have slashed the valve stem while she was … dropping off her son at the neighbors? How did he do that without anyone seeing him? I looked at the cars speeding past. “The only witnesses here were going too fast to see anything, but we can ask in her home neighborhood.”

“He’s lucky she stopped here,” said Potash. “There’s no way to control exactly when a tire will go flat, and even less control over when a driver will stop because of it.”

“He had good odds that she’d stop somewhere on the freeway,” said Diana. “It’s a long drive from one exit to the next.”

“Good but not perfect,” I said. “But that might be part of his plan, too. If she’d stopped in a better place, he might have just kept going and tried to create another opportunity on another victim.” I looked at the wide, flat road, stretching out in front and behind us. “At least now we know a little more about how he thinks.”

Diana’s phone rang, and she plugged her other ear when she answered, blocking out the sound of speeding cars. “This is Agent Lucas. Okay, hang on.” She motioned us toward the car. “It’s Hess, they have some blood work back. Get in where we can hear.” We climbed back into the car, Potash taking the wheel so Diana could hold the phone. “Okay, Hess, I’m putting you on speaker.”

“It’s a sedative called etorphine hydrochloride,” said the coroner. Her voice was quiet over the speakerphone, and Diana turned up the volume. “We never would have found it if we weren’t looking for it—it’s a drug that works in incredibly small doses, and there’s barely any left in her system. But she was definitely drugged.”

“I haven’t heard of it,” said Diana. “Is it common?”

“Common but restricted,” said Hess. “It’s a synthetic opium, basically, like a superconcentrated morphine. It’s mainly used for large animals, like bear or bison. Makes sense for an attack like this because it works in seconds. Sale is restricted to veterinarians, and it gets used a lot in zoos. Around here it’s more likely to show up in the parks service, maybe a ranch—anyone who might need to sedate a moose really, really urgently.”

“Glad to know we don’t have the weirdest jobs around, then,” said Diana. She looked at Potash. “A veterinarian who works with park rangers—that’s a pretty good lead.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” I said.

“You keep saying that,” said Diana.

“Because it doesn’t,” I said. “Now we’re looking for a Withered who eats people, and sedates people, and ritualizes the sedation wound, and is also a veterinarian and a park ranger, and stalks women who go shopping, and—come on. It’s too much. Why go to all that trouble?”

Diana rolled her eyes. “People do weird things, John.”

“No, they don’t,” I insisted. “People do rational things based on normal reasons that we haven’t found yet. None of this makes sense, which means we haven’t found the right reasons.”

“We don’t need to find the reasons,” said Potash, “just the killer.”

“You keep asking the same question,” said Diana. “What does he do that he doesn’t have to do? Why did he try to hide the injection marks? This is your answer: because they’re a massive clue that will help us find him.”

“But it doesn’t hang together,” I said. “Ms. Hess, are you still there?”

Her voice was tinny over the phone. “They’re right about this one, John—”

“Why is the sale of this sedative so restricted?” I asked.

“I told you,” she said, “it’s incredibly potent.”

“And how much do you need to knock out a human? Especially a small one like Kristin Mercer?”

She gave a curt laugh. “According to the product specs it takes around five milligrams to knock out an elephant, about three milligrams for a rhino—the closest thing I could find to a human dose is in the safety notes, where it says even scratching the skin with the needle could be enough. There’s a huge risk of accidental exposure.”

“So think about that,” I said, and turned back to Diana and Potash. “This drug is so powerful even touching it could knock a man unconscious, and we’re supposed to believe this guy injects it into his food?”

There was a moment of silence, eventually broken by Diana’s uncertain voice: “Maybe he’s immune. A Withered who can eat anything, like … that kid from the comics. Matter-Eater Lad.”

“You’re stretching,” I said. “Anything might be correct with a supernatural killer, but the simplest explanation is still always the best.”

“I know,” she said, and looked back out at the stopped car. “Damn.”

“We know this guy’s trying to deceive us,” I said. “He wants us to think he’s killing them one way, when really he’s killing them in another.”

“It seems to be,” said Potash.

“So which is more likely?” I asked. “The cannibal who’s feral yet meticulous, who’s magic but also uses sedatives, who’s a park ranger but also a veterinarian, who defies our profiling attempts at every turn because nothing he does makes sense, who not even our two Withered insiders have ever even heard of? Or a man who’s killing people in a bizarre, indecipherable way specifically to throw us off?”

“Start driving,” said Diana. “I’m calling Ostler.”
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“He’s sent a letter after every victim,” Ostler told us on the phone. “We don’t have much time before he sends the next one.”

We got the address for the Mercer family and joined the cops already on the scene. The father was holding his boy tightly, crying in shock while detectives scoured his home for clues. The boy, about six years old by the look of him, seemed disturbed by his father’s crying and by the strangers in his house, but mostly he was curious. They hadn’t told him about his mother yet.

“It doesn’t look like anybody came inside,” Detective Scott whispered. “There’s no signs of forced entry, and the attack itself took place on the highway.”

“We’ll start talking to the neighbors,” said Diana.

I checked my phone again, but The Hunter hadn’t written back.

Nobody was home at the first house. The woman in the second house hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary and said that the guy from the first house left for work at five every morning.

“Define ‘nothing out of the ordinary,’” I said. “Did you not see anything, or did you see the same people you see all the time?” If the killer lived on this street, he might be one of the ordinary things this woman had seen and not thought twice about.

“Who’s the kid?” asked the woman.

“He’s one of our investigators, ma’am,” said Diana. “Can you tell us exactly who you saw this morning, if anyone?”

“Seems awfully young to be a policeman,” said the woman. She was older, with her gray hair dyed brown, and wearing some kind of shapeless bag with a floral print. “How old are you?”

“I’m forty-seven,” I said.

“You don’t have to get sassy about it.”

“Please, ma’am,” said Diana, “can you answer the question?”

“Do I have all morning to sit and stare out my window?” she asked, her eyes wide with indignation. “Sure, I saw Kristin take her boy over to the Smith place, which I told her not to do because I don’t trust the Smith family. Look at their yard! And Mr. Smith was already gone by then, of course, because he works in an office downtown, though I figure he can’t make much money from it or they’d fix up their house a little.”

“Did you see anything else?” asked Diana.

“The Mexican man in 2107 left to go to his job at eight, but then he came back at nine, or maybe a little after nine, so he may have gotten fired. He left again by 9:30: I know because my show hadn’t gone to commercial yet, and it always goes on the half hour.”

“Kristin Mercer took her son to Margaret Smith at 10:15,” I said, reading from my notes. “That’s the house across the street from you, correct?”

“And just look at it,” said the woman, waving toward it disdainfully.

“Did you see anyone near her car while she was inside?” I asked.

“Should I have?” asked the woman. “Has something happened to Kristin? It was that Mexican man, wasn’t it?”

“Please answer the question,” said Diana.

“No, I didn’t see anyone near her car,” said the woman. “What am I, some kind of a spy with nothing better to do than watch my neighbors all day?”

“Thank you,” said Diana. “We’ll get back to you if we need any more information.” She closed the door, and we walked to the next house. Potash met us coming the other way.

“They don’t know anything,” he said. “Nobody does.”

My phone rang; I hadn’t put any contact numbers in it yet, so I was surprised to hear Trujillo on the other end.

“John,” he said, “any luck at the Mercer house?”

“Nothing yet,” I said. “Ask Elijah if Kristin stopped anywhere else before getting on the freeway.”

“He already said she didn’t.”

“Ask again,” I said. “His memory’s terrible.”

“I want to talk about your theory,” he said. “It’s interesting, but it doesn’t hold water.”

Yes it does. “You think we’re chasing a ten-thousand-year-old veterinarian park ranger cannibal scholar who’s well-spoken and careful except for when he’s not?”

Trujillo sighed. “Is that really any more ridiculous than a ten-thousand-year-old plague goddess who packs a gun she never uses and makes sick kids sicker so she can hide in a hospital?”

“Yes,” I said. “Mary Gardner had solid reasons for everything she did. We don’t have that for The Hunter.”

“We don’t have it yet,” said Trujillo. “That doesn’t mean we never will.”

“So how does he not pass out from the sedative?” I asked. “He can’t inject it into their bodies and then eat them. Especially not Kristin Mercer—we found her hours after she died, but if he ate a sedative in her shoulder he’d have been too asleep to finish the attack, let alone dump the body.”

“We know he injected her,” said Trujillo, “and we know he ate her. We have clear evidence of both.”

“You don’t know it was him,” I said, and began to grow excited as I thought more about it. “That would actually explain a lot: what if he has an accomplice? Or a pet, I don’t know what you’d call it—someone he brings bodies back to, and then they eat them. That gives us the meticulous mastermind and the feral cannibal, in a way that makes sense.”

“And then the pet falls asleep instead of the mastermind,” said Trujillo, as if mulling the idea over in his head. “Still doesn’t work: whoever eats the body will fall asleep before they’re finished, unless they’re immune to the sedative, in which case we don’t need two people, we’re back to just one. Simpler is better. And the bite wounds are still too … deliberately random. They don’t follow a normal eating pattern, the way you’d expect from a feral accomplice like you’re suggesting. The best theory is still Nathan’s: that this killer somehow fetishizes the sedative—possibly because he’s immune to it—and then takes weird bites out of the corpse.”

“The best theory is mine,” I insisted. “That the reason this doesn’t make sense is because it’s intended to confuse us.”

“But that theory doesn’t solve any problems,” said Trujillo. “It denies all of our other answers without positing any of its own: it doesn’t solve the sedative eating, it doesn’t tell us how he slashed the tires without being seen, it doesn’t give us anything new we can work with.”

“It tells us our other answers are wrong,” I said. “We have to give them up and start over.”

“I have to go,” he said. “Ostler needs something.”

I hung up without saying good-bye. Why was he being so stubborn? He was so determined his profile was correct that he wouldn’t see any alternatives.

We were back at the Mercer house, and Detective Scott met us at the door. “Good, we were just about to look for you two, we figured you’d want to be here when we questioned the husband.”

Two? I looked at Potash and Diana, then down at myself before looking back at Scott. Typical.

“Hey, John,” he said, “can you do me a favor? We’re going to ask some rough question, it’s … not good a situation for a kid to be in.”

“I’m not a kid.”

“I mean the Mercer kid,” said Scott. “Can you take him into another room, keep him distracted?”

One, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen. “Of course,” I said. “Get rid of both kids at once, that’s a good plan.”

“We’ll fill you in on everything,” said Diana.

“Sure,” I said, no longer caring. If they cut me out of this investigation, I was free to start my own. I walked to the father, still holding his son. “Hey … buddy. Want to come with me for a minute? We’re going to watch…” What did kids watch these days? “Dora?”

“I want to watch PAW Patrol.”

“Of course you do,” I said. “Let’s go, you can show me how to turn it on.”

His father seemed reluctant to let him go but saw Detective Scott and the others looming nearby and apparently realized what was going on. The boy climbed down off his lap and led me into the other room. He handed me a remote. “You turn it on with this.”

It looked like it had a thousand buttons, and I grimaced. “Thanks, kid.” The power button was easy enough to find, and I was surprised when it actually turned on the TV instead of killing a satellite connection or something. They had the same cable company I had in my apartment, so I was able to search through the channels and find the kid stuff pretty quickly. “Look, Sesame Street. I didn’t know they still showed that.”

“I want to watch PAW Patrol.”

“It’s not on right now, and I don’t know how your DVR works. Just … watch the puppets, I have to do something.” He sat down, relatively calm, and I pulled out my phone. Still no e-mails from The Hunter. I typed one to him:

You’re the one who wanted to talk. What do you want to say? I assume you’re not going to just tell me who you are, or how to find you. So what are we doing here?

Do you want me to kill someone for you? Is that what this is about? Because that’s not going to happen either. I don’t care if you’re a lion or a hunter or whatever the hell you think you are: I’m not like you.

I sent it, then thought a minute and wrote another one:

Why do you eat them? It’s not for food, because you don’t treat them like food. You don’t degrade them, either, like you’re punishing someone vicariously, and there doesn’t seem to be any emotion behind it, like you’re living out some kind of fantasy. You just take bites, and then give us the bodies.

And then you give us a letter, I thought. That’s the key. What do you do that you don’t have to do? You talk to us. That’s what this is all about.

The kid said something, and I looked up, but he was just talking to the TV. One of the puppets was talking back, in a weird kind of one-sided double conversation. I looked back at my phone and hit send on my message.

The Hunter was talking to us—somehow that’s what this was all about for him. Was he trying to scare us? Trujillo thought he was trying to taunt us, to show his superiority, and I’d been arguing that he was just trying to confuse us. What if there was something more? We kept trying to describe the killer in human terms—we talked about Withered powers here and there, like the ability to withstand a sedative, but we hadn’t talked about Withered motivations. Why would a Withered send us letters? What does he lack, that these letters are trying to make up for? A voice? Brooke had never said anything about a Withered without a voice. I’d have to ask Elijah.

I hadn’t logged out of the e-mail server like I usually did, so I was surprised when it beeped softly. The Hunter had sent me a message:

Tell your boss to check the police station courtesy account. She might want to get to it before the interns do.

We had a new letter. Obviously I couldn’t tell Ostler to check a specific e-mail account without exposing that I had an alternate line of communication … but who knew how long we’d have to wait before someone decided to check the police department courtesy account? If we got to it fast we could stay on his trail, we could find out where he’d sent the e-mail from and go there to look for clues. But I couldn’t give myself away. I had to be patient.

I watched the little boy and the puppets talking to each other without ever talking to anyone but themselves.

*   *   *

I was at Whiteflower when the e-mail was finally discovered by a police department receptionist who was manning the phones on the night shift. Apparently she got bored; now we knew who checked the courtesy account. She alerted her superior, who alerted Detective Scott, who called Ostler, who called the rest of us and told us to meet at the old offices across the street. I told Brooke I was sorry to be leaving.

“You’ll come back?” she said. “I love you, you know. You need to come back so we can get married and live happily ever after in a little white house.”

“You don’t love me,” I told her.

She looked at the floor, the corners of her mouth sagging. “Do you love me?”

I hesitated, my hand hovering over the door. How could I answer that? I didn’t love her, not the way I loved Marci. Not even the way I loved my mom, and at least half of that love was hate. After a long moment I found my voice to speak. “I don’t know what that means.”

Her voice was pleading. “Then how do you know I don’t love you?”

“Because you’re alive,” I said, and banged on the door in a sudden rage. “The only people who love me are dead.”

*   *   *

“You’re not going to like this letter,” said Ostler. The whole group was seated around the conference room table: six people, and an empty seat for Kelly. Ostler looked at each of us in turn. “None of us are. Know before we read it that I’ve already contacted headquarters, and they’re dispatching people to check on your families.”

“Holy crap,” said Nathan, “how bad is it?”

Ostler looked at him, put on her glasses, and started to read:

“‘To the Esteemed John Wayne Cleaver, and The People He Occasionally Associates With.’”

“Nice of him to include us,” said Nathan. Ostler ignore him and continued:

“‘I hope you liked my last gift. The clues are important, and I trust you’ll enjoy them, but don’t overlook the body itself. Bodies are important. They are what makes you human. Your humanity is a gift, in a very real sense, and so I make a gift of it to you. Do not squander it.’”

Nathan snorted. “This guy’s insa—”

“Shut up,” said Diana.

“‘Because I am in a giving mood,’” Ostler continued, “‘I offer you another gift: the gift of knowledge. You seek to understand me, but do you really know yourself? Can you be true to what is in you if you don’t know what that is? I suggest that you cannot. Your secrets must be opened, to yourself and to the world. You told me you’re not like me. It is important to understand that you are.’”

“Hold up,” said Trujillo. “We’ve never communicated with him directly, have we?”

“We have not,” said Ostler. I didn’t look at Potash, and counted my breaths slowly to keep my face from changing color. Ostler didn’t look at me. “His last letter told us to kill someone and leave a note on the corpse. I think ‘you told me you’re not like me’ is a reference to the fact that we didn’t.”

I said nothing.

Ostler took a deep breath. “This is the part where it gets bad. You each have a file, but I’m sure you’ve noticed that some of the key details of your lives have been redacted out of them. I did that to keep our focus on the enemy, and not each other, but some of that information is about to come out. Know that none of this information is new to me: I reviewed it all carefully, and didn’t recruit anybody to the team that I didn’t trust.”

Nobody said anything; we just looked at each other in silence, wondering what horrible secrets were about to be revealed. What had Diana done? What about Nathan? I wasn’t worried about my own secrets—anything Ostler knew, the others could know as well for all I cared. It was the things Ostler didn’t know that I was worried about.

Did the letter really reveal secrets about Potash? How could anyone know that?

“‘Martín Trujillo is a statutory rapist,’” read Ostler. “‘She was willing, by most accounts, but the law does not consider a fourteen-year-old girl to be a reliable witness.’”

I leapt up from my chair. “You let him spend months alone with Brooke! He slept in the very next room!”

“I was nineteen years old,” said Trujillo. “That was more than thirty years ago.”

“And that makes it okay?”

“He served time,” said Ostler. “He’s had a flawless record since, with a long history of helping to enforce the law.”

“You shouldn’t have let him near Brooke,” I said hotly.

“I’m not a pedophile, John,” said Trujillo, “I was a dumb kid who made a dumb choice. ‘Rapist’ is a poor descriptor of what happened, but it’s the correct legal term and I don’t deny it.”

“How does The Hunter even know this?” asked Nathan.

“He probably had to register as a sex offender,” said Diana.

I felt my left hand curling into a fist, my right hand in my pocket, clenched around my knife. “Dammit, Ostler!”

“He’s paid for it, and moved on,” said Ostler. “People change—do you want me judging you by your worst mistake?”

“You mean you don’t?”

“Just read the letter,” said Diana. “It’s probably going to get a lot worse before it gets better.”

Ostler continued with the message: “‘I’ve met the girl—she’s much older now, of course. Much prettier than his real wife. Maybe that’s why the ugly one died so young?’”

“She died in a car accident,” said Trujillo, and now his face was as thick with anger as mine. He rolled up his sleeve to display a long scar on his forearm. “I was in the car, too—to even suggest that I would kill my own wife—”

“‘Diana Lucas was drummed out of the air force,’” Ostler read, cutting him off, “‘dishonorably discharged for beating another woman. The victim was sent to the hospital with two broken ribs, several internal injuries, a concussion, and a dislodged eyeball.’”

“Wow,” said Nathan. “What’d she do to you?”

“Nothing,” said Diana curtly.

“I don’t mean injuries,” said Nathan. “I mean what did she do to deserve it? What started the fight?”

“She did nothing,” said Diana slowly. “It wasn’t a fight, it was a…” Diana sighed. “Gang initiation. She wanted to join our crew, and that means you take a beating. Same thing I got when I joined.”

“They have gangs in the army?” asked Nathan.

“Air force,” Diana corrected him sharply. “And yes, every branch of the military has gangs. I was in one before and I was in one there.”

“And now?” I asked.

“Now I send a quarter of my paycheck to inner-city schools,” said Diana. “Now I volunteer at a Big Sisters program whenever we’re in a town big enough to have one. Now I think I’ve done pretty damn well for myself in paying for that mistake, and I don’t want to have to relive it for you all any more than Trujillo wanted to relive his.”

“So far these have both been a matter of public record,” said Nathan. “Kudos to him for digging them up, but anybody could have done the research. He’s not a mind reader.”

“He knows about you,” said Ostler.

Nathan shook his head. “I haven’t done anything like this—”

“‘Nathan Gentry sold cocaine in West Philadelphia for three years,’” Ostler read, “‘and then again in Harvard for two. Most of his customers dropped out, unable to continue school; one of them turned to prostitution to pay for her habit.’”

“I didn’t know about that,” said Nathan.

“Are you kidding me?” asked Diana.

“I didn’t know about the prostitution!” he protested. “Of course I knew about the drugs.”

“And you thought that wasn’t the same?” asked Trujillo. “I lived with an underage girl who thought she loved me—you destroyed dozens of lives.”

“And then tried to hide it from us,” added Diana.

“I was never caught or convicted,” said Nathan, “I didn’t think he’d know about it. I didn’t think anybody knew except Ostler, and that’s because I’m the one who told her.”

“Mr. Gentry has moved on,” said Ostler, “just like the rest of you.”

“But he didn’t suffer for it,” said Diana, and I could tell from the curl of her brow that she was furious. “Trujillo went to jail, I was court martialed, and Nathan just skates by?”

“I knew it was wrong so I got out,” said Nathan. “Do you know how hard it is to get out of dealing? And I think the fact that I did it voluntarily should say a whole lot more than you’re giving me credit for—would you still be gangbanging if the air force hadn’t forced you to stop?”

“They forced me to leave the air force,” said Diana. “I could have kept banging anywhere I went.”

“Arguing about these details gets us nowhere,” said Ostler. “I wouldn’t even be reading this if I didn’t think it would help us catch a bad guy. How did he find out about Nathan? Where is that information available? What kind of person might have access to it? Put the past behind you and let’s treat this letter like the clue it is.”

I listened to them argue without joining in. Didn’t they see that Nathan’s crime was different, though? Not just because he didn’t get caught, and not just because he only hurt people indirectly—his was different because he did it for different reasons. Trujillo was in love, or at least he was horny, and Diana wanted to fit in. They were both emotional acts, made for social reasons. Nathan’s crime was all about himself: he wanted money, so he went out and got some. He sold drugs to get ahead.

As if I needed any more reasons to hate him.

“Okay,” said Nathan, closing his eyes. “Who knows about me?… One of the other dealers, maybe? The kid who supplied me?”

“Kid?” asked Diana.

“I got started in high school,” said Nathan. “We were all kids.”

“More likely one of the victims,” said Trujillo. “How many people know about the one who started selling herself? That can’t be a big group of people.”

“I didn’t even know about her,” said Nathan. “I can’t exactly pull up a list of her friends and family.”

In The Hunter’s e-mail this morning, he’d asked me: “Is there anything you want me to leave out?” Is this what he was talking about? What was he going to say about me?

“Read the rest,” said Potash. It was the first time he’d spoken. “It’s no use jumping to conclusions until we have all the clues.”

Ostler nodded. “The next part’s about me.” She read in a clear voice:

“‘Linda Ostler is a war criminal.’” She paused, but I didn’t know if she was waiting for comments or just steeling her nerve to continue. “‘In 2002 she was assigned to a task force investigating the sale of weapons and explosives across the border from the US to Mexico. She used her position to sell hundreds of automatic rifles to a drug cartel, directly resulting in the deaths of six DEA agents and more than a hundred Mexican civilians.’”

She lowered the letter and looked at us. “Obviously I had my reasons,” she said. “And ‘war criminal’ is a bit of an exaggeration.”

“That was you?” asked Diana.

“I sold coke to some rich kids trying to get enough buzz to get their homework done,” said Nathan. “You sold guns to drug lords? And they’re mad because I ruined a few lives?”

“It was a plan that got out of hand,” said Ostler. “Nobody wanted to supply the cartels, we wanted to catch the smugglers in the middle. We made a hard call and it was the wrong one.”

“That’s an understatement,” said Diana. She looked around at the rest of us. “Has anybody killed more than a hundred civilians? Is that pretty much the high score for the group?”

Potash raised his hand, and Diana fell silent. The rest of us stared at him. “I’ll be very surprised if it’s in that letter, though,” he said simply.

I’d known he was a killer. I’d known he was the most dangerous one of us. Why did this still feel like a shock? Because he’d admitted it so casually?

Potash hacked a Withered to death with a machete. While dying of a lung disease. Who had I gotten myself entangled with?

Ostler shook her head. “Here’s the only line about Potash. It comes at the end, though, after the one about John—”

“Do them in order,” I said. “Let’s see if he has anything to say about me that the rest of you haven’t already guessed.”

Ostler cleared her throat: “‘I haven’t forgotten about you either, John. I’m sure your friends know about the man you electrocuted; that was in the papers. Do they know about the time you beat your elderly neighbor half to death, and then killed her husband? What about the time you soaked your mother in gas and burned her alive in a car?’”

“Bloody hell,” said Diana.

I said nothing, only stared at Ostler.

“No excuses?” asked Nathan. “No tearful explanations of how it all had to happen and there was nothing you could do to stop it?”

“I assume there’s more,” I said, still not looking at the others.

“How could there possibly be more?” Nathan cried.

“‘You think you’re not like me,’” Ostler read, “‘but you’re more like me than any of them. They hurt people because that’s the way the world works: they want something, so they take it, and hold no pity for the rabble who get in their way. Thus it has always been. You and I are different. We hurt people because we enjoy it. Because the pain and the death are ends unto themselves.

“‘The antelope may crash their horns and call themselves strong, but all of them fall before the lions.’”

I’m not like him, I told myself. Even if we do the exact same things for the exact same reasons, I’m not like him.

I just can’t explain why.

“In John’s defense,” said Ostler, “everyone he’s killed was a Withered.”

“Even your mother?” asked Trujillo.

“She wasn’t when I started,” I said, and turned to him without blinking. Even thinking about this made me want to scream in rage, but I’d be damned if I was going to let them see me lose control. I told the story in short, even tones. “Nobody possessed Brooke, so I was trying kill her. My mom showed up, Nobody left Brooke to attack her, and … she died.” I made a small rolling motion with my hand. “Yada yada yada.”

“What the hell is wrong with you?” asked Diana, and somehow that was the comment that stung me worst of all.

“The Hunter knows too much about us,” said Nathan. “If he has all of this he could have anything—he could have my parents’ address.”

“People have been sent to your friends and family,” Ostler repeated. “The Withered bodies the FBI picked up from the hospital were more … enlightening than my superiors expected. I think they’re finally taking our work seriously, and that includes this implied threat to your loved ones.”

“You still haven’t read my section,” said Potash.

“It’s the conclusion of the letter,” said Ostler:

“‘And of course Albert Potash, the Death that Walks. How many people has he killed? What noble justifications did he claim? Let this be the most damning evidence of all: I know everything, and I could find nothing on him. He is a man without a past. In the modern age, nobody loses their past unless someone has gone to very great lengths to bury it.

“‘There are antelopes, and there are lions. And then there is something more. Think carefully about the company you keep.’”
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When I was a little boy I used to love dinosaurs. Who wouldn’t? They were huge, and everyone was afraid of them, and they could eat my parents. I didn’t necessarily want them to eat my parents, but I knew that they could; I knew that they had the power to do whatever they wanted, and no one could stop them because they were dinosaurs.

Clayton County didn’t have a zoo, but once when I was four we went on vacation to San Diego, and we visited the zoo there, and the lions and tigers and gorillas were great and all but what I really wanted to see were the dinosaurs. I’d been reading about them my whole life, and this was my big chance. Did the zoo have a T. rex? A stegosaurus? My favorite was always the triceratops, don’t ask me why. They just looked cool. Do they have a triceratops, Dad?

He laughed, and told me the dinosaurs were dead.

Imagine for a moment that you’ve gone to a zoo, excited to see your very favorite animal—let’s say elephants—only to learn that all the elephants have died, just before you got there. That’s what I thought at first: that the dinosaurs at the zoo had all gotten sick, or been poisoned by bad food, and had passed away in a sudden tragedy. How would you react? How would you react if you were a four-year-old boy? It destroyed me. I wanted to know what had happened to them, and if the zookeepers had tried to save them, and when they were going to get new ones. And of course my parents were both morticians, and I had a vague sense of what that meant, so I wondered if we were going to embalm the dinosaurs while we were there on our trip. I didn’t know what embalming was when I four, but I knew the word. I knew it was something you did to dead people, and that it was important. I figured that dinosaurs were important enough to warrant the same treatment.

I don’t know if my father understood the depths of my confusion—if he understood what it meant to me—but around this time he figured out why I was confused. No one had ever told me that dinosaurs were extinct—or if they had, they hadn’t explained what the word meant. My father laughed again, delighted by his four-year-old’s adorable misunderstanding, and told me that all the dinosaurs were dead, in the whole world. That they’d been dead for millions of years. No matter where I looked, or how long I lived, or how hard I wanted to, I would never see a dinosaur anywhere because they didn’t exist anymore. All we had were bones, and even those were too old to touch.

Roll that around in your mind a little. The sudden realization that every animal you wanted to see was suddenly and irrevocably killed—sure, it had happened millions of years ago, but for me it happened right then and there. In my head they were alive, billions of them, and then the meteors struck, and the world ended, and they all died in fire and agony. I was a personal witness to a mass extinction. How can a child endure such a thing?

There’s a lot of trust tied up in the way we learn about the world. The things we know, and the things we think we know, and the people who tell them to us. The facts we learn for ourselves, and the facts we assume about everyone else. Trust is how we function as a society. Take away the trust, and you take away the function.

I joined Ostler’s team because I had nothing else left, and no other clear alternatives. My plan had always been to grow up, get a degree in mortuary science, and work as a mortician. I’d never really wanted anything else. That seems like a weird dream in hindsight, to be so set on following in the footsteps of parents I hated. But the hatred, when I thought about it, was recent, a new development brought on by divorce and abandonment and adolescence. For most of my life they’d been fine: angry sometimes, loving at others. My father beat me up a few times, and he beat my mom a lot of times, but I didn’t have the emotional capacity to separate that from the good stuff: the jokes at dinner, and the movies on the couch, and the stories at bedtime. Sometimes he slept on my floor because I was too scared to sleep alone. I don’t know if that made him a good dad, but it made him more than just a bad one.

By the time things soured and we all fell apart, my heart was already set on the family business, and no amount of uncomfortable association could change it. Embalming a body—cleaning it, caring for it, giving it that final solemn celebration of the life it used to have—was my greatest source of peace. It’s where I went when things got too messed up to deal with, and when my family got messed up. The embalming was all I had.

And then the Withered came, and my mother died, and I ruined Brooke’s life, and Ostler had the only key to the only door that looked like an escape route. I’d done a lot of very shady things killing those Withered, and in my final desperation to kill Nobody, I’d done things I couldn’t hide. If I worked for Ostler I could help Brooke, forget my mom, and make all my crimes go away. I could leave my life behind.

That’s never as easy as it sounds. And now I was doing it again: I was leaving, maybe forever. I’d slipped free of Potash again, and I was ready to disappear for good.

Almost ready.

I was back in the park, holding a new box of wood as I stood before the grill. It hadn’t snowed since the last time, and the half-charred logs of my previous fire lay in a wet, cold heap on the ground. I kicked them out of the way; they’d burn, but only when the fire was already big. That wouldn’t be a problem today. I was going to make a very big fire.

I started the same as always, breaking the planks into smaller and smaller pieces, bending them with my hands—feeling the wood resist, feeling it bite into my hands as I strained against it, gritting my teeth until the boards snapped with a brutal crack that made Boy Dog yelp. I ignored him; I couldn’t allow myself to laugh at his fear, but I couldn’t bring myself to comfort him, either. He was simply there, and I was simply next to him, and any interaction we had was an illusion, like the puppets on the Mercer boy’s TV. I took deep breaths and stacked the splinters in careful rows, crafting my little log cabin with all the precision of an architect building a world-spanning bridge: piece by piece, bit by bit, this twig here and this wood there and each one exactly where they had to go until I couldn’t take it anymore and scattered them with my hands, screaming in frustration. Boy Dog stood up in his spot under the table, looking around for whatever danger had alarmed the weird human boy. I clenched my hands in fists, breathing deep. I had copies of The Hunter’s letters in my pocket, all three of them, and I pulled them out now and crumpled them into balls, and piled the wood scraps haphazardly on top of them. It wasn’t pretty, but it would burn. I struck a match and lit the paper, watching it turn brown and then black, with a thin line of yellow crackling hot along the edge. A wave of color spreading across the wrinkled surface, leaving a blackened char behind.

The smaller sticks began to smolder, and then to burn with a low, almost invisible flame. I watched the fire carefully, feeding it bigger sticks when it was ready to catch them, and smaller sticks when it just needed fuel. Soon the flames were high, burning hotter than they needed to, so hot they’d burn themselves out before all the fuel was gone, but I didn’t care, and when the heat beat against my face I realized I was smiling, and when Boy Dog barked I realized I was laughing, whooping with joy at the chaotic mass of flame. I needed more; this wasn’t big enough, the fire wanted to get out of its metal box and burn higher. I looked around, but everything was covered in snow. My eyes lit on my cardboard box of firewood, and I placed it carefully in front of the metal grill and then pushed the entire fire into it; dumping the fire had killed it last time, but now I’d been smarter; I’d moved it into fuel and safety, and after a brief lull it caught again, flames licking the cardboard and lighting up the wood until it seemed to glow with an inner power, as if the wood itself was only fire in disguise, trapped in a painful solid form and yearning to burst free. The flames grew higher, climbing and leaping until they rose two feet out of the box. More than three feet off the ground.

Three feet was high enough to reach the picnic table.

I wanted more.

“Out!” I shouted gleefully. “Get out of there!” Boy Dog looked at me dumbly, but when he saw me shoving the fiery box across the ice toward the mouth of his lair he yelped and ran out. With Boy Dog out of the way, the space beneath the picnic table was a perfect cave of snow-covered wood; the box was almost too hot to touch, the flame eating hungrily at the cardboard sides, but I pushed it under the table with my foot and watched with giddy fascination as the fire began clawing at the table itself.

The fire was going to be free.

The poor ventilation made the air roar as the fire sucked it in beneath the table. Melted snow dripped down between the boards. I found the old, charred planks from the last time I was here, and used them as makeshift shovels to push the snow off the top of the table, and suddenly instead of melting, the snow was evaporating completely, rising into the air in visible clouds of steam. The thick, painted wood of the picnic table started to blacken and burn, and I smiled as the orange flames curled up and around each individual board. The fire had grown and swelled and taken over, leaving its tiny box and going not where I wanted, but where it wanted. And it wanted everything.

“That’s right,” I said, watching it, and then shouted at the sky: “That’s right!” I looked at Boy Dog, hoping to share my exultation, but he only stared back morosely, unmoved either way. I thought again about the puppets on the Mercer boy’s TV, and the sudden juxtaposition struck me as so funny I couldn’t help but bring up my hand, flapping the fingers and thumb together like a puppet mouth. “Hey there, Boy Dog, what do you think of this awesome fire?” I made a grumpy face and spoke in a gravelly tone, opening and closing my hand in time with the words: “Well, John, I’m a stupid dog. I have no opinion about anything that isn’t food or Potash’s blankets.” I returned to my normal voice, facing the hand puppet with my most serious expression. “Speaking of Potash, why didn’t he follow me? Too busy murdering innocents to threaten my life today?” Back to the dog voice. “I know, it’s like he doesn’t even care about threatening you anymore. The magic has gone out of your relationship completely. Maybe he’s off growling at some other teenage boy he’s been threatening on the side. You’ll be gone for days before they even … notice.…”

I stopped talking, but kept moving my hand, opening and closing the fake puppet mouth, staring straight into it. It was the same hand motion I’d done in our first viewing of the cannibal’s first victim. I’d been demonstrating the movement of the teeth. I bared my teeth now, clacking them together, and mirrored the motion with my hand.

It was a puppet.

The picnic table snapped loudly, some knot in the old wood popping in the heat. A car drove by in my peripheral vision, along the road on the far edge of the park, and seeing it brought me back to reality with a sudden shock. This wasn’t a barbecue or a campfire anymore, it was arson—arson in a public place, destroying city property. I swore and backed away, looking at the scene with a critical eye. The snow I’d pushed away was too obvious: no one would see this as a picnic that got out of hand, but as a deliberate attempt to burn the table. My best bet was to grab Boy Dog and go, to get away before anyone noticed. I called him softly and ran toward the car; he followed, but only in his slow, plodding way. I called again, patting my legs, but he couldn’t be bothered to move. I opened the car door, shifting the things I’d packed there in the early morning when Potash was asleep, and Boy Dog picked up his speed a little, shifting from a walk to a slow jog. I looked around. Who was watching me through distant windows? Under heavy branches?

Should I warn the others about the puppet? Would they even take me seriously if I did?

Boy Dog finally reached the car, heaving himself into the foot well on the passenger side. I made sure he was out of the way, slammed the door, and ran around to the driver’s side, fumbling for my keys. I threw myself in, sat down and stared at the fire. It seemed thin and ethereal from this distance, in this light, the flames fading into the morning sky beyond. Black smoke was beginning to curl up in dark, angry billows.

I had to leave now. I had to get to Brooke and go.

But if I did, the whole team would die.

I pulled out my phone, dialing Potash’s number with one hand while I started the car with the other. I got a recorded alert for a wrong number and wished I’d bothered to put everyone in speed dial. I hung up and dialed again.

Potash answered his phone. “John, why did you leave again?”

“Plausible deniability,” I said. “I didn’t see you commit any genocides, and you didn’t see me not burning down a picnic table.”

“Did you burn down a picnic table?”

“I just said I didn’t, do you even listen to me?” I shoved my keys in the ignition and turned it on, hearing the engine roar to life. “The Hunter is using a puppet.”

“What?”

“He has a skull puppet, probably an actual skull—he cleaned it up, bolted the jaw on, and now he’s using it to take bites out of the corpses.” I threw the car into reverse and backed up wildly, looking over my shoulder as I shouted into the phone. “That’s why he doesn’t pass out when he bites the sedated bodies, and that’s why the bites are scattered all over instead of concentrated in one spot, and that’s why his methods are a crazy mishmash of precision and ferocity: because he’s faking being a cannibal. It’s all an act, from the bites to the hidden injection marks to the letters he sends us. It’s all fake.”

“Why would he fake cannibalism?”

“To throw us off the scent,” I said, putting the car in drive and heading for the street. The park table was burning brightly behind me now, and it occurred to me that in all my frantic planning, I’d only thought about escape. I’d never even considered the possibility of putting out the fire. I could have, if I’d acted quickly; there was enough snow to smother the whole thing. But it hadn’t even crossed my mind. I hate to kill a fire.

“John?” said Potash.

“He’s trying to trick us,” I said, as I pulled into the street. “He’s a Withered and he knew we had Brooke and now he probably knows we have Elijah, so he’s hiding his methods. If he’d come into town killing people the same way he always did we’d have figured out who he was and how he worked, and then we could have figured out a way to kill him. He knew we could do that because we’d done it to half a dozen Withered already. So he’s hiding his real kills and feeding us a bunch of fakes to keep us in the dark. When he comes for us, we won’t know anything about him.”

I paused, waiting for him to answer, but all I heard were vague mumbles in the background. After a moment Potash spoke again. “It looks like we’re the ones going after him. Trujillo thinks he’s figured out where he is.”

“Where?”

“Do you know anything about this guy?” asked Potash, ignoring my question. “Anything at all? A cannibal we thought we could deal with—just wear body armor and shoot first. But if that’s all an act … we need to know what we’re up against.”

I hemmed and hawed for a minute, trying to piece together the few bits of info that we knew about The Hunter—or the real killer who was using The Hunter as a facade. He was smart. He was careful. He was patient. But we knew all that already. He was taking on an FBI kill team all on his own.… “He’s confident,” I said, slowly putting the picture together in my mind. “He’s made a lot of plans, including a lot of interaction, and so far all of it has worked. He’s a planner, which means he’s planning something big—not just individual kills and messages, but an end game. He’s…” I shook my head, watching for ice on the road, trying to think as fast as I could—all the more difficult because there was so much I couldn’t say without giving myself away. “He’s a talker,” I said, thinking about the letters. And the e-mails: he’d insisted on communicating with me, but he’d never really said anything. “Words are important to him,” I said, “and communication. Something about that means something to him, maybe the exchange of words or thoughts or ideas.”

“Maybe he’s just an extrovert,” said Potash.

“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe he’s just a liar. His communication is only important because it’s been a method for deceiving us. He planned this entire thing to throw us off his trail, which means … which means that his real trail has nothing to do with what he’s trying to make us think about.”

“So he’s not a cannibal,” said Potash.

“Maybe he can’t be a cannibal,” I said suddenly. “Are you there with the others?”

“Yes.”

“Brooke said something about a Withered with no mouth: someone who couldn’t possibly eat our victims because he can’t eat anything. A Withered with no mouth is also likely to be obsessed with talking, which could explain why he’s been writing so many letters—because written words are the only way he can communicate.”

I heard more mumbling in the background and an expletive that must have come from Nathan.

“Potash?” I asked.

“Are you close?” he said.

“Maybe ten minutes.”

“And you’re sure about this?” he asked. “The puppet, the deception, the whole thing?”

“It all makes sense,” I said. “For the first time in the entire investigation we have a single theory that explains all our variables.”

“And the Withered with no mouth?”

“I can’t be sure until I see him,” I said, “but it fits. If you were a monster with no mouth, trying to hide from a bunch of monster hunters, what better way than by tricking them into chasing a fanged, hungry carnivore?”

“Don’t worry,” he said, “I believe you. Get here as fast as you can, because we’re going on high alert. Trujillo’s got a lot of notes about a mouthless Withered and it’s not good.”

“Which one is it?”

“His name is Rack,” said Potash. “Apparently he’s their king.”
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“The key was in the third letter,” said Trujillo. “Nathan and I found the clue last night, but I didn’t realize the full significance until this morning. In the penultimate paragraph, talking about Potash, he says he knows everything.”

“Just to be clear,” I asked, “are we talking about the cannibal or Nathan?”

“Shut up,” said Nathan.

“Obviously we’re talking about the cannibal,” said Trujillo. “He’s always gone out of his way to show us how smart he is, but here’s the thing: he says he knows everything about us, but he never mentions Brooke.”

Of course he knows about Brooke, I thought. He’s knows all about me and where I came from, so he’d have to know about Brooke. Why wouldn’t he mention her in the list?

“Obviously if he knows everything, he knows about Brooke, right?” said Trujillo. “And given that his first letter was delivered in the regular mail, to this office, he obviously knows where to find us. There’s no way he could have all of that information and not know about Brooke. Which means Brooke is somehow different in his mind: she’s not one of us. Look at the structure of the letter: an introduction and then a paragraph for each member of our team—except there are six team members mentioned by name, and seven paragraphs.”

“The last paragraph doesn’t have a name,” said Nathan. “It’s got to be about Brooke—it’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“It could just be a conclusion,” I said.

“Possibly,” said Trujillo. “But it doesn’t act like a conclusion: we all read it as an extension of Potash’s paragraph, but that would make him the only member of the team to get two. It’s more likely, I think, that’s it’s a reference to the seventh member of our team. Let me read it to you.” He looked at his computer screen and read: “‘There are antelopes, and there are lions. And then there is something more. Think carefully about the company you keep.’” He looked up. “The Hunter has kept a very consistent pattern with his lion-and-antelope metaphor over all three letters: a lion is a killer, and an antelope is a victim. Him and us. Withered and human. But what does that last bit refer to? Something more? Couldn’t this be a reference to Brooke? The amalgamation of human and Withered together?”

“She’s not a Withered,” I said.

“But she’s not really human anymore either,” said Nathan. “We’re not trying to disrespect her, obviously, but be honest with yourself. She’s messed up.”

“Maybe she wasn’t in the letter because she didn’t do anything wrong,” I said. “Did you think of that? This nasty little hit squad of rapists and murderers, and the one who suffers the most is the one who’s never actually hurt anyone?”

“How does this help us find The Hunter?” asked Ostler.

“We’re getting to that,” said Nathan. “And it’s a direct answer to John, too.”

“Brooke’s paragraph is different because she is different,” said Trujillo, “but also because The Hunter thinks of her differently. He doesn’t see her as an enemy—which implies that she’s a friend.”

“She’s not Nobody,” I said. “She’s Brooke Watson.”

“She has more of Nobody in her than Brooke,” said Trujillo. “This has been our concern ever since she first recognized Elijah—even before that, frankly, which is why I was brought on the team in the first place. If Brooke feels more kinship with the Withered than with us, she might start to help them.”

I wanted to break his skull. “She would never—”

“We searched her room,” said Nathan coldly. “Top to bottom. There was a rip in the bottom of the mattress: she was hiding letters.”

The room fell silent.

“That’s impossible,” said Diana.

“The one we found was written in crayon,” said Trujillo. “It’s the only writing instrument the nurses would give her, because they’re not sharp enough to hurt anyone. She ripped the letter out of my hands and ate it before we could learn any more, but one of the nurses confirmed that she’d been passing letters between Brooke and another man for a couple of weeks now.”

“I think you could have led with that,” snapped Ostler, suddenly angry. “How did this happen? Weren’t the nurses briefed on Brooke’s situation?”

“We’ve been keeping them in the dark about almost everything,” said Trujillo. “They knew Brooke was unstable, but they didn’t know why, and they certainly didn’t know she might be contacting a fugitive. In a regular mental institution this might have raised some red flags, but in an assisted-living center it’s a different situation. The nurses go out of their way to help the patients interact with people because most of them don’t get enough contact with the outside. It didn’t occur to the nurse that the letters might be bad.”

“It’s not true,” I said, though I didn’t feel it. He was right: Brooke was more Withered than human, mentally speaking. She was an emotional wreck. Think carefully about the company you keep.

“Did you get a description of the man?” asked Ostler. “Have we found him?”

“His name is Aldo Blankenship,” said Nathan. “He lives in The Corners, a block away from Pancho’s Pizza.”

*   *   *

I stared at Elijah. “Tell us everything you know about Rack.”

We were back in the interrogation room, where he’d been led by the restraining collar.

“Rack’s not your cannibal,” he said, rubbing his neck. “He doesn’t have a mouth.”

“So I hear,” I said. “Sit down and tell me about him.”

Elijah blew out a long, slow breath, and sat heavily in the chair across from me. We were the only two people in the room—I was the only one willing to be in a room with him—but the others were listening behind the glass. He looked at me intently.

“Rack is the king,” he said. “He’s the one who came up with this idea in the first place, who figured out how to make us Gifted. He is far more powerful, and far more dangerous, than any other Withered you’ve ever faced.”

“What kind of power?”

“Do you believe you have a soul?” he asked suddenly.

I didn’t know how to answer. “What do you mean?”

“I mean a soul: an eternal spirit or an inner animus or whatever you want to call it. A special thing that makes you you, the thing that goes up to heaven when you die, the thing that gives you conscious thought instead of animal instinct. Some people say it weighs twenty-one grams, some people say it doesn’t exist. Whatever you think it is: do you have one?”

My family wasn’t especially religious, but we had a funeral chapel in our home, and I’d heard more sermons about the afterlife than most kids have heard sermons. They said the soul left the body when it died, and that made a kind of sense to me because I’d seen Marci after she died, and she wasn’t there. Her body was, but Marci wasn’t. Was that just a superstition? I don’t know. Probably. But I wanted to believe that some part of Marci was still somewhere, because otherwise what was I in love with? A cadaver? I guess there are a lot of people who wouldn’t be surprised by that at all.

I shook my head. “Are you asking about souls in general, or mine specifically? Because those are going to be two very different answers.”

“I only ask because it’s a word we use,” said Elijah. “I don’t know if it’s the right word, or what ‘right’ even means. But the Withered’s souls are broken and corrupted—not just metaphorically, but physically.”

“You’re not just talking about their sense of wonder.”

“I’m talking about the black sludge,” said Elijah, and I looked at him closely. He nodded. “I know you know it, because you saw it dripping out my chest that night in the mortuary. You’ve killed Withered before, so you’ve seen what happens: the body decomposes into a kind of dark muck. Charred grease and gristle. We call that soulstuff.”

“Brooke’s used that word before,” I said. “What is it?”

“Some say it’s our souls, which are too corrupted to go to heaven, so they just stay behind and destroy the body. Some say it’s our bodies themselves, breaking free from the physical form that confines us, which is why some of us can use it to change shape or move around.”

“That’s how Nobody worked,” I said. “Or I guess you knew her as Hulla—she didn’t have a body of her own, just a big blob of ashy grease.”

“I remember her,” said Elijah, “though not much. She worked with Forman, I think.”

I nodded. “Our best guess on the sludge was that it’s what happened to the body when whatever power that keeps you alive isn’t … keeping you alive anymore. That you’d been around so long your body was just a pile of grease that looked like a human, and as soon as the energy or whatever disappeared—the thing behind that human disguise—the real body fell apart.”

“Maybe,” said Elijah. “I don’t know enough to say that’s not true, but I can tell you for sure that it’s not the only truth. It has a power of its own, like you saw with Nobody. Some Withered can use it for other things. Rack is one of them.”

“What can he do?” I asked again. “We need to know, so we can kill him.”

“Rack has a normal human body,” said Elijah, “all except for one part.” He traced a line around his upper chest and lower face, and I remembered Brooke saying something similar. “He has a hole here, where his heart should be, and up through his neck and into his head—there’s no jaw, no mouth, no nose, just a hole. It’s full of soulstuff, and that’s how he kills people: the darkness reaches out, like a tendril, and it goes right down your throat and tears out your heart.”

“He eats hearts?” I asked.

“He doesn’t eat them,” said Elijah, “he uses them. His body needs a heart just as much as yours does, but when we made our pact with the darkness he gave his up. He lives by stealing new ones.”

“And you say he takes the hearts through the throat?” I asked. “He doesn’t go just straight through the chest?”

“I suppose he could do it either way,” said Elijah, “but I’ve only ever seen him use the victim’s mouth and throat. It’s … actually much more disturbing that way.”

“And much easier to hide,” I said, and glanced at the mirror behind me, knowing the team was watching and listening. “If he has to sustain himself by eating hearts, there will still be corpses around town that we haven’t identified as his victims. We might not have identified them as victims at all—most bodies don’t get autopsies, so a mysterious death with no external sign of violence would probably just get rubber-stamped as a stroke or a heart attack. Someone would find the body, the coroner would take a look, and then it’s on to the funeral.” I looked over my shoulder. “Somebody talk to Rhonda Hess and see if she has any unexplained deaths over the last few weeks.”

“You think Rack is here?” asked Elijah. “In Fort Bruce?”

I nodded. “We think he’s hiding his own kills and using a skull puppet to create a fake Withered cannibal, to keep us busy hunting for the wrong guy.”

“If Rack was killing people in town I’d know,” said Elijah. “I get all my memories from dead bodies, and I don’t remember being killed by him.”

“There are five mortuaries in Fort Bruce,” I said. “Do you each cover a specific area?”

“Not geographically, but yes. Kind of. For random bodies like you’re talking about, there are guidelines as to which mortuary handles which cases.”

I looked over my shoulder again. “Ask Hess what those rules are, and focus on bodies that were assigned to other mortuaries.” I looked back at Elijah. “If he’s hiding from us, it makes sense that he’s hiding from you, too.”

“But why?” asked Elijah. “He couldn’t have known I’d end up working with you.”

“But he never contacted you,” I said. “Gidri was trying to recruit you, but Rack didn’t bother—from what you’ve told us he didn’t bother trying to recruit Gidri, either. He just let them wage their war and attract all our attention, and meanwhile he worked in the background planning this attack.”

“So what is he planning?” asked Elijah. “He wouldn’t go to all this trouble just to fool you for no reason.”

“I assume he’s planning to kill us,” I said. “That’s what I’d be doing in his place. But we think we’ve found him, through another connection, and we’re taking the fight to him. That’s why we need to know everything we can about how he works.”

“He’ll kill you,” said Elijah.

I didn’t flinch. “Tell us how.”

“By being smarter than you,” said Elijah. “His powers are one thing—don’t get close, don’t let him attack you in person, and definitely wear some kind of face mask to keep him out of your mouth. Ripping hearts out isn’t the only thing his soulstuff can do, but it’s a big one.”

“What else can it do?”

“He can talk with it,” said Elijah. “He leaves a bit of soulstuff behind when he goes for the heart—it’s the conservation of mass, he can’t absorb new flesh without expelling something else. Or I guess he could, but he’d be enormous. He leaves a bit of soulstuff behind in the corpse, and then he can animate it—not the whole body, but the mouth and lungs. The part his soul has touched. It’s the only way he can speak out loud.”

“I remember Brooke saying something about that, too,” I said. “She gave us more than I realized.” Had I been ignoring her, just like the rest of the team ignored me?

No wonder she’d started looking to the Withered for friends.

“Who is Brooke?” asked Elijah. “You’ve mentioned her three times now, but I’ve never heard of her before. She’s the friend of a friend, I assume?”

“She has all of Nobody’s memories,” I said.

“That sounds like a story I need to hear sometime.”

“Later,” I said. “We don’t know how long it will be before he kills again, or before he tries to contact her again and realizes we’ve discovered him. If you can tell us how to kill him, we can go in and do it now, in force, before he has a chance to reach whatever end game he’s been building toward.”

“That’s what you tried with Gidri in the mortuary,” said Elijah. “You lost two men, and at least two more are injured.”

“Isn’t that worth it to kill someone like Rack?”

He paused, saying nothing as he looked at me. I tried to read what he was thinking, and found him more humanlike in his facial expressions than I expected—certainly more human than Potash. His brow was furrowed, his eyes slightly squinted, his mouth grim and flat. He was concerned. He probably thought we were all going to die. How he would react to that concern, though, I couldn’t guess.

“Let me come with you,” he said.

“We still don’t trust you.”

“I’ve done nothing but help,” he said. “I haven’t attacked anyone, I haven’t done anything alarming, I’ve answered all of your questions.” He leaned forward. “I’m more human than any thousand other people you could ask—put together. I want this shadow war over, and I want your side to win. What will it take to prove that to you?”

“Tell us how to kill Rack.”

“You can’t,” said Elijah. “He regenerates too quickly. He’s faster, stronger, and smarter than any other Withered. I’ve known him for ten thousand years and he’s never lost. Even if you overwhelm him, he’ll just retreat and keep killing and come up with another plan. You’re too close now to let that happen, so bring me on your raid. Get me close enough and I can drain his memory—even if he attacks me first, even if he knocks me down and breaks my bones and reaches in to steal my heart, I’ll be touching him, and that’s all it takes. I can empty his mind and stop him.”

I stared at him. Was his description of Rack’s abilities accurate? Would his plan to get around them work? It all seemed to make sense, but it was so hard to trust him. I wanted to trust him—I felt a … kinship to Elijah that I’d felt with barely a handful of people in my entire life. It had scared me before, because he was a Withered, and it still scared me, but …

But the rest of my team were humans, and they’d done worse things than Elijah had ever even tried. I couldn’t define my morality the same way anymore. There was too much gray area. But how could I judge him without knowing him? I needed time to get inside his head, time I didn’t have.

Or maybe I only needed one more question. “What about his thoughts?” I asked. “Drain his mind into yours and for all intents and purposes you’ll be him. What’s to stop him from continuing his plans in another body?”

“I’m easier to kill than he is,” said Elijah simply. “If his mind takes over, kill me.”

I looked at the mirror again. “I trust him,” I said. “Let’s move.”
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We moved silently through The Corners, under cover of darkness. Elijah had warned us that Rack would see us coming—that his senses were just as superhuman as his strength—but still we tried to be quiet, if for no other reason than to keep the neighbors asleep and unaware. They had no idea of the combat we were about to engage in: the final battle with the king of the demons. The less they knew the better.

The plan was simple: to trick Rack into a confrontation and get Elijah close enough to drain his mind. Seeing it through would be much harder. Potash was leading the way, a cannula in his nose and a portable oxygen tank strapped securely to his back; he wore his steel machete in a sheath beside it, a combat knife on his belt—a new one, since I still had his old one—and enough guns to arm half the police department. Diana was with him, armed more simply but looking no less imposing. I had, again, suggested that we leave her outside to guard an entrance, but Trujillo had insisted that she be in the first wave. If Rack tried to flee, we’d lose him, no matter how many police officers surrounded the building with automatic weapons. We had to force a showdown, and that meant bringing in the main team. We had to make him want to kill us.

I didn’t like the plan, but I agreed with it. I hoped we lived long enough to see it through.

Ostler was outside, coordinating the attack, and Trujillo and Nathan were staying back in the office, as far out of harm’s way as we could keep them. They weren’t combatants. I wasn’t either, but I was the only person willing to get close enough to Elijah to help him. I didn’t want to like him, but I found myself trusting him in spite of myself. Maybe because we were both the outcasts on the team? I don’t know, and I preferred not to think about it.

I kept my knife in my pocket, my fingers tight around the nylon-sheathed blade. Elijah had no weapons but his hands and whatever ancient power resided within them. He kept patting his pockets, then mumbling and shaking his head; after the fourth or fifth time I whispered softly.

“You missing something?”

“It’s nothing,” he said, “Just a nervous habit. I keep my keys on a lanyard, so I won’t forget them during the times my memory’s all patchy. Sometimes I can’t even find my car, I’m so messed up, but I always have my keys. It’s a comfort thing, I guess, and I’m nervous right now, so…” He shook his head. “I’m fine.”

We were crouched in the shadow of a minivan parked on the street one door down from Rack’s house. Potash was ahead, scouting, and when Ostler gave the word that it was time to move, we’d run up to join him in the first wave. I looked at the house: a blue two-story, made gray by the moonlight. Everything was dark. I looked back at Elijah. “You’ll know him when you see him?”

“He’s hard to miss.”

“I guess that’s true.” I pulled out the knife, turning it slowly in my hands, thinking about the death of Mary Gardner. That’s how I tried to think of it—not as my attack, but as her death. I had nothing to do with it, or at least I didn’t want anything to do with it. I remembered the knife going in, coming out, going in. I remembered the feeling of it, a dizzying blend of horror and elation, of rage and unfettered joy. I had loved it, and that was the worst part: I was lost in a frenzy, far beyond my own control, and I loved every minute of it. I couldn’t allow myself to do that again. To feel that again.

And yet there was a part of me that wanted to feel that more than anything in the world.

“Your knife’s not going to help you,” whispered Elijah.

“Not tonight,” I said. I didn’t say anything else.

The night was silent and dark.

“Go!” said Agent Ostler in my ear, and I rose to a run. Elijah stayed close behind me, and we reached the door just as Detective Scott broke it open with a heavy metal ram. Potash went in first, Diana right on his heels, assault rifles up and scanning the corners, hunting for monsters in the shadows. Elijah and I followed behind, hoping that Rack’s attack, when it came, would involve something more targeted than a grenade or a spray of bullets. Everything about him suggested that he would want to finish this in person, face to face, and that was our only hope for success. I held my breath and stepped through the door. Detective Scott brought up the rear, with a half dozen armored cops behind him. Their whispers echoed in my earpiece:

“Clear.”

“Moving up.”

“On your six.”

“Clear.”

A stairway in the main entry led up to the second floor, and two cops watched it while the rest of us snaked through the main floor, making sure it was empty. The house seemed normal, almost disturbingly so, but here and there we saw a hint of something more: one of my Pancho’s Pizza flyers, pinned to the wall with a thumbtack. News clippings about the three victims held with magnets to the fridge, like a proud display of a child’s latest drawing. Stains on the living room couch and carpet, which might have been blood, or might just as well have been anything.

“Soy sauce,” whispered one of the cops, as if he was trying to convince himself that the worst-case scenario wasn’t true.

“He doesn’t have a mouth,” I reminded him. The cop gulped nervously.

We found a basement door near the back, and two more cops stayed to watch that, guarding against a surprise assault from below. Elijah and I stayed close to Potash and soon found ourselves back at the base of the stairs.

“It’s now or never,” said Diana. Potash grunted and started the climb.

“Go carefully,” said Ostler, her voice crackling in our ears over the radio. “Don’t try to kill him, just get Mr. Sexton close.”

“Roger that,” said Potash as he reached the top of the stairs. We paused to listen.

“Welcome to my home,” said a soft, whispering voice. I gripped my knife, pulling it out of the sheath, knowing it was useless. Potash and Diana both turned to the left, identifying the source of the words, and we moved forward cautiously. A door at the head of the landing was open—the door leading in to the master bedroom, I guessed, based on what I’d seen of the house. Was he simply waiting inside for us? Had he known we were coming?

How was he talking?

Potash counted silently, locking eyes with Diana, and on three they burst into the room, all subtlety gone, shouting out commands to get down, to put his hands on his head, and the rest of us surged in behind them ready to run toward the killer, ready to sacrifice anything we could just to give Elijah the opening he needed, but nothing moved, and all we heard was a soft, wheezing laugh.

There was a body in the bed, lying on top of the covers: light hair and fair skin and most of the flesh on his torso missing, chewed to bits by human teeth. The head, as before, was untouched.

The lips were moving.

“Put my hands on my head,” said the voice. The corpse’s eyes were unfocused and glassy. “Of course you would say that. But which hands, and which head?”

Potash and Diana scouted the room quickly, checking corners and closets and any nooks or crannies that might conceal an attacker. The master bathroom was attached, and Diana opened the door only to stagger back, gagging. Potash looked at her in alarm, but she shook her head.

“Clear,” she coughed, “and no need to double check. I can go my whole life not knowing what’s in that tub.”

“It’s meat,” said the body on the bed. There were flies on his wounds, buzzing in small circles before landing lightly and rubbing their forelegs together, licking the bloody flesh with tiny black probosces. The mouth moved by itself, as if it were completely independent from the rest of the body. “Puppets can bite,” he said softly, “but they can’t swallow.”

I nodded. “If he’d left gobs of flesh behind anywhere we’d have found it,” I said. “He had to hide it somewhere.”

“He could have burned it,” said Diana.

“I saved it for you,” said the corpse. I walked closer, looking at the thing’s pale skin, and its mouth twisted into a leer I could only assume was a smile. “Do you like it? I don’t have guests often, you’ll forgive me for not being here to receive you in person.”

“Are you close?” I asked.

“Hello, John.”

He could distinguish voices. Or was the room bugged? I didn’t know what he was capable of supernaturally, and what he might need to augment with technology. I’d never known the Withered to have much range on their powers, though, so wherever he was he probably wasn’t far. I frowned and thought of another mechanical question: how long could he use a corpse after he killed it? Elijah said he could only drain a corpse within about twenty-four hours—did Rack’s power over the dead have a similar limit? Twenty-four hours ago we hadn’t even known we were coming. I touched the body’s arm and tried to lift it; it was stiff.

“That’s evidence,” said Diana.

“That’s rigor mortis,” I said. “This body died somewhere between ten and…” I tested it again. “Thirty hours ago.”

“The mouth moves just fine,” said Potash.

“I could—” said Elijah, but I cut him off with an urgent hand motion. If he was using the corpse’s ears to identify our voices, he might not know Elijah was with us.

But then I realized with mounting horror that he might already know. He claimed to know everything. How could he have prepared this corpse to meet us unless he knew we were coming?

“We’ve got to get out of here,” I said.

“We haven’t even cleared the upper story,” said Diana. “You’re just going to trust him when he says he’s not here?”

“I guarantee he’s here,” I said. “This is a trap and we need to get out now.”

“Too late,” the body whispered.

Someone downstairs fired a gun.

It started as shouts, shocked and desperate: “He’s here!” “Look out!” “Behind you!” Urgent and angry, perforated by gunfire, and Potash ran for the door while Ostler screamed in our ears to know what was going on. All too soon, though, the shouting turned to shrieks of pain, howls and sobs and horrific death yells as whatever was attacking tore our armed escort to pieces. Potash roared in defiance, and we shouted for him to come back, to stay together and force the confrontation we needed, but he was gone. Diana swore and followed him back to the stairs, shouting at us to stay with her, and I ran after her with Elijah close on my heels. A spray of bullets tore the floor ahead of me, showering the stairway with splinters, and I fell back, covering my eyes. Elijah steadied me, and I counted to three before running again, steeling myself to face another barrage of friendly fire. As I ran I tried to visualize the house in my head, estimating that the errant bullets had come up through the floor from … the kitchen. The top of the basement stairs. We reached the main floor, jumping over the fallen bodies, slipping in the blood, and ran through the hall toward the battle. Another burst of gunfire tore through the wall, but it was ten feet to the side—a mile away in close combat—and we kept running.

“What’s going on in there?” Ostler demanded on the radio. “Somebody talk to me!”

“We need—” said Diana, but she stopped abruptly. I reached the kitchen just in time to see her fall to the floor, her arm, still clutching her rifle, ripped from her body. Rack was no more than a shadow, seeming somehow unreal and enormous at the same time. He threw the arm at me and I ducked, and Potash roared again and attacked, muzzle fire lighting up the room in a staccato strobe. I caught only a glimpse of Rack’s chest, a roiling mass of ash that seemed to burn his skin around the hole, the dirty yellow bones of his shattered rib cage protruding grotesquely from the edges. His face was a nightmare: wide eyes above, human and furious, a black, greasy hole beneath them. He had no nose, mouth, trachea, or chest. As he stalked through the center of that maelstrom, heedless of bullets, blood streaming from his fingers, I couldn’t help but wonder: we got our concept of “king” from this creature?

Did we get “heartless” from him as well?

“We need backup,” I said into my radio. “And every doctor you can find.”

Elijah ran toward the Withered, screaming, but Rack turned suddenly and slipped through the door to the basement. Potash paused to reload his rifle, slapping in another magazine, but Elijah ran straight for the door, only to stagger back as a hail of bullets struck him in the chest. He fell, and Potash crouched just outside the doorway.

“He was ready for Elijah,” I said. “He planned an escape and a ranged weapon to deal with him—he knew everything before we even got here.”

Potash brandished his machete. “This ends tonight. One blow to the neck, remove the head before it can heal.”

“You’ll never get close enough.”

“To hell with that,” said Potash, and he fired his gun around the corner, clearing the stairs before charging in himself.

“Come back!” I shouted. “You can’t kill him without Elijah!” Rack had known we were coming; he’d laid this entire thing as a trap—perhaps this was his end game, to lead us along with a false investigation, culminating in an obvious attempt to contact Brooke and lure us here, completely unprepared for what he really was. Even knowing what he was, we weren’t ready.

I flicked on the light and crawled across the bloody floor to Diana. Her breath was coming in short, pained bursts. Her arm had been torn off at the shoulder, and I shuddered to think of the strength it must have taken to do such a thing.

Diana looked at me, her gasps arrhythmic, almost like hiccups, too weak to speak or even move her remaining arm. As I looked around for something to stanch the flow of blood, Elijah sat up with a grimace.

“That hurt,” he said.

“You’ll be fine,” I said, grabbing a towel from the stove handle. “I’ve seen you heal from worse. Find me more towels.”

“The only injury I’ve had that was worse was…” He grimaced. “Getting hit by that truck.”

“And you were fine,” I said. “Now find me some towels!”

He looked at me oddly, then stumbled across the blood-slick floor to rummage through the cupboards. I folded my lone towel into a tight wad and held it to Diana’s bloody shoulder as tightly as I could, gritting my teeth against the pain I imagined when the touch made her wince. Her muscles convulsed, her chest curling forward as her body tightened, her breath coming in ragged, desperate gasps.

“Death is weak,” I hissed at her, trying to think of anything I could to keep her fighting. “You will not die because you’re not going to let him win, all right? We’re going to stay alive and we’re going to find that demon and we’re going to kill him together. Are you with me Diana? Can you hear me?”

Her eyes started to roll back in her head.

“I found more towels,” said Elijah, dropping down beside me, but we both started suddenly when Ostler shouted in our ears.

“Everybody fall back! He’s outside! Fall back!”

I looked at Diana’s stumpless shoulder. “I don’t even know how to put a tourniquet on that.”

“Here,” said Elijah. He took off his belt and wrapped it around Diana’s shoulders, covering my hand on the towel. He cinched it down and I pulled my hand free; he tightened it further and Diana groaned.

“Did you hit me with that truck on purpose?” asked Elijah. I didn’t answer.

“You’re going to be fine, Diana,” I said, hoisting her onto my back. “We’re going to kill that thing together, do you hear me?” I stepped carefully across the floor, staggering under the weight, headed for the front door. “You and me,” I said, “up close and personal. We’re going to tear off his arm and beat him to death with it.” My radio was filled with screams. I clenched my teeth and walked to the front door. “Elijah, can you see anything? What’s going on out there?”

There was no answer. I turned, slowly, and saw no movement in the house behind me. Orange light spilled out of the kitchen, glinting off the pools of blood and shining on the dark black helmets of the fallen police.

“Elijah!”

He was gone. I struggled to the door, murmuring “fight back, fight back,” to Diana, and when I looked outside, the screams were finished, the gunfire was gone. Even Diana had grown silent and motionless on my shoulder. I turned, trying to see her, but her one arm hung limp and lifeless.

My radio crackled with static, empty white noise seeming to fill the entire world. Everyone we’d brought was dead. I let Diana’s body slump softly to the ground.

A tiny whisper came over the radio: Ostler’s voice, thin and reedy, like all the strength had been pulled out of it, and nothing was left but the words.

“Isn’t this what you wanted, John? Calm, peaceful silence, and all the dead bodies in the world.”
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I ran through the darkness, dodging pools of lamplight, slipping on ice and snow. All around me the world came slowly to life, waking up from one nightmare to another—lights came on in bedroom windows, terrified faces peeked out through windows splashed with blood. The street was a scene of gruesome devastation, and somewhere in the middle was the creature who had done it, the Withered king, smiling with another man’s lips and speaking with a dead woman’s voice. I had to get away—I didn’t know where, I just knew I had to go, to run, to get as far from that place as I could.

“You can’t run forever, John.”

I tore my radio from my vest and threw it down, leaving Ostler’s dead voice to whisper alone in the shadows.

Had Elijah betrayed us? I didn’t think so—he didn’t feel like a traitor—but how could I possibly trust my feelings? I didn’t even know how to use them. Elijah was nice to me, he was similar to me, and I felt that we shared some kind of … what? A bond? Because we lived on the fringes of the world, avoiding other people? That didn’t make us instant friends, it made us two people with all the more reason to avoid each other. He worked in a mortuary—for all I knew that was part of the trap, to win my confidence through association with the one thing left that I loved.

I’d built my life around this: getting to know people, making them think I was their friend, all so I could find their weak spot and hit it as hard I could. Now someone had done it to me.

But Elijah had been helping us. Even after the trap was sprung, he’d stayed with me, he’d tried to save Diana, he’d even tried to attack Rack. If he was part of Rack’s plan, wouldn’t he have turned on us? He could have drained my mind a dozen times tonight, leaving me in a blank, mindless coma. Instead he’d run away. Was he too much of a coward to fight us directly? Or had he felt the same link to me that I’d felt with him, and when the moment came he couldn’t go through with it?

Or was the traitor someone else?

I stopped running, leaning on a fence to catch my breath. I was blocks away from the scene of the attack, and once again the world was quiet—I couldn’t even hear screaming in the distance. Was Rack killing more people? The neighbors, or the EMTs who showed up to help? It seemed like the kind of thing he would do, but not tonight. He was on a vendetta and he wouldn’t stop until our team was dead—all of us. He hadn’t chased me, and I wondered if maybe he was saving me for last; the ones in danger now would be Nathan and Dr. Trujillo.

And Brooke.

I started running again, pulling my phone from my pocket. Was Brooke more Withered than human? I didn’t know, and as I ran I realized I didn’t care. She was my friend—maybe not a good friend, but I wasn’t exactly a role model either. Maybe my only friend left in the world. I didn’t know if Rack was planning to kill her or recruit her or something even worse, but either way I had to save her. I dialed Trujillo’s number.

Ring.

Snow was starting to fall, and my breath came in ragged gasps, visible like smoke in the streetlights.

Ring.

“John?” It was Nathan’s voice.

“Nathan,” I said, clenching my teeth and trying to breathe. “Where’s Trujillo?”

“I can’t find him; I didn’t even know his phone was here until it started ringing. What’s going on?”

“Were you monitoring the radio?” I asked.

“It was a closed channel,” he said. “It didn’t reach this far. Did something go wrong? You sound terrible.”

“I’m running,” I said, and paused again to catch my breath. “It was a trap, and everyone’s dead. I’m the only one left—”

“Dead?”

“Rack killed them all,” I said. “Not just us but the police. Ostler, Potash, Diana, Detective Scott—”

“That—” he stuttered. “That’s impossible. How did you get away?”

“I think he’s leaving me for last, which means he’s coming for you.”

“Dammit, John—”

“Listen, Nathan, you have to find Trujillo and get Brooke and get away from there. Check her out, break her out, do whatever you have to do. I’ll call you when I get closer.”

“You brought this on us,” he said angrily. “This is your fault, everything you’ve—”

“You can yell at me when Brooke’s safe,” I said. “Are you already moving? I don’t know how much time you have.”

“Somebody had to be on the inside,” said Nathan. “If this was a trap, someone tipped him off.”

“It wasn’t me,” I said.

“It was Elijah,” said Nathan, “which makes you just as guilty—you’re the one who brought him into the team.”

“It wasn’t Elijah,” I said fiercely. “He was … he was helping us. He didn’t leave until we’d already lost—the same as I did, he just ran away first.”

“If he was trustworthy he would have stayed to help you,” said Nathan.

“Why?” I asked. “So we could lock him up again? So we could run him over with another truck? He gave us everything he had, and we tried our plan and failed. He’s probably running right now, and we need to do the same. Get Brooke—”

“If it wasn’t Elijah then it was obviously Brooke,” said Nathan. “We know she was communicating with Rack, she must have warned him we were coming.”

“We didn’t plan this attack until after the letters were cut off,” I said. “Brooke didn’t even know about it at all—Trujillo wouldn’t let us tell her, just in case—”

“Do you think it was Trujillo?” asked Nathan.

I stopped, shaking my head. “I don’t…” I tried to control my breathing. “Why would he betray us?”

“He knew everything we were doing,” said Nathan, “and he had the time and the means to tip Rack off. Dammit, John, he had hours alone with Brooke, for weeks on end, to be seduced by whatever promises the Withered were making.”

“Seduced?”

“Trujillo practically lived over there, and you honestly think he didn’t know about the letters she was sending? I’m the one who found them, not him—if I hadn’t been there to force the search, we might never have found out about them. And now we’ve been betrayed and he’s disappeared, and there’s no way that’s a coincidence.”

“Trujillo wouldn’t just turn like that,” I said, though I knew as I said it that I couldn’t be sure. “He worked as a profiler for years—he put dozens of serial killers in jail.”

“Because he trained himself to think like them,” Nathan countered. “Obviously some of it rubbed off, and now a few talks with Nobody, maybe a talk or two with Rack directly, was all he needed to tip over the edge.”

I stopped on a corner, looking at the street signs: Leonard and Morgan. Whiteflower was still miles away. “I’m going to try to grab a bus, but I’m still at least a half an hour out. If Trujillo is the traitor and you’re not dead, he’ll be going after Brooke next.”

“He won’t kill her, he’ll just take her to join them.”

“You think that’s better?” I asked. I turned and started jogging toward the nearest major street. I was covered with Diana’s blood; I’d have to find some way to clean up, or at least hide it. “Do you still have a gun?”

“Are you kidding? With all the crap we’ve been through I don’t let that thing out of my reach even to shower.”

“Get Brooke and get out. Take her somewhere we’ve never been before—a Denny’s or something, something that’s open all night—and make sure you walk. Your car is traceable, especially to someone with Trujillo’s police contacts. Call me when you have her, and I’ll call you when I’m close. And Nathan?”

“Yeah?”

“Brooke is literally, without exaggeration, the only thing I have left in my life. If you let anything happen to her, you’ll wish Rack had gotten to you before I do.”

*   *   *

I met up with Nathan and Brooke in an old movie theater, where they huddled in the back row while a late night horror movie flickered on the screen. There were only a handful of other people in the theater, most of them either high or making out in the corners. I sat down next to Brooke; she was dressed in her plain cotton pajamas, with big rubber boots and Trujillo’s long trench coat over them. Trujillo was a wide man, and it dwarfed her like a circus tent.

Brooke grabbed my hand. “I missed you.” She stopped, frowning, and held my hand up to the faint light from the screen. “Your hands are sticky, here between the fingers.” She peered closely. “You have blood on you.”

I nodded. “I don’t know if the guy at the ticket counter noticed, or if the police even have time to respond if he calls it in. Either way, we shouldn’t hang around here much longer.”

“Where are we going?” asked Nathan.

“Did you find Trujillo?” I asked.

“I don’t like him,” said Brooke.

Nathan shook his head. “No sign of him at Whiteflower or the office.” He held up a cell phone. “I’ve got his phone.”

“Too bad,” I said, “I wouldn’t mind calling him if he ever came back to get it.”

“You want to talk to him?”

“You don’t?” I asked. “The least he could do is tell us why he turned.”

Nathan swore. “I don’t even care anymore. What’s our plan to get out of town?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” I said. “We can’t trust any of our own homes, any of our own cars; we can’t go anywhere Rack might be expecting us to go. Even the bus station out of town is too risky.”

“That leaves stealing a car,” said Nathan, “do you even know how to do that?”

“I do,” said Brooke.

“If we steal a car then Rack and the police will be looking for us,” I said. “We need to go to the one place no one’s going to expect us.”

Nathan frowned. “Back to the crime scene?”

“To the mortuary,” I said. “Elijah’s car is still there from the night he was captured, so he’ll go straight—”

“Absolutely not,” said Nathan.

“He’s not a traitor,” I insisted, “but Rack knows we think he is, and that makes him the only person we can trust right now. His entire cover in Fort Bruce is blown, so he’s probably just as desperate to leave town as we are. If we get to him soon, we can leave with him.”

“Are we talking about Meshara?” asked Brooke. “He’s so sad.”

“I don’t like it,” said Nathan. “He’s a Withered—Brooke is half Withered, for crying out loud.”

“Keep your voice down,” I urged.

“Trusting the Withered is what got us into this mess in the first place,” Nathan hissed.

“Do you have any better ideas?”

“Call the FBI and wait for backup?”

“If you want to,” I said. “But let’s at least wait outside of town somewhere.”

He growled, but finally nodded. “Let’s get out of here, then. I hate this movie.”

The bus service in Fort Bruce cut off at ten, with a late service on a few lines that ran until two in the morning. It was nearly midnight. We walked a few blocks to the nearest late-line station, keeping our heads down, listening to the whispers of drunks and hookers and other late-night denizens as we passed them:

“Did you hear what happened in The Corners?”

“Dozens are dead.”

“I heard it was hundreds.”

“It’s like the end of the world.”

Brooke walked close to me, shivering, and after a moment of hesitation, I put my arm around her.

“I love you, John,” she said.

“I’m only doing this to keep you warm.”

“That’s why I love you.”

I thought about Boy Dog, back in my apartment. If we left without him he’d starve, or at least dehydrate, alone in there maybe for days. I had rules to keep me from hurting an animal, even by neglect …

Who was I kidding? I’d broken all my rules. I couldn’t trust them, I couldn’t fall back on them, I couldn’t even blame them anymore. What did I have, if I didn’t have those? No family, no home, no life. A mad girl in my arms, and a dead one in my dreams. I didn’t even have myself.

I wasn’t even sure who I was.

I used to know. I used to be the weird kid, the one who sat in the corners, who didn’t talk to anyone, who hung around with the other weird kid because he never expected me to say anything back. I kept my rules and I kept to myself, and then the Clayton Killer came to town and everything changed. I had to hurt one person to save a bunch of others, but it didn’t stop at one. Now Marci was dead, and my mom, and so many more. Could I justify it with math? How many people haven’t died because I killed the Withered that would have killed them? How many people have died because I kicked the hornet’s nest and woke the hounds of hell? If I stop will it get better? If I kill them all, will it stop?

“Where do you want to go?” whispered Brooke.

“We’re going to Elijah’s mortuary.”

“I mean after,” she said. “When we’re free.”

“Free from trouble?” I asked. “I don’t think we can go far enough for that.”

“There’s the bus,” said Nathan. “Run.” We sprinted the last block and made it to the bus just in time, climbing on breathlessly as it pulled out from the stop. Nathan paid, and we sat on an empty bench. He flopped down across from us and pulled out his phone.

“Ordering a pizza?” I asked.

“An air strike,” said Nathan. “I want Langley to wipe this hellhole off the map.”

I glanced at the driver, but he seemed to be ignoring us. I pulled out my own phone and connected to the e-mail server.

You shouldn’t have run, said the message from Rack. We have things to discuss. I disconnected without sending a response.

Was I really ready to just walk away from this? To let a monster that dangerous keep killing? I didn’t know how to stop him—except I did. Elijah was still our greatest weapon, and now we were going to find him. Yes, he might help us get out of town, but there were other ways. Was I going to him because I wanted to escape, or because some part of me still wanted to fight? Was I lying to Brooke and Nathan about leaving? Was I lying to myself? Brooke asked me where I wanted to go, and I didn’t know. I wanted everything to end.

I wanted to end it.

We rode for fifteen minutes, and then walked for seven more through back streets to the mortuary. The light was on in the garage, and we reached the big bay doors just as one of them started to open. I pulled Brooke to the side, and Nathan ducked behind me, and when the door was fully raised we peeked around the corner. The garage held four vehicles: two of them were hearses, behind the second bay door that was still closed; the third was Elijah’s car, and the fourth was a heavy pickup truck, with a snowplow on the front and some kind of plastic tank in the trunk. The garage had its own private gas pump, and Elijah was using it to fill up his car.

Nathan had his gun out, but I frowned and waved him back, mouthing “put that away.” We didn’t want to scare our only ally.

Elijah must have heard us, because he looked up, his eyes wide with fear, and then swallowed nervously when he recognized my face. His body shook with a tremor of agitation and he went back to his work.

“Wasn’t expecting to see you,” he said.

“Hello, Meshara,” said Brooke softly. “It’s been a long time.”

He looked at her more closely. “You’re Brooke?”

“Sometimes.”

“You’re leaving town,” I told him. “We want to come with you.”

“So he can find us all at once?” Elijah shook his head. “No, thank you.”

“Just far enough that we can lie low,” I said, walking in. Brooke and Nathan followed. “Just the next town over, that’s all we ask.” I was about to tell him that we trusted him, that I wasn’t like the others in the police station who’d been to afraid even to talk to him, but Elijah’s next words shocked me.

“I don’t trust you,” he said.

“You don’t trust us?” asked Nathan.

“Why should I?” asked Elijah, looking up again from his work. “You hit me with a truck.”

“I’m sorry,” said Brooke.

“Look,” I said, but Elijah shook his head and stormed toward me; Nathan cringed and stepped back a few steps.

“No,” said Elijah, “you look. I left the Withered years ago—millennia ago. I don’t like them, I don’t like their methods, I don’t like the way they think they can do anything they want to anybody just because they’re stronger. They used to be gods and they think they still are. Humans are their playthings. And then when I finally got back in the fight and I picked a side because you—you, of all people—convinced me that it was worth it, it turns out you think exactly the same way. We’re your playthings, and you can play god with our lives. I thought you were different.”

“I told you we were right,” I said. “I never told you we were different.”

“Maybe you should have,” said Elijah. He glared at me a moment longer, and the age behind his eyes seemed suddenly overwhelming, ten thousand years of weariness. I didn’t have an answer, and he turned back to his work. “I’m leaving,” he said again. “You can find your own way out.”

He pulled the gas-pump nozzle out of the car and turned to put it back on its hook, when suddenly a loud crack split the air and Elijah dropped to the floor. I stumbled back, my ears ringing from the sound, and looked at Nathan. He didn’t even have his gun out—his empty hands were clamped tightly over his ears, his face locked in a grimace. Brooke looked like she was screaming, but I couldn’t hear anything. I looked back at Elijah, struggling to get up, but he was hit by two more shots. I could barely even think from the shock—could barely process what was happening—but Brooke grabbed my arm and pulled me past Elijah to the end of the car, yanking me down into cover. I peeked around the edge of the hood in time to see a dark shape hurtling in through the garage door, a man streaked with dirt and blood. Elijah groaned, regenerating too slowly; the intruder raised his arm and a long, sharp machete flashed brightly in the light. He swung once and took off Elijah’s head.

It was Potash.

I staggered to my feet. “You killed him!”

“That was the point,” growled Potash.

“He was on our side!” I shouted. “He wasn’t even that—he was on a better side. We’re the ones who betrayed him!”

“He was a Withered,” said Potash. “We’ve danced around too long, trying to understand them, to ally with them, and what has it gotten us? The whole team’s dead, and I’m done dancing. It’s time we kill who needs to be killed, and finish this once and for all.”

“He didn’t need to be killed,” I said, dropping to my knees beside the body. Elijah was good—he was better than we were. It wasn’t supposed to go like this.

Elijah’s body collapsed, turning to ash and grease before my eyes. Soulstuff, he called it. Too corrupt to do anything but rot. In seconds his body was a bubbling pool of gritty black tar.

I felt the knife in my pocket.

“You were right,” I said, climbing slowly to my feet. I looked at Potash, covered with cuts and scrapes, his chest heaving from exertion, his ruptured cannula held to his nose with one hand. He had killed one of the only good people I knew. I said it again. “You were right.” I pulled out my knife. “It’s time to kill whoever needs to be killed.”
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“Everybody calm down,” said Nathan.

Potash looked at me, leaning slightly back, as if reconsidering me. “What do you think you’re going to do?”

I looked at him closely, my hand tight around the knife. “Why are you doing this, Potash?”

“I think I just explained myself pretty well.”

“Why are you on this team?” I demanded. “What brought you here? Who are you? No one knows anything about you: not your background, not your motives, not your outlook on life. Why are you doing this? What are you doing that you don’t have to do?”

“I’m not just a killer you can analyze, John.”

“But you could be,” I said. “In another situation, in another place, if you’d gone down a less official path and I’d gone down a better one, I might be tracking you right now as the worst serial killer in history. You kill people—why? You live apart from the world, even more than I do—why?”

“Because someone needs to do it.”

“So it may as well be you?”

“Better me than someone who doesn’t know how,” said Potash. “I fought that bastard Rack to a standstill—I almost had him—where anyone else would have died. Everyone else did die. I followed him through a cellar so messed up I can’t even describe it to you, and I’ll have to live with what I saw down there for the rest of my life—and anyone else would go mad even trying to.”

“And you haven’t?” I asked, glancing down at the ashy remains.

“Elijah needed to die,” Potash insisted. “They all do.”

“Why?”

“Do you think he’s the traitor?” asked Nathan.

I shook my head. “No.”

“Then why are you asking him all these questions?” asked Brooke.

“Because I want to know!” I yelled. “I want to know what he’s doing here—I want to know what I’m doing here! Is any of this wrong or right? Have I been wasting my time trying to be the good guy, when good and bad don’t even make sense anymore? Elijah was one of the best men I ever met, and this guy just cut his head off, and he’ll probably win a medal for it and I want to know why! Why do our choices even matter if someone can just decide what right and wrong mean? Why did he have to die if this is all just arbitrary?”

“You’re asking why a Withered had to die?” Potash asked. “Do you even hear yourself?”

“What if he wasn’t called a ‘Withered’?” I asked. “What if he was ‘Cursed’?”

“The word doesn’t change what he was,” said Potash.

“What he was was a man,” I said. “He was a driver, and a mechanic, and a regular visitor in a rest home, and yes he made a mistake and yes he was dangerous, but he spent more time trying to be good than any of us have ever spent trying to be anything.”

Potash looked at me, the seconds ticking by, until at last he shook his head. “Making these decisions is the hardest part of our job, but we still have to do it. Killing isn’t just pulling a trigger or swinging a blade—it’s making a choice about who deserves to live and who deserves to die.”

“Elijah deserved to live.”

“That decision will hurt me for the rest of my life,” said Potash, “but now I’m the only one it will ever hurt. He won’t drain another mind, and he won’t make another Merrill Evans, and he won’t endanger another Rose Chapman. The FBI won’t spend any more time or money hunting him down and confining him, which gives them more time and money for the bigger threats, which gives the rest of the world fewer threats to worry about. The world is better off without Elijah Sexton in it.”

“And you?” I asked. “Would it be better off without you in it?”

“Everybody take it easy,” said Nathan, stepping closer to Potash. “Nobody’s going to start anything crazy, or do anything stupid, or—” His hand came up behind Potash’s back, and he shot him through the head.

My ears rang again.

“No!” screamed Brooke.

I jumped back, my eyes wide, my mind reeling. Nathan looked at me and rolled his eyes.

“What, like you weren’t planning to do the same thing?”

“He was…” I didn’t even have the words. I was used to violence, to death and pain and terror, but this was too much, and too random. Ostler and Diana, and now Elijah and Potash—it was all so senseless. “Why?” I demanded again. I tried to follow it up with another question, something biting and insightful, but all I could manage was another “Why?”

“Because he was dangerous,” said Nathan. “He was a wild card we couldn’t predict or control, and he could have outfought all of us put together.”

“But we didn’t need to fight him at all.”

He gestured at me with his pistol. “Then what were you planning to do with that knife?”

I looked down at it, clasped so tight in my hand my fingers were as white as bone. “I don’t know,” I said, closing my eyes. “I don’t know what I was going to do, or what I wanted to do, or anything else. But I didn’t want to kill him.”

“Yes, you did.”

“But I knew it was wrong!” I shouted.

“No, you didn’t.” Nathan shook his head. “You can’t have it both ways: you just spent five minutes telling the guy he was a dangerous psychopath and the world would be better off without him, and now you’re freaking out because you weren’t the one to do it? Like you’re the world’s sole arbiter of justice?”

“That’s not what I mean,” I said.

“You don’t know what you mean,” said Nathan, and I had no response because he was right. I’d wanted Potash dead—when he killed Elijah I wanted him dead more than anything in the world—but now that I’d seen it happen I couldn’t bear it. I knew that sometimes people had to die; I’d had that realization before. But I knew now that I had no idea how to make all the other decisions that come with it: who had to die, and when, and how. Humans and demons were categories that made sense to me, or at least they used to. Now nothing did.

Nathan nodded, prodding the corpse with his foot. “I was lucky you were distracting him—there’s no way I could have taken him if he was paying attention to me. A quick shot in the back of the head was my only chance and I had to take it.”

“No you didn’t,” I said. “He was … on our side.”

“Don’t be naive,” said Nathan. “He was on our team but he was never on our side. Maybe Ostler’s or Diana’s side, but not yours, and definitely not mine. We’ve gone our own way, and whether we abandoned them or they abandoned us, it’s all the same in the end.”

“They didn’t abandon us,” I said, “they died.”

“You left them long before that,” said Nathan. “Or are we pretending you weren’t sending e-mails to Rack?”

I looked up suddenly, focusing on his face. How did he know that? Nobody knew that but me and Rack. And since I didn’t tell him …

“You were talking to him, too,” I said.

“Of course.”

I nodded. “You’re the one who told Rack all those secrets, aren’t you? Who better to dig up our buried pasts than the doctor of library science? All of it was public information, except yours, and we couldn’t figure out who had told him because no one knew it. No one but you.”

“I didn’t really want any of you to know, either,” said Nathan, “but I figured you’d be dead soon anyway.”

“So you just turned on us,” I said, “just like that.”

“Just like that,” said Nathan.

“Why?”

“You aren’t smart enough to figure that out on your own?” asked Nathan. “John Wayne Cleaver, the great psychological mastermind?”

I nodded, trying to think—not just about his motives, but about our situation. What was Nathan planning? How could we get out of it? Was he keeping us alive just to gloat, or did he have something else in mind? He didn’t want to kill us, or he could have done that an hour ago. That meant he was waiting for something—for Rack? Was he handing us over to Rack?

“All Rack’s letters were addressed to me,” I said. “He wants to talk to me.”

“He’ll be here soon,” said Nathan. “I sent him a text on the bus.”

Then we didn’t have much time. “He wants to talk to me, but he offered something different to you.”

“We don’t want to be here if Rack’s coming,” said Brooke. She’d come up behind me and gripped my arm tightly. I couldn’t help but have a quick flashback to Potash and what had happened when Nathan came up behind him, but I pushed it from my mind. Brooke wasn’t there to kill me.

I looked around the room, trying to see what we had to work with. The white plastic tank in the back of the truck just held water, now that I saw the label up close. That wouldn’t help us. The garage door was still open—should we run? Would that solve anything, or just postpone it? Our only real weapon against Rack was Elijah, and he was dead now; Nathan had tried so hard to keep us away from here because he knew Elijah was Rack’s only weakness.

But no. He had other weaknesses, too. He needed hearts, for one thing. His body was strong and fast and regenerated at a ridiculous rate, but it was still a human body, and it still functioned the way a normal human body functioned. It couldn’t function without a heart. He had other weaknesses too: he didn’t have a mouth or a nose, so he couldn’t taste or smell. I could use that. More than that, though, maybe more than anything, was Rack’s biggest weakness of all—his one glaring blind spot.

He’d never lost. So he didn’t think he could.

I studied the garage carefully: the fuel pump, the tool bench, the water pump on the white plastic tank. The knife in my hand. I could do this, but I didn’t have much time. And I needed one more piece of information.

“You joined Rack because he offered you something big,” I said, not looking at Nathan but circling away from him, looking at the water pump. How long was the hose? How big was the nozzle? “You’d done the research on us, so you already knew we were a pack of degenerates: killers, gangsters, psychos. A former rapist. I assume Trujillo is dead, by the way?”

“I killed him right before you called,” said Nathan. “We timed it to coincide with the attack on your strike team.”

I nodded. “And you were fine with that attack because we had no moral high ground. Compared to people like Cody French and Mary Gardner, our team was equivalent at best, and compared to Elijah Sexton we were monsters.” I read the label on the water pump: sixty psi at the lowest setting. It was high, but it could work. I circled past Nathan, stooping down to study the floor.

“You think you offended my tender sensibilities?” asked Nathan. “I sold drugs for five years, kid. I’ve seen people do some of the darkest stuff you can imagine.”

“Exactly,” I said, studying the subtle slope of the floor. “You’ve already proven that you’re willing to get your hands dirty if you get something out of it, but with us you weren’t getting anything out of it. You spent your days in a rented office and your nights in the cowboy bars of scenic Fort Bruce.” The floor was relatively clean, with two good drainage holes. I nodded and stood up, circling back toward Nathan. “You figured you deserved better,” I said, “and since you were working for a bunch of killers anyway, why not switch teams to a killer who could actually offer you something? What did he promise you, money? A big house somewhere, maybe a prestigious post at a university?”

“Money’s all it took,” said Nathan. “That’ll buy me all the other stuff. And you’d better believe that a man who’s been alive for ten thousand years has a lot of money to offer.”

“I bet he does,” I said, stopping beside him. He looked at me uncertainly, his eyes flicking over my face and body and arms as if he wasn’t sure what to expect from me; whether he should pat me on the shoulder or shoot me in the gut. I assume Rack had ordered him not to shoot me, but if I made any sudden moves he’d react without thinking. Unless I made him think about something else. I looked him in the eyes. I still needed to know one more thing. “Did you tell Rack how much I hate you?”

He made a sort of half frown, half smile. “Why … is that relevant?”

“Did you?”

“Why do you care?”

“Because I need to know what to expect when he gets here,” I said. “I want to be ready.”

“You think he’s going to hurt you any more than otherwise just because I told him what a little prick you are?”

“So you did tell him?”

“That you’re insubordinate and mouthy and stubborn as hell?” asked Nathan. “Yeah, I told him. I told him no matter what he wants you for, you’ll never do it, and you’ll be completely useless, and anything he needs I can do a better job of.”

“Thank you,” I said. Our eyes were locked, each sizing the other up, each waiting for the other to blink. Would he make a move? Would I? How long did we have until Rack arrived? Time to move. I tried to smile, to unnerve him with my confidence at the last second, but I couldn’t do it. Nothing I was about to do made me happy. “If you think Rack’s going to share his power with you, maybe you should remember what we learned about Gidri.”

Nathan frowned. “Gidri? What’s he got to do with this?”

“He’s gorgeous,” said Brooke. She slammed her hand on the hood of Elijah’s car. “I hate him!”

“Oh, come on,” said Nathan, rolling his eyes. “Now you’ve done it, she’s going to freak the hell out again—” He turned toward her, and I stabbed him. Up under his ribs, as deep as the knife would go. I put my other hand on his back to hold him place, shoving the knife in further, clenching my teeth and twisting the blade. He tried to turn but I had him in a lock, wrapping my arms around him, practically hugging him, turning as he turned, so he could never get a shot. His body twitched against mine, convulsing with pain, doubling over and then curling back, and I pulled out the knife and slammed it in again, hearing him grunt and grunting in time with him. He dropped his gun, and his body went slack, and I lowered him gently to the floor. He twitched again, and his eyes rolled back in his head, and he was gone.
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Brooke was screaming in a rage, beating the wall with a heavy metal wrench. “I hate him!” she shouted, “I hate him I hate him I hate him I hate him!”

I collapsed on the floor, exhausted, between the bodies: Potash and Nathan, and Elijah’s smear of ash. I looked at the garage door, but no one was there yet. I took a deep breath, dropping the knife, pausing only a moment before clambering back to my feet. We didn’t have much time.

“I hate him!” screamed Brooke. “I hate him!”

“Be quiet,” I said, “you’re going to wake the neighbors.”

I looked at Potash’s body; his forehead was mangled by the bullet, but his face was intact. Nathan’s face was untouched. I only had time to prepare one body, so I had to choose the right one. Whose voice would Rack try to use? What did he want to say to me, and how would he choose to say it?

That’s why I’d asked Nathan that question. Rack was arrogant; everything about his letters told me that he’d want to gloat. The gloating would hurt more coming from someone I hated. Did Rack know how much I hated Potash? Maybe. He definitely knew how much I hated Nathan, though, and after this betrayal he’d know I’d hate him even more. Nathan it was.

I dragged Nathan’s body closer to one of the drains, setting his head almost exactly on top of it, then ran for the water pump. They must have used it for washing something, or maybe for watering the plants around the grounds; it had a long rubber hose, ending in a smooth metal nozzle. I screwed the nozzle off, leaving a slim metal tube about a half centimeter in diameter, and then opened the tank’s dump valve, letting all the water splash out onto the floor.

I looked at the garage door again. He wasn’t there yet.

While the tank drained I ran to the tool bench, ignoring Brooke’s rant, and searched for a roll of wire or duct tape—anything I could use to clamp down on an artery to create a seal. Brooke seemed to calm slightly, distracted by my actions. I combed through the bench and found nothing but a vise grip and decided it would have to do. The water tank was nearly empty now, so I closed the valve and pulled the gas hose as far as it would go, sticking it into the top of the water tank and setting it to fill as fast as it could. It would be easier if I could use the gas pump directly, but the pressure would be wrong. I let it fill and sat down next to Nathan, with the water pump in one hand and the vise grip in the other. My knife lay beside me.

“What are you doing?” asked Brooke.

“I’m embalming him,” I said. I took a deep breath. Let’s do this.

I set down the tools and picked up my knife, wiping away the grime from the floor and then carefully slitting open his neck. The skin split open like a piece of raw chicken, blood welling up at the wound. I’d never worked on such a fresh body before. I lengthened the hole, pulling it wide, and reached inside with my finger to find the jugular artery. It felt like a thick hose, not much different from the water-pump hose by my feet. I pulled out a loop of it, and looked around for something to anchor it.

“What do you need?” asked Brooke. Her eyes were wide, watching the process with morbid fascination. I didn’t know if it was Brooke or Nobody or some other personality I hadn’t even met yet.

“A screwdriver,” I said.

“Phillips or flathead?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

She brought me a screwdriver from the workbench, and I placed it under the loop of the artery to keep it from sliding back inside the neck. I looked up at the door. Empty. I took my knife and slit the artery carefully, making a hole big enough for the slim metal water pump. I slid it in about two inches, pinched the artery closed around it, and clamped it in place with the vise grips.

I stood up gently, trying not to disturb the body. The water tank had several inches of gas now, and I turned the pressure dial as low as it would go. Sixty psi was the upper limit for most embalming pumps; anything higher might tear the blood vessels apart. I put my hand on the switch, ready to turn it on, then stopped suddenly and looked wildly around the room.

“What do you need this time?” asked Brooke.

“A ventilator, a fan, something like that.”

“The door’s open,” she said, “we’re not going to choke.”

“Call it a superstition.” I spotted a vent in the ceiling and took a deep breath, nodding. These things had to be done right. “Let’s hope that fan doesn’t give out on us,” I said, and flipped the switch on the pump.

The hose jumped, and Nathans’s body lurched at the sudden influx of pressure. I ran to him, holding the bloody artery in my fingers, trying to add more pressure to the seal. Gas leaked out onto my hands, but only a little; most of it seemed to be going inside. If I’d done it right the gasoline would run through his system, filling the blood vessels and pushing out the blood. Filling the heart with poison. I held my breath, staring at the neck, never taking my eyes away from the hole I’d cut in the artery. Gas was flowing in one end …

… and very slowly, in bigger and bigger drops, blood was coming out the other.

Soon the blood was flowing freely from the artery, and I did my best to angle it so it flowed down the drain. I looked at the open door, but still saw nothing.

“I’ll go watch,” said Brooke, wrapping Trujillo’s old coat tightly around her as she walked to the edge of the garage.

How much longer did we have? A minute? An hour? All this work would be for nothing if Rack appeared while the hoses were still attached. I let go of the pump-to-artery seal, hoping it would keep working on its own, and when it didn’t immediately explode I dug through Nathan’s pockets for his phone, hoping to find Rack’s text conversation. The phone was locked, and I didn’t know the code. I tried a few random patterns, then gave up and threw the phone in frustration. I instead used my time cleaning up, putting away the extra tools while the hose steadily pumped gas into Nathan’s body.

A chemical embalming could take several minutes, but I didn’t need the whole body filled, just the heart. How long was that? I thought again about leaving—just hopping into Elijah’s car and driving away—but I couldn’t do it. Killing was a choice, like Potash said, and I had made a choice to kill Rack. He couldn’t be allowed to continue. Ten thousand years of terror would end tonight, and if I had to die to make it happen … I looked up at Brooke, blond hair limp and stringy against her skull, her frail body lost in the folds of that giant coat. She watched the darkness intently, and I watched her. Should I tell her to leave? Was her life in any less danger out there than in here? I might have to die to kill Rack, but she could get away. I owed her that much.

It was the least I could do.

“You should go,” I said.

“Go where?”

“Anywhere,” I said. “Away.”

“But I love you.”

“No, you don’t—”

“I know you don’t love me,” she said, and though I couldn’t see her face I could hear the emotion in her voice, choked and cracking. She was crying. “That doesn’t mean I don’t love you.”

I watched her a moment longer, but said nothing.

A full embalming used about a gallon of fluid for every fifty pounds of body. Nathan was what, two hundred pounds? Two twenty? I tried to calculate the flow of volume at sixty psi, wondering if I could even do it in my head, when Brooke stiffened suddenly.

“John.…”

Rack was coming. I unlocked the vise grips and yanked the pump free of the artery, trailing gas across the floor as I ran to the tank and shut it all down. I threw the hose up into the bed of the truck, hiding it, and ran back to Nathan, spreading his blood around the neck wound, pulling out the screwdriver, doing everything I could to make it look like his throat had been slashed in a fight. It looked too clinical, and I slashed at it again with my knife, feeling only an echo of the fury that had made me want to stab him before. Really, all that was left now was fear. Brooke backed up slowly, taking my hand when she reached me, and we backed up together to the end of the garage. I held up my knife like a cross, as if I was trying to ward off a vampire. It made me feel stupid, but lowering it made me feel vulnerable, so I kept it up. Better stupid than terrified.

Rack walked slowly around the corner of the garage door, a monstrous giant nearly seven feet tall. He wore a long black coat, stained past his knees with blood, and a thick black scarf around his neck and face. Only his eyes were visible over the top, gleaming in the light of our lone yellow bulb. He stopped before the corpses and watched us.

This is what it all came down to. Had I read him right? Did I understand the way he worked and thought and acted? He’d never lost, not in ten thousand years—he was so confident in his own strength that he’d never suspect a trap of mine could work. He’d told Nathan to hold me here because he wanted to talk, and that meant he’d use one of the bodies to speak to me. Come on, I thought, do it. Take Nathan’s heart.

The room reeked of gasoline. Would he really be done in by something as simple as the lack of a nose?

He unwrapped his scarf and opened his coat, and I saw again the black pit in the place of his heart. He watched me in hideous silence as thick tendrils of his charred black soul reached out and down—

—toward Potash.

The sludge clutched at Potash’s face, surging into his mouth, shredding his insides. I stepped back, too shocked to think clearly. What could I do? I only had one plan. I’d considered every variable and I was wrong. Potash’s body flopped and wriggled, and then his throat bulged out, and then his mouth was forced open impossibly wide and his slick red heart emerged from between the teeth, wrapped in black tentacles of ash. Rack raised the heart up, pulling it into the mass of sludge in his chest, and with a ghostly gasp Potash began to speak.

“You have given me more enjoyment than I expected,” said the dead voice. “I haven’t felt this thrill from a hunt in a thousand years or more.”

I had to summon all my courage to speak. “That’s it?” I asked. “You keep me alive this long, and tease at some big final climax, and all you’re going to do is hunt me down and kill me?” Why hadn’t he taken Nathan’s heart? Had I read him that wrong? Was he trying to send some other message than I expected, or did he simply not care which voice he used?

The Withered stood still as dark stone, watching me, while the soft, dead words whispered out of Potash’s throat: “I don’t want to kill you, John. I want you to join me.”

He wasn’t here to gloat. He was here to recruit me.

That’s what all of this had been about, all the letters and the messages and the hints and temptations. He didn’t just want me to kill, he wanted me to kill for him. I embalmed the wrong body because I completely misread his intentions: he wouldn’t use the voice I hated for a recruitment speech. I gestured at Nathan’s body, my careful trap completely untouched. “You want another Nathan Gentry?” I asked. “Another human thrall?”

“I’ve had my fill of human thralls,” said Potash’s head. “These puppets are of limited use in the coming war.”

“What else is there?” I asked. “You want a … partner? I told you before, I’m not like you.”

“But you could be,” he said. The ghostly whisper filled the room. “We can perform another ritual.”

“No…,” said Brooke.

“The time is coming,” said Rack. “The conditions are right. What would you give up to become Gifted?”
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I stared at him in shock. “You’re going to make more Withered?”

“Gifted,” said Potash’s voice. The ashy soulstuff in Rack’s chest shifted and bubbled as he watched me. “The ones you call Withered were weak. They allowed themselves to grow soft, or tired, or sloppy. I can teach you how to stay strong.”

“So I can kill homeless people in a Midwest backwater?” I asked. “Is that the glory you’re offering me?”

Brooke’s grip tightened on my arm. “Don’t make him mad.”

Potash’s voice laughed: a dry, empty chuckle. “You think you could do better?”

I realized with a start that I did think so. I’d seen so many Withered wasting their lives in dead-end towns, hiding or coping or merely surviving, pointless and lost and alone. All that power, and this was all they could think of to do with it. I had nothing—all weakness and no strength—and I’d still managed to kill four of them. I’d maneuvered myself onto a government strike force. Give me some actual power and I wouldn’t let it rot in a one-bedroom apartment. I ignored the talking head and looked at Rack, looked right into his eyes. “You used to be gods, and now look at you. You’re damn right I could do more with your ‘gifts’ than you have.”

The head laughed again. “This is why I chose you. You can see the possibilities in a way most others can’t.”

“But I’m not like you,” I said again, though it felt different this time. Was my life really any different from theirs? I had the same kind of apartment Cody French had lived in. I even had the same dog. I mocked them for their empty lives, moving from one kill to the next with no higher ambition, but how was my life any better? At least they were acting. I was only reacting: traveling where they traveled, living where they lived. I was letting them dictate the course of my life, as much a puppet as Nathan, or Potash’s lifeless head. That most of them didn’t even know they were controlling me only made it worse.

“You say you aren’t like us,” said the voice. “You aren’t like them, either. You never have been. The freak in the shadows, the killer in a little boy’s body. Do you really want to spend your life like that? Never peaceful, never happy—”

“I’ve been happy,” I said fiercely.

“Once,” said the voice. Rack stared down like a monolith. “Once, for a few weeks, long ago. But she’s dead now, isn’t she?”

“Don’t you dare talk about—”

“Marci Jensen was everything you’d ever wanted,” said Potash’s voice. Rack’s head nodded. “Yes, I know all about her. I’ve done my research—I’ve e-mailed at length with your aunt and your sister. Lovely people. I have been following you almost as long as Nobody, watching your methods, waiting to see how you’d react to each new thing. You have a cold-blooded calmness no Gifted could ever match; a precision, a gift for making death. The war is coming now, relentless and inevitable, and you will be its greatest soldier. I want you on our side.”

“So you talk about Marci?”

“Marci was the personal connection you’d never thought you could make,” he said, “filling your life with a joy you’d never experienced from any other person. But she’s gone now. You’re emptier than you ever were before. She gave you a heart, but all it does is break.”

“And this is your sales pitch?” I asked. My voice was louder than I intended, harried and desperate. These were the feelings I tried to keep hidden, because I didn’t know what else to do with them. They were too raw, too loaded with guilt and anger and bottomless despair.

“It’s okay,” said Brooke, but I yanked my arm harshly from her grip.

“No, it’s not! You’re just a crazy, stupid—” I stopped myself before I said any more, knowing I was only making it worse. I screwed my eyes shut, trying to think of something, of anything that wasn’t Marci, and when Potash’s dead voice started to speak again I roared back in a rage. “Is this your big plan, Rack? To tell me how much my life sucks so I may as well become a monster? I am already a monster, and nothing you say can change that: your threats won’t work because I have nothing left to lose. Your stupid little hints about my aunt and my sister mean nothing to me, because I am already so profoundly alone that there is nothing you can do to make it worse. You want to threaten them? You can drink their hearts and cry all night in their voices and it won’t mean a thing to me because the only thing that ever mattered is already gone. I let her die because I wasn’t smart enough to save her. I watched my mom burn to death because I wasn’t good enough to keep her alive. So if my broken heart was your big trump card, and now I’m supposed to realize my life is hell and throw in my lot with yours, you can forget it. My life’s been hell for as long as I can remember, and there is nothing left that you can take away from me.”

Potash’s voice rattled through his throat like dry leaves across a grave. “I can take away your pain.”

“Don’t listen to him,” said Brooke.

“We became the Gifted by giving something up,” said Rack’s dead puppet. “The worthless human weaknesses that held us back. Your heart is broken? I got rid of mine ten thousand years ago. You don’t want to be sad anymore? I can cut your sadness out like a tumor.”

“It doesn’t work,” said Brooke. “Nobody gave away her body because she hated it, and Rack gave her the power to take any body she wanted. She hated them all, John, because her body was never the problem. Your heart was never the problem. You can’t just get rid of pain: you have to deal with it.”

“You just have to give up the right thing,” said the voice.

I’d seen so many Withered, all of them trying to run from their problems, all of them trapped in the same unbreakable cycle. Mary Gardner could cure herself of any disease, but only if she stayed in the hospital, constantly getting sick. Elijah Sexton could forget every bad experience he ever had, every loss, every pain, every death, but that only made him repeat them, over and over. His only choices were to dwell on his mistakes, like a wound he could never let heal, or to make those same mistakes again.

I pointed at the smear of ash that was all that remained of Elijah. “You want me to give up my memory of Marci? Of everyone I’ve ever lost? I’ve seen how that works and I don’t want anything to do with it.”

“Your memories only hurt because you care about them,” he said. “What if you didn’t have to care?”

And there it was.

If anything could make me turn my back on the world, it was that. For years I’d used sociopathy as a shield, as an excuse not to care about anything, not to be hurt by anything, not to love something so much that it destroyed me when it was gone. I needed it because my father was gone, and now my mother and the rest of my family. My friends. The rest of the team. Marci. If I said yes and he made me a monster, gave me some kind of devastating power that ruined the world around me, it would still be worth it because I wouldn’t care. The pain would roll off. The unwinnable bargain would corrupt me, destroy me, turn me into a Withered even worse than the ones I’d faced, but I wouldn’t care. An unholy anesthetic to hide the pain of a heart I didn’t know how to use.

I would be dead and alive at the same time. A walking corpse in an endless, unbreakable peace.

I felt myself crying.

“Don’t do it,” Brooke whispered.

“You don’t know,” I said. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

“Yes, I do.”

I opened my eyes and looked at her, thin and pale as death, lost in the folds of her coat and the thick black pillars of her oversize boots. I could snap her like a twig. How much pain was in that tiny body? How much loss? My heart had been broken once; how many heartbreaks were buried in her mind?

“Bring her with you,” said Potash’s voice. Rack stepped closer. “A link between the past and the future we’ll create.”

I looked down at Potash’s body, a bloody, crumpled heap on the floor. His mouth moved faintly, but his eyes were open and dead as glass. What had those eyes seen in that basement? He’d followed Rack down into the darkness, and said the things he’d seen would haunt him until he died. That hadn’t turned out to be very long.

What had he seen? What was so terrible that the most vicious killer I knew could be haunted by it?

A broken mirror and a bathroom covered with blood. The most horrific thing I’d ever seen. If I said yes, those horrors would never haunt me again.

What choice would Potash make, if Rack had offered this to him? “Choosing was the hardest part,” he’d told me. Killing was easy, choosing was hard. The power to kill meant nothing if you didn’t know where to apply it. Sometimes Potash made the wrong choices and good men like Elijah died. But Potash chose anyway, because somebody had to, and all the guilt and the pain and the darkness stayed on him, and no one else would ever have to face it. Elijah had made the same decision, living with the pain he’d caused Merrill Evans to make sure it never happened to anyone else.

I couldn’t make that choice if I didn’t care. I couldn’t make any choices at all. And if the right choices hurt the most, then fine. I’d hurt the most. But it would be me.

I closed my eyes and said goodbye to peace.

“Are you ready?” asked the corpse. “We have people to meet.”

“I need something first,” I said, and stooped down to search Potash’s pockets. The weapon I needed was on his shin: a small leg holster, holding a slim, two-shot handgun. I pulled it out and stood up.

“You won’t need that puny human weapon,” said the voice, but I shook my head.

“We’re not actually going with you. Sorry if I gave you the wrong idea.”

The dead voice laughed again. “You can’t possibly hope to use that gun against me—”

I shot Potash in the face, shattering his mouth and jaw with both bullets, boom boom! The voice disappeared. “Not really,” I said. “I’m just sick of your evil-villain monologue.” I looked Rack straight in the eyes. “If you’re going to kill us, shut up and kill us.”

Brooke grabbed my arm again, trying to put herself in front of me, as if her frail body could shield me from the demon king’s wrath. I pushed her gently, stepping up next to her, and we faced the Withered side by side. He stepped toward us, looming like the shadow of death.

“What’s the matter?” I asked. “Were you not done talking?”

Rack flew into a rage, smashing the cars and the tools and the entire garage in a frenzy of destruction—hands and feet and charred black tendrils lashing out in a primal fury. He paused to look at me, then smashed another window and threw Potash’s body at the wall in a burst of terrifying strength. He paused, his chest heaving, the soulstuff swirling like a hurricane of tar, and I gripped Brooke’s hand tightly as he stalked back toward us.

“It’ll be okay,” said Brooke. “I’m ready to die with you.”

I shook my head, trying to sound braver than I felt. “Not yet.”

Rack stopped, his eyes seeming to burn with an inner fire, and then he stooped and swallowed Nathan’s heart.

I locked eyes with him, and never looked away.

“You fool,” said Nathan’s body. “You insignificant, asinine fool! I’ve offered you power! I’ve offered you a seat on my own right hand! And you throw that all a—” He stopped suddenly, his brow creasing sharply in an expression of concern. His chest was roiling, the poisoned heart already absorbed into his body. Spreading the poison as fast as he could heal it. “What have you done?”

“Kind of fitting that Nathan should be the one to kill you,” I said. “He’s the one who helped me to figure out how you work.” He fell to one knee, clutching at his chest. “And that means I know how to make you stop working.”

He dropped his other leg, sagging on both knees. “I…” Nathan’s voice was thin and desperate. “I am invincible!”

“Obviously not,” I said. I took a step toward him. “You need hearts to sustain you, just like Elijah needed memories. You can’t live without them. And your regeneration won’t work right if you’re drawing your power from a poisoned heart.”

“I have lived ten thousand years,” said the voice, and there was almost a whine in it now, a petulant scream of a spoiled child. “I will not die here, like this, like nothing! I will have the death of a god!”

He was practically lying down now. I walked closer, stooping to pick up Potash’s machete, testing the weight, feeling the handle firm in my hand. “This is the other big difference between you and me,” I said. “If I want something dead, I kill it. No pointless monologuing.”

He started to speak, and I cut off his head.

“Ssssssssssssss,” said Nathan’s mouth, dead in midsound, and then it went slack. Rack’s skin spit and popped like a pot of hot tar, and his body dissolved into ash.

*   *   *

We took Elijah’s car to my apartment, where I peeled off my bloody clothes and piled them in the sink. I took a hot shower, scrubbing the rest of the blood away, and when I came out Brooke had changed into some of my clothes. She was sitting on the floor scratching Boy Dog behind the ears, whispering to him in a language I’d never heard before. I got dressed, too, and filled my backpack with all the food and water I could carry.

I didn’t have much to leave behind. I packed another few sets of clothes and all my cash, and then looked through Potash’s duffel for any cash he might have been hiding. True to his word, there were no weapons, but I found a stash of small bills and documents and addresses—his “go bag,” I assumed, for if he ever had to disappear. He’d lived in the darkness his whole life, and being on our team hadn’t changed that. The passports with his name and face were useless to us, but I took the rest.

It was nearly 5:00 A.M. and the city would be waking up soon. Most of the night’s horrors would be new to them—the slaughter in The Corners, the devastation of the police force, even the inexplicable double homicide at the mortuary—but the worst horrors were gone now. Rack was dead, and the man who’d helped him. The killers who’d stalked this town for months were done forever. And now the Demon Girl and the Murder Boy were leaving as well.

What did I do that I didn’t have to do? That was always the question. Figure out what we choose when we’re free to choose anything, and you’ll know who we really are. I saved Brooke when I could have run. I chose to be hurt when I could have chosen to never be hurt again. I was a killer, cold-blooded and ruthless, but I was a hero, too. Or at least I was trying to be.

Elijah’s car was damaged from Rack’s rage, so we took mine instead. Brooke climbed in the passenger seat, and Boy Dog in the back, and we drove for three hours before the winter sun finally peeked up behind the horizon.

“I love you, John,” said Brooke. Or maybe it was Nobody. I kept my eyes on the road.

“Rack said he had people to meet,” I told her. “Let’s see if we can find them.”
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TO MY CHILDREN.

THIS COUNTS AS YOUR CHRISTMAS PRESENT.
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Come away, O human child!

To the waters and the wild

With a faery, hand in hand,

For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.

—WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS,

“THE STOLEN CHILD”
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“A.”

I looked up, holding the side of the truck bed as we rattled down the highway. Wind whistled in my face, changing its pitch as I raised my head. I’d fallen asleep, and my dreams—all blood soaked, all screaming—faded away in welcome relief. In a panic, I looked for Brooke, fearing the worst, but she sat beside me, her short hair whipping around her face, and she smiled. She hadn’t jumped. She was fine. She pointed at a billboard as we passed it.

“Proud America Motel,” she said. “Ten miles. I could get all the way up to E with that, but there’s no B.”

We were in farmland, by the look of it: low fences on either side of the road, the flat land beyond covered with wheat and sectioned into squares by fences and trees and old dirt roads. A cloud of dust hung in the air a few miles off to our left; some farmer or ranch hand driving a tractor on a dirt road. The truck jostled us again, and Boy Dog whined. He liked his floors stable, so they didn’t disrupt his sleep, but hitchhikers have to take what they can get. Brooke put a hand on his head, scratching the fur behind his floppy, basset hound ears. I scanned the farms again, hoping for an orchard, but it looked like nothing but wheat as far as the eye could see. An orchard we could have eaten in, but wheat might as well be a field full of sticks.

“There we go,” said Brooke, pointing at another sign. “This Highway Adopted by the Baker Community Church. B, C, D, E.”

“Are there really enough signs to play your game?” I asked. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

“Ten miles from a motel,” said Brooke. “That means we’re ten miles from whatever town we’re going to, maybe less.”

“That’s not too bad, then,” I said—and even though I knew the number by heart I added up our money again in my head: one hundred thirty-seven dollars and twenty-eight cents. I remember when I used to never count the cents—round everything down to the nearest dollar and lose the change in the couch. These days that was a luxury too painful to think about. Save enough change and you eventually get another dollar. A dollar could buy a burger in a truck stop, or some apples if we found a roadside stand. My stomach rumbled, and I put the thought of food aside. Don’t think about it until it’s close, I thought, you’ll just torment yourself.

Wind lashed my hair back and forth across my eyes. I needed to cut it. Brooke had cut hers short last month, a kind of page-boy cut that was easier to maintain on the road. I looked at her peering ahead, past the cab of the truck, searching for more road signs. She probably needed another cut soon, too. We both needed a shower.

“What’s the name of it?” she asked.

“Of what?”

“The town we’re going to.”

“I told you already,” I said, and instantly felt badly about it. The edges of her mouth tipped down in a frown, from frustration or embarrassment, or maybe both. “Baker,” I said softly. “Same as the church sign we just passed.”

“I don’t remember,” she said. “You must have told one of the others.”

I nodded, looking behind us at the road as it slipped away into the distance. Long and flat and lost in a faraway bend. One of the others. “Do you know which one?”

“F, G,” she said, letting my question slip by without an answer. “Food and Gas, Five Miles. Now we need that hotel sign again; we could get H and I.”

“And get stuck on J,” I said. “We never see Js.”

Brooke nodded, staring ahead, but her eyes looked blank—not searching, but simply staring, lost to the world and deep in some memory from another life. “Maybe Kveta,” she said at last, answering my question from earlier. “I’ve been her a lot lately. Or Brooke. I think I’m her more often than not.”

“That’s because you—” I started, and then stopped myself. Brooke was her default state, or at least it used to be. If it wasn’t anymore, bringing it up would only make her feel bad. It made me feel bad to think about it, because this whole problem was my fault. It was supposed to be Brooke’s body; I was the one who’d let all those other memories in there.

I used to never feel bad about anything, but now …

Well, that’s not true. I used to feel bad all the time. I guess the difference is that now, sometimes, I felt good, and the contrast made the bad times that much worse.

I kept my eyes on the road, avoiding her eyes. “Who are you now?”

She glanced at me, though in my peripheral vision I couldn’t tell if she was hurt or surprised or simply curious. “You don’t know?”

“Sorry,” I said. Brooke had been possessed by a monster who had previously possessed tens of thousands of other girls, maybe hundreds of thousands, and all of their memories and personalities had fused with hers. Barely a fraction of the memories in Brooke’s head were actually hers, and with numbers like that you could never tell which personality would rise to the surface in any given moment. “You all have Brooke’s face, you know. You need to … announce yourselves or something.”

“I’m Lucinda,” said Brooke. “You remember me, right?”

I nodded. She was Lucinda a lot, especially while we were traveling, though the little I knew about Lucinda didn’t suggest a lot of travel. “You died on your wedding day,” I said, then paused, looking at her curiously. “Lucinda died hundreds of years ago. How do you know the alphabet billboard game?”

“I don’t know,” said Brooke/Lucinda with a shrug. “I just do.”

I sat up straighter, curious, my back against the wall of the truck bed as I gripped it for balance. “Do you think that means anything? About how your personalities talk to each other?”

“We can’t talk to each other,” she said. “We just kind of share things—like, I know some things that Brooke knows, and some things that Aga knows, and different things from different girls. I don’t know how it works.”

“But do you want to?”

She said nothing for a long time, thinking and scratching Boy Dog’s head. The truck slowed slightly, and Brooke shouted abruptly: “H, I, J, K! Baker Junior High!” She pumped her fist and leaned against the side of the truck bed to look ahead past the cab. “Yes! Js are impossible! Let’s see what else we can find.”

We were driving into the town itself now—still a mile or two out from the main drag, but close enough that buildings were starting to pop up more frequently. We passed the Proud America Motel, but I hoped we didn’t have to stay there; I thought about money differently now that I was carrying our entire worldly possessions in a pocket and two backpacks. We could afford a night in a motel—probably several, if it was as cheap as it looked—but then what? Having money wasn’t the same as having income. If we spent it all today, where would we stay next week, and how would we eat?

One hundred thirty-seven dollars and twenty-eight cents. We could get more, sometimes, from the stashes Albert Potash had left here and there around the country. Money and guns and supplies, in bus station lockers and storage units and sometimes gyms or rec centers. We’d found the list in his gear after he’d died and it had kept us going for over a year now, but even that was running dry. There were only a few locations left, and the nearest one was thousands of miles away.

“L,” said Brooke, skipping from letter to letter without slowing down to say where each had come from. “M.” Pause. “N, O, P. Dangit, we’ll never find a Q.”

“Look for ‘equipment,’” I said, closing my eyes and trying not to fixate on our dwindling funds. “Someone’s bound to be selling farm equipment in this town. Or maybe there’s a quality … something. Quality Hair Salon.”

Brooke laughed. “You think they have hair salons that good in a town this small?”

“I think the scale of quality is relative,” I said, permitting myself a small smile. Anything that made Brooke laugh was a good thing. “The best one in town is the quality one, regardless of the wider world of hair care.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and find a place that sells quality farm equipment,” she said. “Then we’d have a Q for each of us.”

“I’m not playing.”

“But you could.”

“I suck at this game.”

“That’s because you try to spell things out,” she chided. “You can’t just see a car and claim the letter C, you have to see the C written somewhere.”

“But you never let me write it.”

“Obviously you can’t just write yourself, that’s cheating.”

I shrugged and looked at a passing restaurant. “I don’t think I get the allure of this game.” The restaurant was a greasy dive, some Dairy Queen knockoff called Dairy Keen. Probably out of our price range, unless there was literally nothing else in town. I saw a couple of teenagers in front of it, just hanging around, leaning on the front wall, and it reminded me of the old Friendly Burger back in Clayton. A tiny little place where nobody ate but the locals, and then only until a McDonald’s opened up. Brooke and I had gone on a date there. And Marci and I, too. There weren’t a lot of options in a town like Clayton. Or Baker, by the look of it.

I missed Marci. I tried not to think of her, but she was always with me, like a ghost in the back of the truck. Invisible and intangible yet relentlessly, inescapably present.

“No Q on the Dairy Keen,” said Brooke. “Come on, guys, think about the alphabet game when you name your restaurants. Doesn’t anybody plan ahead?”

I thought about our next moves. Our first stop would be a bus station, if we saw one, or a bank if we didn’t—not because we had any use for a bank, but because it was a good place to ask about a bus station. We couldn’t just ask anywhere in a little town like this; we looked so obviously homeless that if we walked into a store, word of the teenage beggars would spread too fast and we’d get locked out of any real assistance. Small-town shop owners looked out for each other. Bank tellers, on the other hand, tended to move in different circles, and we could talk to them without any real fear that they’d call the local grocery store to warn them. Our end goal, of course, was that bus station, where we could find either cheap showers or some fellow drifters who could tell us where the nearest shower might be. Drifters looked out for each other just as much as shop owners. Once we were clean and changed into some better clothes, we’d look like regular tourists passing through on the way somewhere else and we could walk around the town without setting off any mental alarms. We’d get some food and then look for the church—not Baker Community, but the other one. The commune. The reason we’d come here in the first place. I figured most of Baker’s regular residents wouldn’t want to talk about it, but they’d all know about it, and if we got lucky they’d point out one of the members.

“Quality Feed and Fertilizer,” said Brooke. “Q and R. And over there’s an S, T, U … V. Video Rental. They still rent videos in this town? Did we hitchhike into the past?”

“Looks closed,” I said. We’d had a place like that in Clayton—it rode the home DVD boom, then crumbled when the Internet made their business obsolete. They’d closed a few years ago, and nothing had moved into the building. Looked like the same story here.

“At least they left the sign up,” said Brooke. “I’m glad somebody in this town was thinking about my needs.” She grimaced, and looked at me. “What’s it called again?”

“The town?” I asked. She might have just switched personalities again; a lot of ideas transferred from one to the next, but some didn’t, and she tried to hide the transitions by faking a poor memory. “Baker,” I told her. “We’re here to look for The Spirit of Light Collective.”

“Yashodh,” said Brooke, nodding. “We’re going to kill him.”

I felt the old, familiar pull of death. “Or he’ll kill us.”

“You say that every time.”

“One of these days it’ll be true.”

The truck was slowing, probably looking for a good place to drop us off. I grabbed the strap of my backpack, getting ready to jump out, but saw that Brooke was ignoring hers, staring instead at the buildings we were driving past: tall brick storefronts with ornate, peaked facades on the second story. Some of them were painted, some were covered with wooden or vinyl siding, others were bare brick or bore the residue of old-timey signs too weathered to read. A barber shop. An antique store. A pizza place that looked way more modern than the rest of the street. I wondered if we could beg any food from the back door.

The truck pulled to the side of the road, by a bright green lawn in some kind of town plaza—city hall probably—and I was already over the side and reaching back for Brooke’s bag when the driver rolled down his window. “This good? I could take you a few more blocks if you want.”

“This is perfect,” I said. A few more blocks would have been nice, through the town and out the other side where we could infiltrate at our own pace, but it never helped to ask the drivers for extras. Always make them feel generous, not put upon—like they would have done more if they could, instead of wishing they’d done less. Instead I pointed at the tailgate. “Do you mind if I open the back to get the dog out?”

“No problem,” said the driver. He didn’t offer to help, which meant I was probably right to refuse the extra ride. He was already forgetting us, free of his hitchhiker burden with his mind a mile down the road. I dropped the tailgate and lifted Boy Dog out, smelling the strong scent of dirt and hound. He needed a bath as much as I did. He sat on the sidewalk where I left him, scratching his ear with his stubby front leg, and I offered Brooke my hand. She seemed lost in some kind of reverie again, all too common for her, and I said her name to get her attention.

“Brooke?”

She turned to look at me, but her eyes showed no recognition. “Who?”

“Lucinda.” I said, remembering. There was no response, so I tried another. “Kveta?”

“I’m…” She paused. “I’m so sorry, John.”

The warning signs were all over her face—the disorientation, the downcast eyes, the subtle whine in her voice. I put on my biggest smile and grabbed her hand, knowing that physical contact was one of the best ways of bringing her out of a mood swing. “We got here early,” I said, “everything’s great.”

“I don’t want to be this way,” she said, not moving. I tugged gently on her hand, trying not to glance at the driver for signs of impatience. If he yelled at her to hurry, it would only make her worse.

She remembered the lives of a hundred thousand girls, and she remembered dying as every single one of them. Suicide was as natural to Brooke as breathing.

“You want some pizza for dinner?” I asked. “I saw a good place about a block back.”

“We can’t afford pizza.”

“We can splurge,” I said, and pulled on her again. “Come on, let’s go take a look. What do you think they have here, deep dish or New York style?”

She didn’t respond to the conversational bait, but another gentle tug on her arm finally prompted her to climb down from the truck bed. She dusted herself off with a grimace, showing far more emotion than the dirt seemed to merit. I risked letting go of her for three precious seconds, closing the tailgate and shouting a thank you to the driver. He drove off without a word, and Boy Dog barked irritably at the cloud of exhaust that puffed into his face.

“My name is Pearl,” said Brooke. “Pearly, they called me, and my father said I was the jewel of his life. I had a dozen suitors, and the finest horse in the county. We won all the races that year, but they let me win. I don’t know why. I was horrible, and if I’d lived to know them better they’d have seen me for what I was—”

“I’m starving,” I said, cutting her off instantly at the mention of death. I had one of her hands clasped in mine, and brought up the other quickly, looking closely at her eyes, not talking her out of it because that never worked, but talking around it. Distracting her from it. “My favorite pizza topping is mushrooms,” I said. “I know a lot of people don’t like them, but I think they’re delicious—soft, savory, full of this incredible flavor. When you put them on a pizza they get roasted right there in the oven, hot and fresh, and they go perfectly with the tomato sauce. Do you like mushrooms?”

“I threw myself off of that horse,” said Pearl. “I … don’t even remember his name. He’s not the one that killed me, anyway, it was the ones behind me. No one could swerve in time, and they trampled me right there in front of everybody.”

“What about pepperoni?” I asked. “Everybody likes pepperoni. And that red pepper stuff you can shake on top—you think this place has that? Let’s go check it out.”

“Will you stop it!” she yelled. “I know what you’re doing, and I hate it! You always treat me like this!”

I took a deep breath, trying not to look too worried—this wasn’t exactly a bustling street, but if she attracted too much attention it could be disastrous. Even without a suicide attempt, there were people looking for us—people and things. Things we desperately didn’t want to be found by. If she started fighting me, the police would get involved and we might be trapped for good. I spoke softly, rubbing her fingers with my thumb.

“You’re tired,” I said. “You’re probably exhausted, and starving, and uncomfortable, and that’s all my fault, and I’m sorry.”

“Shut up!” She tried to yank her hands away, but I held tight.

“You need to rest,” I continued, “and get some food, and change your clothes. And maybe we can sleep in a real motel tonight. Does that sound good?”

“You don’t want to stay with me,” she said, swinging in half a heartbeat from hating me to blaming herself. “I’m horrible. I screw everything up. You could be doing this so much better without me—”

“I couldn’t be doing this at all without you,” I said. “We’re a team, remember? You’re the brains and I’m the hands. Partners to the end. The only deadweight is Boy Dog.” I cringed immediately after saying it, cursing whatever neural pathway had brought out the word “deadweight,” but she didn’t react. She stayed still, looking at the ground, and I looked up as a semi rumbled past, spitting gravel at us from under the tires. Boy Dog barked again, a short, halfhearted yelp. I changed tactics, and pointed at the receding truck. “Weller Shipping; there’s your W. All we need now is an X, and there’s bound to be a … saxophone shop around here somewhere, right? Axle repair? A pet store that specializes in oxes and foxes?”

I stepped toward the sidewalk, trying to pull her toward somewhere, anywhere, that she could sit down and eat and get some water, but she slipped out of my hand and ran toward the middle of the street—

—straight into the path of another semi. I spun on my heel and reached for her, missing her trailing fingers by half an inch. The truck blared its horn in angry warning, slamming on its brakes, and Brooke planted herself in front of it, spreading her arms and closing her eyes. I ran toward her, watching from the corner of my eye as the truck swerved, hoping I could get Brooke out of its way without even knowing what its new way was. I collided with her in a football tackle, pushing her toward the side of the road, stumbling and scrambling to stay on my feet, until finally we collapsed in the gutter on the far side, bouncing off a rusted fender as we fell between two cars. The semi roared past, correcting its course, avoiding a crash by the width of an eyelash. Brooke was sobbing, and I checked her quickly for injuries—scrapes on her arms, a tear in her jeans, but no broken bones or cuts that I could see. My own right arm was a mass of blood and gravel, which I brushed away gingerly.

“You okay?” asked a passing pedestrian. He looked down at us from over an armload of brown cardboard boxes.

“We’re fine,” I said, though my arm felt like it was on fire.

“You ought to get that looked at,” he added, then hesitated, and continued walking.

Somebody else’s problem.

Brooke was still crying, curled up in the gutter. I rested my hand on her arm, looking around to see who else, if anyone, had noticed our near miss. If anyone had, they weren’t coming out of their shops to mention it. I wanted to scream at them, to rage against the entire world for allowing this scrawny, broken girl to be so coldly forgotten and ignored. I wanted to kill them all. But being ignored was the best thing we could hope for, and I couldn’t risk making a scene. I turned back to Brooke. “It’s okay,” I said softly. “It’s okay.”

“You saved me,” said Brooke.

“Every time,” I said. “You know I always will.”

“You shouldn’t,” she said. “I’m not worth it.”

“Don’t say that.” The sky was growing darker; we needed to find shelter and a shower, now more than ever, and probably some antiseptic for my arm. I couldn’t risk the clinic, though—they’d ask too many questions, and try to pry out information we couldn’t give. A pharmacy, maybe. Even a little town like this ought to have one somewhere. And the sign will have an RX on it, I thought. Maybe that will cheer her up. I stood slowly, reaching for her with my good arm, but she caught me and pulled me back down to the curb, clutching me in a sad, desperate hug.

She sat up, wiping the tears and dirt from her face. “I love you, John,” she said.

“I know you do.” I tried to say it back—I always tried to say it back—but I couldn’t make the words come out. I’d only ever loved one person, but Nobody had possessed Marci and killed her before moving on to Brooke, now almost two years ago. The monster had come for her, and I was one victim too late to save her. At least I’d saved Brooke.

And guessed I was going to keep saving her until the day I died.
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I woke up with Boy Dog’s back in my face, warm and itchy. His body expanded slowly as he breathed in, pressing against my nose, driving the little hairs into my skin. I rolled over, feeling a stiff ache in my muscles and a sudden sense of disorientation at the hard, flat ground beneath me. Where were the bumps and the roots and the…? I opened my eyes wider. I was shrouded in darkness with, somehow, a perfectly vertical line of bright light off to the side. I focused on it and remembered the curtains. We were in a motel. The curtains were closed. I sat up and Boy Dog twitched, his stubby legs moving three times and then falling still again. We were on the floor.

I looked at the bed and saw Brooke, the covers kicked off her body but twisted around one leg. Her chest rose and fell, just like Boy Dog’s. How much nicer, I thought, to have woken up with that pressed against me instead?

I corrected myself immediately: with her pressed against me. And then I corrected myself again: I couldn’t touch her at all. She thought she loved me, but I couldn’t love her back. I had broken her before, by failing to catch the demon called Nobody, and now it was all I could do to keep her from breaking again. She was my responsibility, not my girlfriend.

I saw the shape of her body under her clothes, the hint of pale skin at her waist.

I went to the bathroom, keeping the light off, and washed my face in the dark. The towels were thin, like dishrags. I stared at my silhouette in the mirror, a dark outline barely separate from the dark room behind it. The corner of the glass was cracked and the mirrored surface was flaking away.

Brooke and I had been on the road for seven months now, hunting monsters. I had always called them demons, but they called themselves Withered or Gifted, depending on whether they saw their lives as a curse or a blessing. I’d killed the first one on my own, almost four years ago now. And while I’d tried to keep the rest of the world out of it, this dark, hidden underworld had started pulling others in, killing or corrupting everyone I knew. Everything I touched. My mother had died, and Marci, and Brooke had been saved but only by the barest definition. I sometimes wondered if she would have been better off dead.

I saw the shape of her body again like an afterimage in my mind, so still and silent in the bed.

I sat down on the old chair in the corner of the room, pulling on my shoes as the wood creaked softly with each tiny movement. I’d been sleeping in front of the door—Brooke sometimes walked in her sleep—so Boy Dog was there now as well, blocking me from opening it more than a foot. I undid the chain and tried to slip through, but Boy Dog woke up and scrambled to his feet, shaking and rattling his collar. I hushed him, putting my hand on his neck, and he followed me outside. The light seemed blinding, but as my eyes adjusted I saw that it was still early morning, the whole world bathed in predawn blue. I stretched and rubbed my arms. Across the parking lot someone was throwing a fat white bag in a garbage can. The garbage can, I supposed. That’s how they thought of it, the people who lived here: it was their garbage can. Their home. To me it was just another place, just another parking lot, just another stop on the highway that was taking us … somewhere, I guess. We had no specific plans. We were hunting Withered and we went where they did, and whoever—or whatever—was hunting us came after. We had to stay one step ahead, or more if we could manage it. I honestly had no idea how many steps behind us they might be; if you run fast enough, you’re so far ahead you have no idea who’s chasing you.

I looked at the door to our room; I probably had a few minutes before Brooke woke up. I made sure it was locked, then walked toward the front desk to ask for information on the commune—motel clerks didn’t freak out about drifters, or anything else it seemed. We were some of the most normal people they saw.

The man at the garbage can went back in through the rear door of whatever business he was opening for the day. A pawn shop, maybe. It was too early to be a bar. The town was quiet, only just waking up, and I wondered what it would be like to live here, to put down roots and stay here forever. Not much different than in Clayton, I supposed. What brought people here, instead of there—or there instead of here? Did they choose to live here, or were they just born here and never moved away?

The front office had a bell on the door that dinged as I walked in.

“Good morning, sir.” He called me sir even though I was only eighteen and looked even younger. I’d tried growing a beard, hoping it would make me look like an adult, but it just came in wispy and thin—I was so obviously trying to look like an adult that I gave up and shaved it off. He glanced down at Boy Dog, who followed me in. “That room working out for you?”

“It’s been great,” I said. “Thanks for letting us keep the dog; a lot of places get picky about pets.”

“No problem. What can I do for you?”

I needed information, and I was caught by the sudden urge to torture it out of him—to tie him down and cut him in strategic places, just a bit at first, then more and more until he told me everything I wanted—

No. I wasn’t allowed to hurt people. I took a breath and spooled out the story I’d concocted instead. “Well, I’m looking for my sister—”

“That’s the girl you were with last night?”

Did he suspect we were runaways? More to the point, had he turned us in? I fed him some more of my made-up backstory, hoping some extra information would cool his suspicions. “No, that’s my wife—we’re taking a semester off of college to try to find my sister, who last I heard was hanging around this part of the state. Kind of drifting, you know?” I grimaced, as if the thought was painful. “My sister’s a little younger, still in high school; she ran away from home last year.”

“That’s too bad,” said the clerk. He leaned on the counter; a good sign that I’d caught his attention with the story. He might take it seriously enough to actually help me. “You think she’s in Baker, specifically? You have family around here?”

“We don’t,” I said, “but I’d heard…” I trailed off, like I was too embarrassed to say it, and when he nodded I knew that I had him. Suddenly I wasn’t a suspicious outsider asking about the local cult, I was a concerned family man, one of the normals, someone he could gossip with about those weirdos on the farm. I looked out the window, checking for Brooke, but our door was still closed.

“The cult,” said the clerk, nodding again. “Spirit of Light? You think she’s fallen in with them?”

“I hope not,” I said, and paused just a moment before saying, “So it’s real, then? They’re actually here?”

“Sad to say,” said the clerk. “A friend of mine joined up with them a few years back; local boy. We figured he was smarter than that but I guess nobody ever got rich overestimating the intelligence of rednecks. Them Light-Brights come into town for groceries and medicine and stuff like that, whatever they can’t make on the farm I guess, toilet paper and whatnot, and so Nick he starts chatting with this one girl every time he sees her, bagging her things in the checkout aisle and whatever. We all told him them folks was nothing but trouble, and he insisted, right hand to God, he was just trying to talk her out of the cult, not himself into it. Inviting her to the Dairy Keen and asking her to movies and such. She keeps saying maybe and then saying no, and then finally one day the big man comes in: the High Chief Light-Bright or whatever they call him. The Messiah. You don’t see him often, but he comes in now and then looking for this or that, and every time someone follows him back out. This time it was Nick. Didn’t even finish his shift. Now he’s the one comes into town buying toilet paper, and we talk to him sometimes and he says hi but he’s gone—nothing in his head but songs and stories and ain’t-it-great-to-be-alives. He smiles and nods and I’m not even sure he recognizes us anymore. Which I guess is just a long, depressing way of saying that if your sister’s in there, you’ve got a long, empty road ahead getting her back out, and that road don’t even lead out, so you’d best not take it in the first place.”

“Has anyone ever left the cult?” I asked. “Voluntarily, I mean?”

“Not that I recall.”

I asked the next question carefully, trying to sound awed by the mystery instead of desperate for concrete details. “Does anybody ever disappear?” If the cult leader was really a Withered, like Brooke’s memories said he was, he had to be killing them somehow. Learning how could be the first step to finding Yashodh’s weak points.

The clerk squinted. “From Baker, you mean? Sometimes, but they always show up as Light-Brights sooner or later.”

“But from the commune, I mean,” I said quickly. “The Light-Brights themselves, they’re not being … killed or anything?” I glanced outside again. Brooke was still in the room.

The clerk shook his head. “Trust me, kid, there’s not a person in this town doesn’t know somebody out on that farm. If they was disappearing we’d be out there with torches and pitchforks, but this ain’t the kind of cult that people disappear from. Every single one of them’s still there, growing their own food and sewing their own clothes and praising whatever non-Christian whosit they’ve decided to worship. They don’t die, they don’t leave, they don’t … do anything.”

I realized I was frowning, confused by the lack of deaths, so I changed my expression to what I thought was hope. “Thank you,” I said. “At least that means she’s still alive.”

“If she’s there at all,” said the clerk.

“How would we get out there?” I asked.

“You don’t.”

“But obviously people do,” I said. “Which road is it? Which farm?”

“You’re not listening to me,” said the clerk. “People who go there don’t come back. The city, sometimes, or the police, but folks like you? Just Light-Brights waiting to happen.”

This was interesting. “They’re that persuasive?”

“They persuaded Nick, and he grew up more afraid of them than the boogeyman under his bed.”

“Thanks,” I said again. “We’ll be careful.” I took a step toward the door, but I still didn’t know where to find them. I looked outside, but still no Brooke. I turned back to the clerk. “How about a roadside stand? A lot of these places sell cheese or vegetables or whatever—does Spirit of Light? Maybe I could ask there, see if anyone knows my sister?”

“Head out on State Road 27,” said the clerk. “Plenty of folks buy produce from them—it’s safe enough. You don’t have a car, though, right?”

“Just the bus.”

“Bus don’t run that way, but you can try hitching.”

I tried to look serious, eager to convince him we were as normal as could be. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

“You’re heading out to the most dangerous part of Baker there is. Someone kidnaps you on the way there, it’ll be a kindness.”

I thanked him and left, trudging toward our room. It was good to have information, but most of it made me uneasy. Where were the deaths? Was Yashodh using some kind of mind control? Most of the Withered were too dangerous to confront head on; we had to lurk in the fringes, learning everything we could until we found a weakness we could exploit. This Withered sounded like he might be too dangerous to even meet.

I paused in front of our door, thinking. What if we just left? He wasn’t killing anybody, apparently. We didn’t have to kill him. Maybe we shouldn’t. But I couldn’t shake the sound of the clerk’s voice as he warned us away, too scared to—

The door opened, and Brooke started in surprise to find me standing silently in front of it. “Sranje! Šta radiš ovdje?”

“English,” I said softly.

She stared at me, confused, and then tilted her head to the side as her surprise turned to curiosity. “What language was I speaking?”

I stepped past her into the room and closed the door carefully behind me. “No idea. Something you’ve used before, I think, but I didn’t recognize the words.”

She walked back and sat on the bed. “I asked what you were doing there. Guarding me?”

I starting gathering our few belongings, repacking them in our backpacks. “No, just lost in thought and standing in a weird place. Tell me about Yashodh again.” The Withered assumed human identities, but they had their own names. Nobody, the demon who’d taken Brooke, had been called Hulla. The Lord High Light-Bright, as the clerk called him, was named Yashodh.

Brooke shook her head. “You know I don’t like talking about Yashodh.”

“Well, we’re going to meet him at some point, so we need to get over that.” I zipped one pack closed and collected some discarded socks for the other one. Today was my last clean pair; we’d need to do laundry soon. “You knew this day was coming. We’ve done all the other Withered we can find, so it’s time to do Yashodh.”

“We haven’t done Attina.”

“This is on our way to Attina,” I said. “We do it now, or we do it six months from now.”

“I know,” said Brooke, falling back on the bed, “I just … I don’t know. Maybe I can remember some others.” Her memory was riddled with holes, but it was also the only tool we had to find and hunt the Withered. She clenched her teeth. “You don’t know him like I do.”

“So tell me about him.”

“I already told you everything I know.”

“You can’t have it both ways,” I said. “Do you know him or not?”

“He hates himself,” said Brooke, “even more than I do.” I glanced at her; I’d known her long enough to see the real meaning behind that statement.

I corrected her softly. “You mean ‘more than Nobody hates herself,’” I said.

“I am Nobody,” said Brooke. Or, I suppose, said Nobody.

I shrugged and zipped up the second backpack; she didn’t show any warning signs of another depressive attack, so it wasn’t worth arguing.

“Each of the Withered gave something up,” said Nobody, and her eyes got that faraway look they sometimes had when she talked about the distant past. Nearly ten thousand years ago, if the FBI’s researcher had guessed right. “I gave up my body,” she continued, “because it was horrible and I hated it. Yashodh gave up himself.”

“But what does that mean?” I asked. “We’ve been tossing that around for a year now, trying to figure out what he can do. Nobody gave up her body and gained the ability to take the bodies of others. Can Yashodh take the ‘selves’ of others? What does that even mean? It might explain the cult, if he’s somehow subsuming their individuality into some kind of collective, but why? What does he possibly gain from doing that?”

“He’s weak,” said Nobody, her voice dripping with disdain. “He’s lucky to get anything, let alone something he wants.”

“He’s a ten-thousand-year-old monster,” I said, “one who can probably mind control people. The more we look into him, the more I think he can get anything he wants.”

“Then why is he here in two-bit Crapville?” asked Nobody. “Everyone loves him, and he can have everything, and he doesn’t even have to kill people, and all he does is sit here picking his nose—”

“Wait,” I said, standing up in a rush. “That’s new—you’ve talked about Yashodh for a year and this is the first time you’ve said he doesn’t have to kill people.”

“That’s new?” Her eyes went wide and she looked down at herself as if expecting to see something different. Almost immediately she shook her head and closed her eyes, squinting them shut as she thought. “Something new … think…” She clenched her teeth with the effort. “He doesn’t kill people … he doesn’t have to kill people.…”

“Do they worship him?” I asked. If he’d set himself up as a messiah figure in a backcountry cult, maybe it was the worship itself that sustained him. “You said everyone loves him, right? Is that a means to an end, or is that the end itself?”

“That would make sense,” said Nobody, rubbing her fingers together as she spoke, staring at the wall.

“But is it true?”

“I don’t know,” she growled, “I’m trying to think.” She focused on the wall like it was a portal to the past. “Come on, brain, spit it out. He doesn’t need to kill people. Maybe he doesn’t want to kill people. Maybe he can’t kill people.”

“He gave up himself,” I said, trying to keep her thoughts focused; brainstorming new ideas wouldn’t help us, we needed to dig deeper into the handful of truths we already had.

“He gave himself up,” said Brooke. “Everybody loves him … because he gave himself up. He saved them.”

This sounded wrong. “From what?”

“From sin,” said Brooke, looking up at me. “He died for our sins.”

I shook my head. “How many of your personalities are Christian?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Lots. I’m just talking about Jesus now, aren’t I?”

“Yashodh is not the messiah,” I said, “but he needs to convince people that he is. For … something.”

“So he can be happy,” said Brooke.

“That’s it?”

She looked at me with a frown. “What do you mean, that’s it? That’s everything.”

“The Withered are not trying to be happy,” I said, “they’re trying to gain … power, money, something. They’re trying to survive.”

“That’s what happiness is, John. It’s how we survive. It’s why.”

I sighed and rubbed my face with my hands. “Whatever. We can think on the way.” I grabbed my backpack, and looked down at Boy Dog. “Sorry, dog. You’ve got a long walk ahead.”
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“What’s your favorite song?” asked Brooke. We’d found State Road 27 but hadn’t managed to catch a ride yet so we were just walking along—slowly, so Boy Dog could keep up.

I answered without thinking. “‘Don’t Stop Believin’,’ by Foreigner.”

Brooke laughed. “No it’s not.”

“Sure it is,” I said. “Why not?”

“The question isn’t why not,” she said. “It’s why. What on earth about that song makes you like it?”

“You say that like it’s impossible to like,” I said. “That’s one of the most popular songs of all time.”

“Is that why you picked it?”

I glanced at her. “I picked it because I like it.”

“So sing it.”

“What, right now?”

She spun slowly in the empty country road, looking at the wide fields and dusty trees that surrounded us. “Are you shy? We could sing at the top of our lungs and no one would even hear us. So prove it, big guy: if ‘Don’t Stop Believin’’ is your favorite song, sing it.”

“I don’t really sing.”

Her eyes gleamed with mischief. “Then recite the words.”

I sighed. “Fine, I don’t actually know the words.”

“Of course you don’t,” she said proudly. “You didn’t even know who sang it—it’s Journey, not Foreigner, and I should know because I went to their concerts. Several of me did.”

“They’re the same band,” I said, and then frowned. “Aren’t they?”

“They’re not the same band, they’re super different.”

“No, seriously,” I said, “isn’t it just, like, they changed their name? Like how Jefferson Airplane became Jefferson Starship.”

“Wow,” said Brooke, “you’re going all in on classic rock, aren’t you?”

“What else am I going to listen to, modern stuff? Have you heard modern stuff?”

“More than you have,” said Brooke, “which is my whole point. You don’t listen to anything, classic or modern or anything else. I’m going to guess that somebody, probably your mom, listened to classic rock all the time, so you picked the most popular one as your ‘look how normal I am’ answer if anyone ever asked.”

I sighed again and shrugged. “Fine, you got me. And it was my dad, actually—huge classic rock fan. I don’t know if you remember him very well.”

“He left when we were little, right?” Brooke had lived two doors down from me since elementary school. “I liked him.”

“Most people did,” I said. “People who didn’t live with him at least.” I heard a car behind us and turned to face it, sticking out my thumb to try to hitch a ride. The car ignored us, not even slowing down. I faced forward again, but Boy Dog had flopped down in the dirt by the side of the road, taking our brief pause as an excuse to rest. I gave him a moment.

“I don’t know why I bother keeping up the pretense with you,” I said softly. “You know everything about me.”

“I don’t think anyone knows everything about you,” said Brooke.

“But you know that I’m … different,” I said. I don’t know why it was so hard to say; I used to wear it as a badge of honor. “I’m sociopathic. I don’t feel things the way you do, the way anybody does. Everything I do is fake, to make people think I’m normal. This morning I lied to the motel clerk, trying to convince him we came to town on a bus. He doesn’t care how we came to town. Some of the lies were to put him at ease and get info out of him, but even after he gave us the info I didn’t want him to know we were drifters. I wanted him to think we were normal.”

“You just want to fit in,” said Brooke. “Everybody wants that.”

“I never used to.”

She shrugged and started walking again. Boy Dog heaved himself to his feet and started following. “People change,” said Brooke. I caught up with her in a few long strides. “And circumstances change. When you were a kid you lived in a nice little house full of nice little people, and it was all nice and little and normal, and you wanted to stand out.”

“I lived in an apartment over a mortuary,” I said. “My dad beat us and then left.”

“So why you’d pick his favorite music?”

I thought about it then shook my head. “I don’t know.”

“Either way,” she said, “your old life was pretty friggin’ normal compared to your current social circle: a possessed girl and a dog with the dumbest name in the history of dog names.”

“A demon named him,” I said. “So to be fair, that name is not the worst thing it’s ever done.”

Brooke laughed, and I couldn’t help but smile at the sound. We walked for a while longer, listening to the wind rustle through the trees. After a minute or two Brooke spoke again. “What do you think my favorite song is?”

“I don’t know.”

“How could you not know? We lived next door to each other for sixteen years.”

“Since we’re being so open and honest,” I said, “let’s get this out of the way and say that I did, in fact, stalk you for several months—”

“That’s creepy.”

“Compared to what aspect of our current situation?”

“Fair point,” said Brooke. She took a few more steps, then asked, “Because you liked me?”

“I told myself I was protecting you.”

“Were you?”

“Well, you’re not dead.”

“I did get kidnapped because of you, though.”

“And rescued.”

“And possessed.”

“Are you going to hold that against me forever?”

“I’m just teasing,” said Brooke. “There’s, like, a million girls in here, and you only ruined one of their lives.”

“Listen,” I said, “I am doing everything I can to—”

Brooke burst into laughter. “I’m just teasing!” she insisted. “Come on, John, you know I love you.”

“And we know that that’s, like, the worst thing that’s ever happened to you.”

“You’re my best friend,” said Brooke. “You’re literally the only person who knows me—the real, current me, I mean. My family just remembers Mary.”

“You mean Brooke.”

“I mean all of them,” said Brooke. “Mary and Brooke and Katherine … honestly, like at least a hundred Katherines. They’re all gone—even Brooke—but whatever I am now, some kind of messed-up, emotional Voltron made out of old, discarded daughters, you’re the only one who knows that me. This me. And I know you don’t love me, but you like me. And … that means a lot.”

“Well,” I said, not knowing how to respond. “There you go.”

She raised her eyebrow. “Very romantic.”

“But my point is,” I said, “that despite stalking you, I never paid attention to the music you listened to.” I paused. “I remember hearing a Pink song once.”

“How can a song be pink?”

“Pink was a singer,” I said. “Well, still is, I guess. Sometimes I feel like we’ve left the world, but we’re still in it, just … on the fringes.”

“What was the name of the song?” she asked.

“I don’t really know music,” I said, feeling guilty that I couldn’t tell her. “Sorry.”

“It would be nice to have a favorite song,” she said. A moment later she pointed ahead. “Is that it?”

I peered down the road; the distance was blurry, but there was definitely something there. People, and a large dark shape that could be the produce stand. “Did we walk the entire way?”

“Poor little Boy Dog,” said Brooke, bending down to scratch his ears. “His legs are, like, eight inches long. He’s taken ten times as many steps as we have.”

“We have to be careful,” I said, watching the dark shape slowly come into focus as we walked closer. “Yashodh can control minds, and we don’t know how to kill him yet—we’re going to have to find some way of staying close to him long enough to figure him out without getting brainwashed, and that’s not going to be easy.”

“What was the old trick you used to use?” asked Brooke. “When we had the whole team?”

The first year Brooke and I were on the road we’d been in the employment of the FBI and we’d managed to kill eight Withered before they’d starting fighting back. That whole team was dead now, except for the two of us, but we’d learned a lot before the end. One of the simplest tricks was the speed-bump test: most of the Withered had incredible regeneration powers, but not all, so step two, after we’d found one, was to find a way to hit them with truck. If they regenerated we buckled down for a long game of cat and mouse, figuring out exactly how to kill them and then planning the perfect way to do it. I was really good at that part. If the truck worked, though, then it was over—the Withered was dead, and we moved on to the next one.

“I don’t know if we can arrange a speed-bump test,” I said. “At least not one we can get away with afterward. Potash was a military-trained assassin; I’m just a creepy kid with a knife.”

“And a gun,” said Brooke.

“And a gun,” I said. She knew where it was in my pack, but I always kept the bullets hidden. A gun wasn’t a great thing to have handy during one of her suicidal mood swings.

“Hello, travelers!” One of the people at the stand was waving to us, and we waved back. I think I’d been expecting them to be dressed in white robes or something, but instead they looked like they’d stepped out of a western movie: homemade dresses of colorful gingham, linen shirts, hats they must have purchased from a store somewhere. They weren’t dour, they weren’t otherworldly, they were just … people. They greeted us with smiles, and I slowed my pace for the last several yards, trying to gauge the danger. Boy Dog walked straight to the shady triangle by the wall of the food stand and plopped down, panting in exhaustion. One of the cultists picked up a ceramic plate of zucchini, dumped them into a box of yellow squash, and set the empty plate in front of Boy Dog, filling it with water from a plastic jug. Boy Dog eagerly lapped it up.

“You’re a long way out from the city,” said a woman.

I nodded, shielding my eyes from the sun. “Yep. Haven’t been able to hitch a ride all morning.”

“Where were you headed?” asked a man.

“Here,” said Brooke. She was never very good at deception.

“We were looking for the Spirit of Light,” I said, trying to spin Brooke’s up-front confession into the same cover story I’d given the clerk. “My sister was down here a few months ago,” I said. “We thought maybe she’d joined your commune.”

The woman tilted her head. “Sister Kara, maybe?”

“Her name is Lauren,” said Brooke, before I had a chance to say yes. I bit my tongue, wondering how I could talk to them without her spoiling all my lies, but the man laughed.

“We all get new names when we join with the Light,” he said. “I don’t remember Sister Kara’s old name, but she joined us two months ago, so it might be her.”

“She won’t want to leave with you,” said the woman. “Sister Kara is happy here—we all are.” Her face softened and she peered into my face with concern. “You don’t look happy at all.”

“He never does,” said Brooke, and looked at me with an expression almost identical to the woman’s. “He’s happy sometimes, though. More often than you think.”

“How can you tell?” the woman asked.

Brooke nodded sagely. “The dog’s still alive.”

It disturbed me how close Brooke seemed to the cultists—how eerily her attitude of cheerful innocence matched their vibe of brainwashed emptiness. I’d grown so accustomed to her over the last few months that I’d forgotten how damaged she really was.

“That’s good to hear,” said the man. “Isn’t it great to be alive?”

“We were hoping we might have a chance to go back to your farm with you,” I said. “Just to look for her? We don’t want to try to take her away, so don’t worry—we just want to make sure it’s really her, make sure she’s safe.”

“I assure you that everyone in the Light is completely safe,” said the woman firmly. “Christopher makes sure of it.”

“Is that the leader?” I asked.

“The Vessel of the Light,” said the woman. “If you’d like to meet him, you’re welcome to join us for dinner.”

“Thank you,” said Brooke. “That’s very kind.”

“Pull up an apple crate,” said the man. “It’s a long day until then. Have some tomatoes—fresh off the vine this morning.”

I nodded my head in thanks, still leery of the emptiness behind their eyes—or was I just imagining it?—but Brooke smiled brightly and shrugged off her backpack, sitting in the shade and accepting a tomato happily. After a moment I took off my pack as well, though I told them I preferred to stand, and watched as they went about their business with the vegetables. There were five of them at the stand: Sister Debbie and Brother Stan, the two who’d greeted us, and behind them were Sister Tracy, Sister Molly, and Brother Zeke. The names seemed strange to me—not really biblical, and not from any other religious tradition I could think of, either. They were just names, and the only benefit to getting a new one seemed to be the loss of the old one, a clean break from your former life, which tied you to this new community only in the sense that you weren’t tied to anything else anymore.

We spent the day with them, most of it talking, because the stand did very little business. I planned out how to kill each one of them if I needed to: a stab here, a slash there, the entire group gone before they could fight back. But I couldn’t just kill people. The road had some traffic, but not much, and the few customers who came seemed to be regulars—locals who knew the cultists by name and bought a bushel of carrots or potatoes without bothering to ask the price. They looked nervously at Brooke and me, perhaps wondering if they could save us from whatever indoctrination lay in store. But they didn’t do anything and drove away, and we watched the sun arc lazily across the sky, pulling us slowly toward evening.

I was not, I decided, imagining the emptiness. Sister Debbie and the others were friendly, but there was nothing behind it—no real concern for us or for anything else, just a rote recitation of meaningless small talk. Sometime in the afternoon they started over, repeating the same pleasantries, the same jokes, the same cheerful affirmations that had filled the morning, and my sense of unease grew deeper. Brooke chattered along as if nothing were out of the ordinary, and I wondered how many personalities had come and gone during the day, holding the same conversations one after the other without ever realizing it. It made me angry—it made me furious—to think that these hollow shells of former people might be the perfect match for my only friend left in the world. I closed my eyes and counted, running through number sequences and old recipes, estimating how many pots of vegetable soup I could make with the ingredients here in the stand. Anything to take my mind off of Brooke and the hell I had put her through. She didn’t deserve this—brain-dead small talk in the middle of nowhere. She deserved a house. A bed she could sleep in more than two nights in a row. An education in math and English and science, instead of just How to Wash Your Clothes in a Truck Stop Bathroom, How To Hide From The Demon Army Chasing Us. She deserved a boyfriend that loved her back. I was trying my best to give her what I could, but John Cleaver and Boy Dog are a sorry excuse for a family.

After we kill the Withered, I thought. A normal life can wait—don’t get distracted. Don’t lose track of why we’re really here. The Withered were killers, they were torturers, they were supernatural monsters; everything we’d never wanted to believe was real. Yashodh, whatever his methods, had stolen these five people’s lives so completely they didn’t even realize it—five walking corpses, physically alive but mentally gone. People who did that to other people had to be stopped. Brooke was the best possible reminder of why, and her memory, faulty as it was, was my only way to find them. I wouldn’t let them hurt anyone else like they’d hurt her.

But how much was I hurting her in the meantime?

It wasn’t quite dusk yet when a flatbed truck pulled to a stop beside us, and a man stepped out and introduced himself as Brother Lance. The six of them started packing up the vegetables, and Brooke and I pitched in, leaving the old wooden stand empty until tomorrow. They climbed into the back with the crates of food, and I lifted Boy Dog up after them. We held tight to the metal handrails as the truck rocked gently back and forth through a three-point turn and then rattled back down the road where it had come from. I looked at Brooke, and she looked at me, and we watched each other quietly as the sun dropped out of sight and the bright blue sky turned yellow, then orange, then a blue so deep that all the other colors of the world seemed to fall into it and disappear. Brother Lance turned on his headlights, and we pulled off onto a dirt road, passing through a nondescript gate and driving toward an old white farmhouse that seemed to shine as the light beams hit it.

“Home again,” said Sister Debbie, smiling with the same mellow emptiness she’d used earlier to point out a bird flying over the vegetable stand.

The truck stopped, and I jumped out before lifting Boy Dog down with a grunt. He explored the dirt driveway, sniffing the tire tracks and the tufts of night-black grass. I turned back to help Brooke, but she was already down, and put a hand on my arm, pressing close to whisper in my ear.

“I’m sad.”

Instantly I worried about another suicide attempt, but before I could even start the process of changing her mind, she shook her head, pressing closer and forcing me a few steps to the side, out of earshot of the cultists. “Not for me,” she said. “For them.”

I glanced at the six farmers unloading the truck, listless and cheerful all at once. “You think they’re sad?”

“I don’t think they can be sad,” said Brooke. “So I’m being sad for them.”

Brother Stan nodded toward us, his arms full of vegetable boxes. “Would you mind grabbing a crate each and following me up to the house? I can introduce you to Christopher.”

“This is it,” I whispered to Brooke. “I don’t want you to freak out, but I want you to be ready to run if we have to. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“We don’t know what we’re going to find in there, and we don’t know what this Withered can do, so just … be ready for anything.”

“I’m not going to freak out,” she said, stooping to pick up a crate.

I picked up one of my own and followed her, ten or twenty steps behind Brother Stan. “I just don’t want to take you by surprise, okay? We’re partners in this.”

“I’ll take care of you,” said Brooke.

Brother Stan waited for us by the door, propping it open with his foot. After a moment of terrified hesitation, I went in. It scared me to be here, so far from help, so far from anything, but the lights were on, and I could hear happy voices murmuring in a nearby room. The door led in to a kitchen, and we set the wooden crates on the floor where Brother Stan pointed.

“I’ll go get Christopher,” said Brother Stan, and I realized it was unsettling to hear him talk about someone, especially a fellow cultist, without “Brother” at the beginning. Christopher lived here, but he was fundamentally different from the others. I didn’t know what to expect. Brother Stan left us alone in the kitchen, and I felt for the gun in the back of my waistband, hidden by my shirt. The magazine was hidden in one of my backpack straps, in a pocket I’d made by digging out the padding. There was no way we could kill a Withered with something as simple as a gun, but it might buy us enough time to get out.

“The dirt road was a straight shot in from the gate,” I said. “Maybe a hundred yards at the most. If I say go, you go, okay? Don’t wait for me, just get out, and I promise I’ll be right behind you.”

“Don’t worry,” she said, “I’ll protect you.”

“He can control people’s minds,” I said. “We don’t know how, but we don’t want to give him a chance to try it. Just—”

“Calm down,” said Brooke. “I told you, I’ve got this.”

Her assurance only made me more nervous. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to stop him from controlling our minds,” said Brooke.

“You don’t have … powers,” I said. “You remember that, right?”

“Of course I know that,” Brooke whispered. “But he doesn’t.”

“Brooke—”

Footsteps clomped toward us down the hall, and I ran through my story again, looking for any last minute ways to polish it, to craft the perfect lie that would help ingratiate us into his community, to give us the time to get to know him, to find his weaknesses, to stay under his radar until the perfect time to strike.

A short, dark man walked into the room. He was balding on top, with a wispy gray mullet behind his ears. Mid fifties, I guessed, with skin and features that suggested Middle Eastern heritage. He smiled when he saw us, not like the cultists did, but a broad, genuine smile that seemed almost shocking after a day full of pale imitations. “My name is Christopher,” he said, and his voice was thin but firm. “Welcome to the Spirit of Light. I understand you’re looking for Sister Kara?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but Brooke spoke first. “Actually we’re looking for you,” she said. “It’s been a long time, Yashodh.”

I tensed, moving my hand closer to the gun magazine. What was she doing?

Christopher blinked in surprise, then took a step back and eyed us suspiciously. “Who are you?”

“That’s the trouble with these bodies,” said Brooke. “No one ever recognizes me.” She dropped her backpack to the floor, and spread her arms slightly, presenting herself like an old friend. “It’s me: Hulla. I’m Nobody.”
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Yashodh watched us warily.

My hand itched to lunge for the gun.

“Brother Stan,” said Yashodh. “Can you help get the rest of the truck unloaded?”

“Of course,” said Brother Stan, walking past him toward the door. I stepped to the side, circling slightly so that he never blocked my view of Yashodh. I don’t know what prompted Brooke to spill our secrets like that, but I wanted to be ready if it all went to hell. Brother Stan walked outside and off the porch, and the door banged closed behind him.

“Who are you with?” asked Yashodh softly.

“With each other,” said Nobody.

“I mean which side,” said Yashodh. “Rack’s trying to raise an army. Are you here to press me into it?”

“No,” I said quickly. If he used the word “press,” then he didn’t want to join the Withered army at all; we needed to seem like allies. “We’re trying to stay out of the whole thing, like you.”

Yashodh studied me a moment, then looked back at Nobody. “Who’s he?”

“He’s mine,” said Nobody, “and you don’t touch him.”

“Fair enough,” said Yashodh. “And you won’t touch any of mine? We haven’t had a death here in decades; I don’t want to have to explain one of your suicides the next time the police come through for an inspection.”

“No fuss from either side,” said Nobody. “We just want to talk.”

Yashodh paused again, watching us, until at last he nodded. “I have a private room. We can talk in there.”

He led us through the house, past a sitting room full of a dozen or so cultists singing quietly to themselves. They beamed when they saw him, whispering his name in a sibilant chorus: “Christopher Christopher Christopher Christopher.” He slowed and gestured to them but didn’t stop, leading us up the stairs to a small office with an old kitchen table for a desk. The wooden chairs were mismatched, and the carpet was a spiral pattern woven from old scraps and rags. He closed the door behind us and sat with a heavy sigh.

“I knew it was only a matter of time,” he said. “It was bad enough before Fort Bruce, but after…” He shook his head. “It’s a horrible thing, to look at a massacre like that and not be able to tell who won.”

“Twenty-three humans dead,” I said.

“And not a word from Rack since,” said Yashodh. “If that was a victory for the Withered, their recruitment efforts would have stepped up, not down.”

“Did he come to you?” asked Nobody.

“Not yet,” said Yashodh. “But I have friends who’ve sent me word of his plans. Though even them I haven’t heard from lately.”

“Nashuja,” I said, venturing a guess. Nashuja we had killed last month, she was a grizzled woman who made her living as a long-haul trucker. She picked up hitchhikers and killed them in empty rest stops, cracking open their bones and sucking out the marrow, crying for the mothers who would never see their children again.

Yashodh shook his head. “Dag,” he said. We had killed Dag four months earlier. “I haven’t heard from Nashuja in … hundreds of years at least. I didn’t know she kept in contact with anyone.”

“Kanta found her a few years ago,” said Nobody. “I worked with him before he died.”

“Kanta was on Rack’s side,” said Yashodh, and his voice sounded tired. “He wanted to get us all together, like the old days—the god emperors come back at last.” He gestured around his office. “This is where we are today. This is what we are. Not gods anymore, just…” He shook his head. “They want to recruit me? They want this for their kingdom? Forty-six walking coma patients, smart enough to pull weeds and sew a few shirts and…” he gestured in the air, searching for words, “… wave at each other in the room downstairs? I’d be useless in a war.”

Yashodh hates himself, I thought. It wasn’t much of a weakness, but it was a start.

“Rack’s plan is what put us here in the first place,” said Nobody. “We’d been fine for millennia, hidden and surviving, and then he tried to get back into power and the humans noticed us. They fought back. Rack killed twenty-three of them in Fort Bruce, but they killed five of us, and we can’t survive those odds. We have to go back into hiding.”

“So why are you here?” asked Yashodh. “You can go anywhere and be anyone, but I’m always me. I always have a cult. I can’t survive anywhere else, or any way else. They’ll find me, Rack or the humans or both. And if you’re with me they’ll find you, too.”

Interesting. He’d said, “I’m always me.” Did that mean he couldn’t change his shape the way so many Withered could? The FBI suspected that the Withered’s ancient origins were in neolithic Turkey; what I had seen as a vaguely Middle Eastern appearance could easily be Turkish. Was this really the same body Yashodh had had for ten thousand years? What else did that suggest about him? I needed him to keep talking about himself, hoping it could suggest something useful about the way his powers worked. I thought of a new tactic and started talking.

“Strength in numbers,” I said. “Rack’s plan failed because he started poking the bear, causing trouble and getting noticed. But if we stay quiet, if we stay low, then we can survive in the shadows and help defend each other from Rack’s recruiters. Whatever powers you have to fight back, two Withered are still better than one, right?”

Yashodh stared at me a moment, then turned back to Nobody. “What’s with him, anyway? He knows an awful lot.”

“We’re partners,” said Nobody.

“But that’s not like you,” said Yashodh. “You attach yourself to women because you want what they have, and sometimes that includes their men. But once you’ve got whatever it is, you’re never satisfied with it. How long have you been with this kid, without another suicide?”

“People change,” said Nobody.

“Not us,” said Yashodh, shaking his head. “Certainly not you and me. We’re the worst of them—the lowest, the weakest, the most repulsive—”

“But even a weak Withered is strong,” I said. “You have to have something. Hulla’s killed more girls than we can count, but they’ve all been herself. If Rack’s army is still out there, and if they come for us, we can’t fight back. We need your help.”

Yashodh kept his eyes on Nobody, studying her as I talked. After a moment he pursed his lips. “Is that what it is?” he asked. “You’ve stopped killing altogether, so now you’re weak and you think I can help you? Well let me tell you something, human.” He turned to face me. “I’m even more worthless than she is. I can’t fight, I can’t kill, I can’t do anything. I can make people love me, and if it works then life is tolerable; if it doesn’t then no one loves me at all and I have nothing, and what is the point of living? I’ll kill myself, just like she does. Except I won’t come back.” He opened his hands in a sudden burst. “Poof. I’m gone. You want me to fight a war, but it’s all I can do to stay one step ahead of oblivion. You’re better off without me, because at least you’re alive—all I am is not dead yet.”

I felt my hands trembling. Does this mean what I think it does? “You have to have something,” I said. “How fast can you heal?”

He pulled back the sleeve of his shirt, exposing a dull red welt on his arm. “I got this scratch pruning pyracantha bushes last week.” He covered it again. “I don’t heal any faster than you do. And when the armies finally come, they’ll hurt a lot more than a pyracantha.”

“I’m so sorry,” said Nobody. “I didn’t know.” She’d realized the same thing I had. A tear rolled down her face. “I’m so, so sorry.”

I reached into the dug-out pocket in my backpack strap, extracted the loaded magazine, and then pulled the gun from the back of my belt.

“Wait,” said Yashodh, “what’s going on?”

I couldn’t just kill people. Except for when I could. I slid the magazine into the gun, clicked it into place, and shot him in the chest. The gunshot rang in my ears, and Nobody covered hers, turning away and crying. Boy Dog howled, backing into the corner. Yashodh looked down at the bullet hole, moving his mouth, but no sound came out. He looked up, staring at me as if searching my face for answers, and then his body crumbled into thick, ashy sludge. Soulstuff, they called it. In ten seconds he was gone, with nothing but dark, acrid muck sizzling holes in the chair and the rug.

The door opened, and Sister Debbie looked in. “What was that sound?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I thought I saw a bug.”

Nobody was still crying.

Sister Debbie looked at the sludge, then all around the room. “Where is Christopher?”

“He left,” I said. I pulled the magazine clear of the gun, popped the extra bullet out of the chamber, and put them all away. I’d have to find a new hiding place now that Nobody had seen this one. “Who’s in charge here when he’s gone?”

“He’s never gone,” said Sister Debbie.

“But if he steps out for a bit,” I said. “Like, if he goes into town for the day? Who’s in charge?”

“He’s always in charge,” said Sister Debbie. “Always and everywhere, over everything there is. I love him so much.” She smiled. “Isn’t it great to be alive?”

“You’re asking the wrong people,” I said, pulling Nobody to her feet. “It’s time for us to go.”

We picked up our packs and left the house. No one followed us. We left the farm and followed the road until we could no longer see to walk, then curled up together against the trunk of a tree, my arm around Brooke’s shoulders.

“I didn’t like that,” she whispered.

“Neither did I.” I wanted to like it. Killing was an important thing to do; killing was necessary. Killing demons made the world a better place, and the actual act of killing, well … I knew I wasn’t supposed to enjoy it, but I did. Usually. The sharp thrill of it, of watching a living person turn into a dead one. I’d grown up in a mortuary, surrounded by my parents’ work, more at home with the dead than the living, but Withered didn’t turn into dead bodies, they just melted into ash. Everything I wanted, except none of it at all.

I wanted to light a fire.

Had it really been that easy? Was Yashodh really gone forever? All he’d wanted was for someone to love him because he couldn’t love himself. Ten thousand years staving off death one whispered adulation at a time, only to end here. Shot in his own home by a stranger he thought was a friend.

“I don’t want to do this anymore,” said Brooke.

“Only a few left,” I said.

“There will always be a few more left.”

“Attina,” I said. “And then … whoever’s chasing us.”

“The FBI is chasing us,” said Brooke. “Please don’t kill them.”

“Of course I’m not going to kill them,” I said. “I’ve never killed a human.” Well, never a good one.

“But you want to,” she said.

“That’s how you know I’ll never do it.”

She started crying again. “Is this all there is? Dirt on old roads, secret pockets full of bullets…”

“I want to give you a real life—”

“Because I can’t handle this one,” she said, and all the alarms in my head went off.

“You were a superstar back there,” I told her, trying to feed her self-worth. “That could have taken us weeks, maybe months to figure out, but you got him talking in five minutes. In two. I never would have just told him who we were—you’re brilliant, Brooke.”

She growled her answer through clenched teeth. “My name is Nobody.”

“You are brilliant,” I said again. “You said you’d protect me and you did. Partners to the end. I could never do this alone.”

“Do you think that’s going to make me happy?” she asked. She wrenched away from me, and I could see her silhouette in the starlight, sitting in the dirt a foot away. “I just told you that I hate this, that I never want to do it again, that I don’t want to be a killer and watch anybody die, human or demon or anything else, not a bird or a bug or germ in my blood, and all you can think of to tell me is how good I am at it, how responsible I am for all the blood on all our hands—”

“That’s not what I meant,” I said, “and you know it. You know how good this is. You saw those people, without … without a brain between them, and you know that if Yashodh had lived he’d have done it to more of them, that he’d already done it to tens, if not hundreds of thousands, of people, a giant parade of brainwashed nobodies stretching back to the beginning of time, and it ended tonight.”

“That’s not funny.”

“I’m not trying to be f— What does funny have to do with it?”

“You called them brainwashed Nobodies,” said Brooke. “I am not brainwashed.”

“I wasn’t talking about you—”

“Then don’t use my name!” she shouted. She stood up, and I rose with her, terrified of what she might do. There were no trucks to jump in front of on this empty road, but the area might hold a dozen other ways to kill yourself. “I am Nobody!” she screamed. “It’s my name and my job and my entire wasted life! I can’t be you, John, I can’t just … turn off my heart whenever it hurts.”

“Neither can I.”

“Then why don’t you love me?”

I thought she would run, but she grabbed my arms, squeezing with her fingers and shaking us both. “Why am I so horrible that you won’t even love me when I’m the only one around, the only friend you have, the last girl in your entire world and you still won’t love me!”

I wrapped her in a hug, hoping the physical contact might help to bring her back and calm her down. I pressed my cheek against hers, felt her trembling and sobbing, felt cold tears on her skin. I held her and shushed her and calmed her, rocking her slowly, sitting us down again, trying to think of something I could do to make her happy again. I wanted to love her—I wanted it more than anything—but I couldn’t tell her that. It would only make it worse that I didn’t.

“I suck at loving people,” I said at last. “I did it once, and she’s dead now.”

“That’s why you can’t give her up,” Brooke croaked. “A corpse is your perfect woman.”

“I’m the most screwed up loser you’ve ever met,” I said. “My perfect woman is the last thing you want to be.”

“One day I’m going to do it,” she whispered. “I’m going to kill myself, and you won’t be around to stop me.”

“Then I’ll go into Hell,” I said, “and I’ll bring you back.”

We leaned against that tree for another hour before she finally fell asleep. I stared at the empty sky above us. She’d said couldn’t do it anymore, and I honestly didn’t know if I could, either. I needed to light a fire. I shifted her gently, inch by inch, until I was out from underneath her, and I laid her down with her head on my backpack. She moved in her sleep, finding a better position, but she didn’t wake up. I crawled through the dirt on my knees, gathering twigs and pinecones fallen from the branches above us, finding them all by touch in the darkness. I piled them up in a tent shape, barely the size of my fists, and pulled a matchbook from the pocket of my jeans. I lit a match and it flared to life, brilliant in the blackness. I tried it in the kindling but it didn’t catch so I dropped it in the center of my pile and lit another, bright and orange, like a beacon of life in a sea of nothing. I shielded the flame with my hand and put it in the heart of the kindling, and this time it worked, spreading slowly from match to dead grass to stick. I tended the flame carefully, feeding it more fuel, watching the wood turn black and the grass curl up. It caught in the heart of a pinecone and burned it from the inside out, bits of wood and sap snapping and crackling in the heat. It wasn’t a big fire, but I didn’t need it for warmth. I just needed it. I watched it burn and listened to its voice, and when it went to sleep I did too, curled up on the ground next to Brooke and Boy Dog, my messed up little family in the middle of nowhere.

When I woke up Brooke was still there, breathing softly. We’d made it through another night. I watched the sky grow lighter, the black mass of the horizon slowly resolving into a row of trees on the edge of a field. A crow hopped on a fencepost, watching us from the other side of the road, then cawed roughly and flapped away. I let Brooke sleep as long as I could, and when she stirred she looked at me blearily.

“Where to next?”

“Attina,” I said.

She nodded. “No one’s heard from him in decades, but the last contact was in a town called Dillon.”

“What do you remember about him?” I asked.

“Nothing.” Brooke watched the sky, though there wasn’t anything in it. “Attina doesn’t come from my past, just my memories of Kanta’s notes—all I remember is one line: ‘Last seen in Dillon, Oklahoma. Probably useless.’ I don’t know what he can do, how he can do it, or anything.”

“That’s not much to work with,” I said.

“Sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said quickly. “We have a location, so we go there and start looking.”

We walked along the back road for an hour before we reached a two-lane highway, and then walked another hour before a car picked us up. We told the driver we didn’t care where he was going, we just needed a town, and he dropped us at a gas station on the edge of a town called Forest Dell. We cleaned up in the restroom, changed into our cleanest-looking clothes, and I spent some of our precious money on two bags of peanuts and bottle of vitamins. We drank from the hose before the owner drove us off, and while we waited for another ride I studied the worn map I kept in my bag. Dillon was close, relatively speaking. A few hundred miles, but a mostly straight shot. We found a trucker willing to take us to the highway junction, and hitched another ride from there to just outside of town. Brooke was quiet all day—not depressed but simply solemn, lost in thought. I fed Boy Dog beef jerky from my pack and watched the wide, flat country roll by.

When we reached Dillon it was night again, the sky black and the stars half-shrouded in wisps of cloud. The light from the moon turned the clouds a pale gray, and they were so transparent they seemed to hang behind the moon instead of in front of it, like the cold, slate wall of a closed universe. The driver asked if we had a place to stay, and I assured her we did, because the last thing we needed was a Good Samaritan calling Child Protective Services, trying to “help” us. We were eighteen years old and legally independent, but we didn’t look it and we had no ID to prove it. The woman drove away, and I looked around at the nearest buildings: a low barn, a closed barbershop, an old drive-in movie theater. There was a high wooden wall around it, but the wooden screen was even higher; it loomed above the rest of the area like a pale giant. There was no movie playing on it, and white paper hung from it in wrinkled tears.

“We can stay there.”

Brooke stood still, looking at her arms as if she’d never seen them before.

“There’s probably an old concession stand inside,” I said. “Or a ticket booth at the very least. If we can’t get inside we can sleep in the lee of it—it’ll block the wind.”

“John,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“John Cleaver?”

I looked at her more closely. “Who are you now?”

She smiled, more widely than I’d seen in weeks. “John, it’s me. I mean, it doesn’t look like me, and I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but … it’s me inside.” She ran toward me, and wrapped me in a hug. “You’re back,” she murmured. “Or I am.”

I felt a cold fear wash through me. “Who are you?”

“This body has everyone Nobody ever killed. Every memory, every personality, right up until she left Brooke’s body. This is Brooke’s body, isn’t it? I totally recognize it now.”

I shook my head, seeing the truth, not knowing if I should shout for joy or turn and run away forever.

Not this. This was too much.

“It’s me, John,” said Brooke. “It’s Marci.”
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I backed away from her.

“I know this is weird,” said Marci.

“Weird is the least of what’s wrong with this.”

“It’s so … dark in there,” said Marci. “In here, I mean; in Brooke. There’s so many of us, all trapped, all together but all alone. I remember when Nobody came to me that night—”

“Please don’t.”

“It was the night of the dance. You took me home, and you kissed me again, and it was the most perfect night of the world and I never wanted it to end, but then I went into my house and there she was. Some kind of big, black blob. Soulstuff, I guess they call it. It was behind me and around me and I fought it with everything I had but I couldn’t make it stop, and I couldn’t get away—”

“Please don’t.” I was crying now.

“She came in through my mouth, and my nose, and even my ears,” said Marci. “You know what it’s like, because she tried to take you, too, before your mom saved you. I know that because Brooke knows that. I didn’t have anyone there to help me, so she came inside and … then I wasn’t me anymore. I was just watching. It took her a while to get control, but I was lost right then. Right at the beginning. That was the worst part, really—being in there for days and hearing her talk to you, and I screamed to try to warn you, but nothing worked, and you never knew, and then she decided she wanted Brooke instead, and there was nothing I could do to stop her from killing us.” She paused. “They’re all in there, you know, just like that. Some of them can hear us, some of them can’t. Maybe Brooke is listening—”

“Just stop!” I shouted. “Please just stop. I didn’t want to hurt you, and I didn’t want you to die, and I’m sorry I didn’t see it coming sooner but please just…” I didn’t know what to say. Marci was everything I’d ever wanted, but she was gone, and her absence defined my life. Having her back again like this, in my best friend’s stolen body, was as wrenching a change as losing her had ever been.

“I’m sorry,” she said, walking toward me, reaching out to hold me. I backed away, crying harder, swatting weakly at her hands—but when I touched her I thought of Marci’s hands, and the peace I used to feel when I was holding them, and I closed my eyes and broke down in sobs. Brooke’s body caught me and held me, soothing me like I’d soothed her last night.

Boy Dog whined at the stars, and I cried until my tears ran dry.

“You’ve changed,” said Marci, stepping back to look at me but still holding my shoulders. I looked into Brooke’s eyes and wondered how many girls were looking back out, trying to talk to me, screaming in the darkness. And how many were just lost, buried like Marci had been, waiting to wake up and look around and wonder where they’d been?

When would she wake up as a thousand-year-old girl I couldn’t even talk to, and I’d lose both Brooke and Marci forever?

“You never used to cry,” said Marci.

“You did that,” I said. “Or my mom did, I guess. You died, and I broke, and now I feel things differently but I … am not really good at it.”

“I’m sorry about your mom.”

“She’s not—” And then another wave of emotion gripped me. “She’s not in there too, is she?”

“No,” said Marci, shaking Brooke’s head. “Nobody took your mom after she left Brooke—whatever new thoughts she had in those few seconds, and whatever she gained from your mom, was all lost in the fire.” She put Brooke’s hand on my face. “I’m sorry.”

I pulled away, slower than before but still deliberate. I couldn’t process this yet: Marci, back again. It had always been a possibility, of course, but I had never dared to think of it because I had never dared to think of Marci. I hadn’t made a healthy personal connection in years, maybe in my whole life, but I had with her, and then I’d lost it, and now to have it back in the worst possible way.…

“Do we have a place to stay?” asked Marci. She looked around at the darkened town; we could see streetlights in the distance, closer to the center, but here on the edge it was lifeless and empty.

“How much do you know?” I asked. “A lot of the memories seem to blend together for Brooke; one personality dominates for a while, but they all seem to share certain—” And then I had to stop because I knew she was only going to leave me again. “How long will you be here?”

“As long as I can be,” she said.

“How long is that?”

She spoke softly. “I don’t know.” She looked away again. “I think it’s like you say: I have some of her memories, but nothing concrete. Impressions, mostly. The last thing I remember clearly was the suicide, when Nobody slit my wrists. But it’s not like I jumped straight from that moment to this one, you know? I’m aware, somehow, that time has passed, and that I’m in another body, and that there are other girls in here with us.”

“Did you … talk to them?”

“It’s not like that,” said Marci, “it’s more of a … I don’t know. I think I was aware of everything Nobody did in my body because it was my body, and I was still in there, but now I’m not … I’m not me, I guess. I’m my memories. Maybe I’m actually Brooke and I only think I’m Marci, but I remember everything—things Brooke never knew, things nobody ever knew—and I feel like me. The body’s weird, I’ll grant you—I was never this thin—but I really feel like me. My personality, my habits, my … self. I guess I just contradicted myself, like, five times in one breath, but … does that make sense?”

“No,” I said quickly, then shook my head and sighed. “But none of this does, and it hasn’t for years.”

“We’re hunting demons, right?” said Marci.

“We were,” I said, “but that’s because Brooke wanted to. If you’re you now—”

“Come on,” said Marci, “remember who you’re talking to. The cop’s daughter and the mortician’s son, together again.” She raised her eyebrows with a mischievous smile, then shrugged. “This isn’t really how I imagined our TV series would go, though.”

“Nothing’s gone the way we wanted,” I said.

Boy Dog wandered toward us, back from exploring the smells of the area, and I gestured toward him. “By the way, this is Boy Dog. Boy Dog, Marci.”

“His name is Boy Dog?”

“I didn’t name him,” I said.

“Obviously you would have gone with Harvey.”

“Obviously.” She knew me better than I remembered.

She crouched down and Boy Dog padded toward her and licked her hands and face. “Good boy,” she said, scratching his ears. “Good Boy Dog. This is…” Her voice trailed off, and she put her hand on the asphalt.

And held it there, seconds ticking by into minutes, closing her eyes and simply … being.

“The road’s warm,” she said at last. “Just a little, but you can feel it. Asphalt traps the heat from the sun. And the breeze is cool, and it smells like … cows.” She laughed, her eyes still closed. “Chlorophyll. I can smell cut grass and motor oil and lilacs. I haven’t smelled a lilac in … how long has it been?”

“Two years,” I whispered.

“Two years.” She stood up slowly, opening her eyes to stare up at the sky. Boy Dog flopped to his belly, resting on her toes protectively. “Two years. The twins’ll be six.”

“You can’t go back.”

Her voice was a hoarse whisper. “I know.” She stared at the sky for a moment longer, then looked at me and wiped her eyes. “Anyway. We’re standing in the middle of the road in the middle of the night, with backpacks that I assume hold all our worldly possessions. Safe to assume we just got here?”

I nodded. “We hitchhiked.”

“So now what?”

I stared at her helplessly. “I can’t do this.”

“Can’t do what?”

“You know what,” I said. “You…” I sighed, feeling like every word was a struggle. “I couldn’t let Brooke get taken over by a demon, and now…”

“I’m not a demon.”

You’re the only person I ever loved, I thought, but I couldn’t say it. I’d only ever said it to her corpse. “You’re one of the most important people in my life,” I said at last. “I want her to be herself, but I want you more than anything, and that’s … this is too much.”

“I won’t be here forever,” said Marci.

“You think that makes this better?”

“We can’t just stand here in the street all night,” said Marci. “I’m guessing we don’t have a place to stay, so do we just … find one? Look for a motel, start knocking on doors—”

“We can’t afford a motel,” I said quickly. “We stayed in one two nights ago.” One hundred and four dollars and eighty-six cents. The money we’d spent that night could have fed us for a week. I bit my lip, pained by the thought of Marci sleeping in the dirt, and tried to talk myself into splurging again. This was a special occasion, right? But no. At the rate Brooke flipped personalities, Marci might not even be around until morning. I rubbed my eyes and pointed toward the empty drive-in theater. “I was going to try that, but if you want to head further into town maybe we can find a … I don’t know. A YMCA or something.”

“In a place this small?” asked Marci. “Come on, John, I’m, like, the outdoor queen. We have a tent?”

“Just open air.”

“Sweet,” she said. “Let’s do this.”

We walked to the gate of the drive-in, and I couldn’t help but study the way she moved. Was she walking like Marci? That slight sway of her hips—was that Marci or had Brooke always walked like that? In my memory Marci would swagger around, sensual and confident. Was that gone now, replaced by Brooke’s physical mannerisms? Or had I exaggerated it all in my mind, remembering a girl who would never walk anywhere, ever again?

The gate was locked and not especially climbable, so we followed the fence around, looking for an easier access point. Despite Marci’s statement that it was the middle of the night, it was only 9:30 or 10 at the latest; if the theater were still in use, there’d have been a movie playing. We found a pair of broken boards in the wooden wall and slipped through to find a wide, flat field full of four-foot metal poles, parking spaces between them. The top of each pole held a small speaker on a curled cord—or at least they did back when the drive-in was still operating; now most of them were broken, dangling, or missing altogether. The inside of the wooden fence was covered with graffiti—no murals or gang signs, just scrawled names and cuss words. The ground was littered with broken bottles.

“Looks like it’s been abandoned for a while,” said Marci.

“And we’re not the only ones to use it since,” I said, looking at the garbage. “Let’s hope we’re the only ones who use it tonight.”

A low brick building stood in the back, just inside the gate, and I walked toward it. “Careful of the glass, Boy Dog,” I said. We walked silently, worried about disturbing other squatters, but I couldn’t imagine a little place like Dillon had a lot of those. The building was closed and locked. It had a metal door, and a wide metal plate with hinges at the top, which I assumed used to swing open for the concession window. The short wall closest to the gate had a ticket window; its glass was broken and the opening was blocked by metal bars. I rattled the padlocks, but they were all solid. “We need a—”

“Whooooooo!”

The loud holler soared across the empty lot, and I looked up just in time to see a glass bottle smash into the ground. Someone had thrown it over the wall, and a figure was coming in through the same fence hole we’d used.

“Stay quiet,” I said, but Boy Dog barked at the intruder. “Dammit.”

“Dog!” shouted a voice, and the figure by the hole stood up abruptly, looking for the animal.

“Since when do they have a guard dog?” asked another voice, and another figure climbed through the hole.

“Get behind the building,” I whispered, but the first figure pointed to us.

“It’s not a guard dog, it’s just more people. Hey, people!” He waved, and a third person came through the hole. “You got any booze?”

“All three male,” said Marci, though I couldn’t see any of them clearly. “Teenage boys, it looks like.”

“Be careful,” I said, watching the figures approach. We were trapped, though they didn’t appear to be intentionally cutting us off—as quickly as my paranoia had thought “someone followed us,” I discarded the idea. This was just three teenage guys out for a good time.

Though that could be just as dangerous.
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Boy Dog barked again, and Marci whispered under her breath, “I don’t like this.”

The three boys walked closer, coming slowly into focus. I guessed they were about our age, probably seniors in high school. The smell of alcohol was strong.

“You guys from Crosby?” asked one of them. He wore a baseball cap, though I didn’t recognize the logo.

I remembered the map I’d used to find Dillon; Crosby was the next town over. “Just passing through,” I said.

“I know Ms. Glassman has family in town,” said the second boy, brushing his long blond hair out of his face. “You guys, like, grandkids or something?”

“Glassman doesn’t have kids,” said Ball Cap. “How’s she gonna have grandkids?”

“She doesn’t have legitimate kids,” said Blondie, “that doesn’t mean she doesn’t have any. It’s like the twenty-first century, man, get out of the dark ages.”

“You’re homeless,” said the third boy. It wasn’t a question, but an observation. Despite the summer warmth he was wearing a dark jacket, though I couldn’t tell what color it was.

“Not homeless,” said Marci carefully, “but you’re right that we don’t have a place to stay. You know of anything here in town?”

“You can stay at my place,” said Blondie, and he grinned wickedly. “I’ll even let you stay in my bed.”

I imagined myself stabbing him in the neck, right under the chin, behind the jaw and up through the skull into his brain. I twisted the knife to the side, and felt the crack of the bones. It was against my rules to entertain those kinds of thoughts and I knew I should push it out of my mind, but this was different—this was a direct threat to Marci, to Brooke, to the two most important people in my life.

“We’re fine,” I said. But I let my right hand hang loosely at my side, ready to stoop and pull my combat knife from where I kept it strapped to my shin, under my pant leg.

“Were you going to sleep here?” asked Ball Cap. “Dude, that’s … that’s kind of awesome. Are you, like, runaways or something?”

“Just travelers,” I said. “Graduated high school last year, didn’t want to start college yet, so we’re just backpacking around for a while.”

“Most people do that in Europe,” said Ball Cap.

“I don’t like flying,” I said.

“This is crazy!” laughed Blondie. “Can you imagine going on vacation to friggin’ Dillon? That’s got to be the worst decision anyone’s ever made.” He jerked his chin at Marci. “Trip not really turning out as awesome as he said it would, am I right?”

Marci smiled. “Actually, Dillon was my idea. I picked it right off the map. Thought it looked cute.”

“Cute,” said Blondie, looking at Ball Cap. “We’re cute.” He turned back to Marci. “I won’t say it was the best decision of your life, but we can show you around if you want. We have a bowling alley, and the guy doesn’t card for beer.”

I had forgotten how smoothly Marci could manipulate people, boys especially. She knew how social interactions worked in a way that I had never understood and still didn’t; she was as good at social deception as Brooke was bad at it. Blondie watched her expectantly. In one sentence Marci had turned his mocking joke into an offer of help.

But Blondie’s help was the last thing I wanted right now. “We’re fine,” I said again. How could we get them to leave, or how could we leave without being followed?

“My name is Corey,” said the boy in the jacket. He pointed his thumb at Ball Cap and Blondie in turn. “This is Paul and Derek.” He looked around at the empty lot, then back at me. “We don’t get a lot of new people in town.”

“I’m Marci,” said Marci, and this is—”

“David,” I said, cutting her off. Marci’s name was fine, but Brooke and I were wanted by the FBI. David was the first name that came to mind, though I realized almost instantly that I had gotten it from David Berkowitz, the Son of Sam. Was that too much of a clue?

I was being paranoid.

My hand itched for the knife.

“So,” said Ball Cap—Paul, the guy said his name was—“this is fascinating to me. You’re just, what, hitchhiking around the country? Were you planning to sleep here?”

“That’s what we were hoping,” said Marci, “but there’s an awful lot of broken glass.”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” said Blondie. Derek. “This place is a pretty common hangout for the kids at school—kind of hidden, kind of isolated. Not everyone’s as cool as the dude at the bowling alley, so this is a great place to get drunk.” He leered at Marci. “A lot of guys bring their girlfriends here too, it’s kind of our Make-out Point.”

“It’s been a really long day,” I said, trying to sound calm. “Do you guys mind—”

“The building is full of broken glass, too,” said Paul, walking to the barred window. “Probably a couple of inches of it; people chuck bottles through the bars all the time.”

“Come on,” said Derek, “it’s early! It’s barely ten o’clock! Corey’s got more beer in his bag, let’s make this a party!”

I looked at Corey, standing so quietly in the back, and realized that he had a backpack I hadn’t seen, hidden in the silhouette of his jacket. He stood a moment, watching us, then slowly shrugged the pack off and handed it to Derek. Was he looking at me or at Marci? Whichever it was, his eyes didn’t leave us for a second.

“Beer!” shouted Derek, and he cracked one open, sucking the suds off the top of the can when it foamed. Paul took another can from the pack and offered it to Marci, but she declined. He held it out to me, and I shook my head.

“Suit yourself,” he said, and he cracked it open.

Derek was chugging his entire can, which was now sticking straight up in the air above his mouth. He gulped it down loudly, then tilted his head down to look at us, smiling broadly. He belched and threw the can to the side, then went immediately for another.

I kept having to remind myself, over and over, that they didn’t mean us harm, that they were just three dumb guys out looking for fun in a small town. I’d grown up in a small town and I knew how boring they could get. Drinking stolen beer at the old drive-in might literally be the most interesting part of their entire week—or least it would have been, if we weren’t here. We were a novelty. Given the opportunity, they’d hang out with us all night. I couldn’t allow that, but I didn’t know how to stop it without starting a fight.

“It’s no fun unless you drink with us,” said Paul, sipping his beer more moderately.

“But they’re not with us,” said Corey. He didn’t seem to speak often, but when he did it was simple and to the point. “They’re just here, purely by chance, and tomorrow they’ll be somewhere else.”

“All the more reason to drink right now,” said Derek, opening his second can. “Man, I wish I was like you guys—free to go anywhere, do anything, just screw all the responsibilities and jobs and whatever the hell other stuff the rest of us are stuck with.” He took a long pull on his beer, then pointed to me with his fingers wrapped around the can. “I bet you just steal stuff all the time, right? Like, whatever you need—pies off windowsills and Doritos off the shelf at a truck stop—because who’s gonna find you? They look up and you’re gone, and you’re never going to see those idiots again.”

“And no one ever sees him again,” said Corey. “Or her.”

They’re not here to hurt us, I told myself again.

“That’s a good point,” said Paul, his speech slightly slurred. Either he’d already been drinking or he didn’t hold his liquor well. “How does this work, like, mechanically? Do you choose where you go? Darcy said she picked this place on purpose—”

“Marci,” said Derek.

“Marci,” Paul corrected himself. “Why come here instead of just going where the cars take you? Like, how does hitchhiking work? Do you ask them to take you somewhere?”

“Have a beer,” said Derek, handing another can to Marci.

“No thank you,” she said again. Her voice was thin and even; she was as uncomfortable as I was.

“Come on,” said Derek, “a hot girl like you needs to loosen up.” He stepped toward her. “Let me help you take that backpack off, it looks way heavy.”

I stepped forward quickly, inserting myself between them, and Derek backed off, holding up his hands in innocence.

“Sorry, wow, touched a nerve there. Didn’t mean to move in on your girlfriend.”

“Please,” Marci whispered, and I knew she was talking to me. Don’t start anything.

“Do you coordinate with somebody?” asked Paul, oblivious to the mounting tension. “Like, does somebody know what route you’re taking? Or is it literally just ‘go where the wind takes you’? Like, does anyone even know where you are?”

“I doubt it,” said Corey.

“Then what the hell is your problem?” demanded Derek, suddenly angry. Hadn’t she gotten him on our side? Weren’t they trying to impress her? Or had they already given up impressing her, and now it was time to punish her for not being interested?

Derek waved his hand at us, taking in our backpacks, our clothes, everything we had in the world. “A couple of homeless nobodies,” he said, “sleeping in the friggin’ Movie Time Theater, and you think you’re better than us? Can’t have a drink with us, can’t even talk to us? You act like you can’t wait for us to leave.”

“Can you blame him?” asked Corey, and this time I knew he was looking at Marci.

Paul giggled, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, as alert to the sudden danger as I would be to a cold breeze.

“Abso-damn-lutely!” shouted Derek, wagging his finger at me before taking another swig from his can. “You’re not an a-hole, you’re just trying to get lucky. You were hoping to tap this chick right here in the theater, while your friggin’ dog watches, and now you can’t because we’re all up in your love nest.” He threw the second beer can and opened a third.

“What’ll you give us if we leave?” asked Paul.

Derek looked at Brooke’s body. “What’ll you give us?”

“I think it’s time for you to go,” said Marci.

“Oh man,” said Derek. “She wants it too. Can’t wait to be alone. Maybe we’ll hang around and listen.”

“Or watch,” said Paul.

Corey was simply smiling, saying nothing.

I could feel my anger growing as they talked, incensed at the way they looked at the Marci, the way they leered and suggested and filled the air with filth. I wanted to hurt them, to make them scream in pain and terror, but then suddenly all my anger was gone, replaced by a cold, clinical calm. I had killed several Withered in the past few years, but only one human. I’d dreamed about it my whole life, or at least since the first time I made the connection between death and the dead. We don’t always think about that connection, as obvious as it sounds, because death is so common in movies and games and stuff, and so sterilized, but it’s like meat: there comes a time when you realize that bacon, for example, is literally the sliced up flesh of a living thing, an animal that used to walk around and do things and enjoy things, and now it’s dead and you cut it into pieces. The body in the casket at your grandfather’s funeral used to be your grandfather, not because of magic but because he died, because something—maybe old age or cancer or a car wreck or a murderer—killed him. I’m fascinated by that moment, that act of turning a live body into a dead one, and eight months ago I got to do it, and it was … nothing and everything all at once. Disappointing and amazing. Not what I thought it would be, but I couldn’t wait to try again. They say your first time having sex is the same way, but I can’t imagine it would have that level of intensity. People have sex all the time, but killing is … rare. Beautiful, in a way, and I know how that sounds, but think about it. It’s like alchemy, a magic transmutation—not just of physical matter but of something ethereal. A spirit or a soul, turned from … something, into something else. I didn’t know what that something was, but I wanted to. I lay awake some nights, most nights really, thinking about it, about how to do it, about how to slow down and do it right, and now here I had three people practically begging for it. What would it be like to shove my knife into Derek’s chest? To cut out Paul’s heart? To peel back Corey’s skin and watch the muscles move underneath it, stretching and contracting and glistening in the starlight—

“Pay attention when I’m talking to you,” said Derek, and I focused my eyes and saw him right in my face, so close I could feel the flecks of spit when he shouted. “There’s three of us and one of you,” he said. His voice came at me through a cloud of beer and halitosis. “How you gonna stop us from taking whatever we want from your little girl here?”

Which one should I start on? I bent down and pulled out my knife, and all three of them backed up in a rush.

I felt a hand on my arm, and looked down to see Brooke’s fingers, travel stained and fragile. “You’re not Potash,” she said. Or was it Marci? Or was it one of the others? The thought made me angry, not being able to tell the difference, and I took a step forward, longing to finish the kill.

“He’s friggin’ nuts,” said Derek.

Brooke’s finger’s tightened on my arm, and I heard her whisper: “You’re not trained.”

Corey’s eyes were wide. “Trained?”

That’s what she’d meant about Potash—not that I wasn’t a killer, but that I wasn’t a trained fighter. This was Potash’s knife and he could have handled three teenage jerks without even breaking a sweat, but I couldn’t. I had no combat training, no hope for a direct confrontation. My style was slow and methodical: to wait, to find a weakness, and then to exploit it with no warning and no chance for a counterattack. I couldn’t win this fight with a knife, and if I used a gun it wouldn’t … I felt my cold rage fading. A gun wouldn’t have the same satisfaction, the visceral thrill that I needed this to have. I felt my emotions receding, backing out of the calm, passing down through the anger, returning to normal. I wasn’t going to hurt them. She had said exactly what I needed, in exactly the way that worked—not protesting, not appealing to rightness or honor, but a simple, pragmatic statement of ability.

“Thank you,” I said. I looked up at the three. “You can go now.”

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Paul.

“Let’s go,” said Corey, and the other two followed like obedient dogs. I’d assumed that Paul was the leader and Derek was the loudmouth buddy, but now I could see that Corey had been in charge all along, quietly manipulating everything the other two had done. It concerned me that I hadn’t seen it. We watched them go, first backing away, then turning and muttering among themselves as they walked the rest of the way to the fence. Derek turned around and shouted a final insult, cussing us out as the others went through the fence, then he followed them out.

“Come over here,” I whispered to Marci, and we walked away from the building, away from the closed wooden gate we’d been standing near. Sure enough, one last beer can came sailing over the fence, then another, then a whole barrage of cans and rocks and gravel, all targeting the spot we’d been standing. After a moment the volley stopped, and I heard them snicker as they ran away.

“Put the knife away,” said Marci. I realized I was still holding it, my knuckles white around the grip.

I looked at it, not knowing what to say. “I wanted to kill them.”

“I know.”

“They were going to hurt you, and then I was going to kill them,” I said, though I knew it wasn’t true. Protecting her had been the impetus, but then the sheer love of death had taken over and Brooke or Marci or whoever it was had stopped being a reason and become an excuse. I wanted to kill them because I wanted to kill. I wanted to stab and slice and destroy.

“We can’t stay here,” said Marci.

“We have to find Attina.”

“I mean here,” she said, gesturing around us, “in this theater. They might come back when we’re asleep, or they might even go to the police.”

“Drunk teenagers don’t go to the police,” I said, still feeling some kind of weird buzz from the experience. An adrenaline high I was only slowly coming down from, and which a part of me didn’t want to let go.

I had them right here.…

I needed to light a fire.

“But the police might find them,” said Marci. “If they get picked up for drunk and disorderly conduct or disturbing the peace or whatever thing they don’t want to get in trouble for, the first thing they’ll do is use us as a distraction, and it will work, because two out-of-town squatters with a big scary knife are exactly the kind of thing that a cop is going to pursue immediately.”

“If he believes them,” I said, though I knew she was right.

“We’re not the kind of story three drunk teens would make up,” said Marci, and I nodded.

“I know.” I put the knife away and started walking toward the hole in the fence. “Let’s see what else we can find to sleep under. Another tree.”

“Another?”

“We slept under a tree last night.”

Marci nodded Brooke’s head. “I remember,” she said, but I couldn’t tell if she did or not. Brooke tried to cover her gaps in memory; maybe Marci did the same. I crawled through the hole, and in the few brief seconds before she followed me, I put my face against the wood of the fence, closing my eyes, trying to know what to do. As if knowing were an act of will. I couldn’t understand her, I couldn’t help her, and now I couldn’t even protect her—and if I ever did, that protection might cause more problems than whatever danger I was trying to save her from.

She deserved more than I could give her.

“John?”

I turned around, and she was standing there, ready to go. I started walking, and she hurried to catch up, reaching for my hand as we walked. I pulled it away, and we walked in silence. After a few blocks we saw a low chain-link fence around a big backyard and what looked like a vegetable garden. I climbed over it as quietly as I could, keeping Marci and Boy Dog in sight, and crept through the furrows looking for food. I stole a pair of tomatoes and three fat summer squash, and we ate them as we walked farther, looking for a safe hiding place to spend the night. We ended up in the narrow space between a sagging fence and an old wooden shed—not a dead end, because I hated being trapped, but the ground was full of undisturbed weeds so I was pretty sure no one would come blundering through in the morning. There didn’t seem to be any animal tracks or droppings, so I figured the owners didn’t have a pet, either. I set up my backpack as an armrest and sat with my back against the shed. I wasn’t sleepy but I was exhausted—my body bone weary, my mind too frantic to relax. Would we be safe here? Would we be safe in the town at all? Where was Attina, and how would we find him, and how would we get to know him well enough to kill him? How long would Marci stay, and which would hurt me more: Marci leaving, or Brooke never coming back? I had to take care of—

Marci sat down next to me—not just sat, but snuggled, pressing her thigh against mine, her side to my side, pulling up my arm so she could rest her shoulder in the crook of it and her head on my chest. “I missed you,” she murmured.

“I missed you too,” I said. I could feel the warmth of her body on mine, acutely aware of the exact location of every part: her left hand on my leg, just inside the knee, her right arm on my wrist, the perfect curve of her hip pressing close to my leg. She turned her head, and her breast brushed my chest, her mouth was just inches from mine.

She leaned in closer and her lips brushed my chin.

Brooke’s lips.

I pulled my head back, turning away from her. “We can’t do this.”

“I haven’t kissed you in two years—”

“It’s not your body,” I said. My arms were shaking and I balled my hands into fists to try to steady them. “It’s not right.”

She let out a breath, long and slow and sad. “Did you…? I guess it makes sense that you moved on after two years, right? You and Brooke, now, I guess?”

“It’s not like that.”

“Somebody else?”

“It’s not your body,” I said. “It’s you inside of it, maybe, but it’s Brooke. If I kiss you I’d be kissing Brooke.”

“And you’ve never kissed her?”

“Of course I’ve never kissed her,” I said, “She’s a … I don’t know. Can’t you see?”

“You’re right,” she said, pulling away from my side. “You’re right, it’s like … date rape or something. It’s like she’s unconscious and we’re using her body.”

“Yeah.”

She pulled her knees up to her chin, wrapping her arms around them. “Well this sucks.”

“I know.”

“I’ve been waiting two years, and now you’re here, but…”

“But you’re not,” I said gently. “Not really.”

“This is stupid,” she said. “This is stupid and it sucks and I hate it. I can’t even … this isn’t even my body, these aren’t even my legs or my arms.” She let go of her knees, swinging her arms wide, like she’d touched something that repulsed her. She stared at her knees for a minute and then stood up, shaking her hands back and forth in a blur. “How do I even walk around like this? How do I even live?”

“I’m sorry.”

“I know, and it’s not—” She pressed her hand into her face, then pulled them quickly away. She was crying. “It’s not your fault,” said Marci. She was silent for a long time, and I hugged myself to stay warm. “How do you sleep, doing all of this? Knowing what you know?”

I shrugged and looked up at the narrow band of stars between the shed and the fence. “Most of the time I don’t.”
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Dillon seemed larger during the day, probably because the light helped fill in the background, adding barns and hills to the middle distance, making the whole thing seem less isolated. The people helped as well. It wasn’t exactly a bustling city, but there were cars on the roads, and people at the stores and churches. I realized that it must be Sunday and wondered if Brooke would insist on going to church, like she sometimes did. As we walked down the only major road in town, looking at the one stoplight far in the distance, we passed a church with a slowly filling parking lot. Brooke didn’t say a thing and I realized she must be somebody else right now.

“Who are you?” I asked.

Brooke raised her eyebrow. “You mean, like, philosophically?”

“I mean, are you Brooke or … Lucinda, or whoever?”

A look of hurt flashed across her face, followed almost immediately by a sinking dejection; she looked down, her shoulders drooped, and she took a slow breath. “Sorry, I should have realized that would be a common question. But it’s still me, it’s still Marci.”

I felt relief and despair and confusion, all at once, and tried to hide my grimace. “You’ve never been one person that long. Not since Fort Bruce, I mean.”

“Dr. Trujillo helped keep her grounded,” said Marci, then stopped in place for a moment, frowning. “Who’s Dr. Trujillo?”

“He was our therapist in Fort Bruce,” I said. “Looks like you’re sharing memories, like we wondered last night.”

I didn’t know how to react to the idea that Marci was here long term. It had been hard enough to come to grips with her sudden appearance, and eventually I’d just given up and focused on solvable problems instead: how to get into the theater, how to get rid of the boys, where to find a new place, what to eat. When Marci had finally gone to sleep I’d laid awake for hours, clenching my fists and trying to sort through the situation, but nothing made sense. I didn’t know what I wanted or how to get it; things had been so much easier when all I’d had to do was plan the next kill. Death was so much easier than life. It made me feel weak to prefer the easy one. I couldn’t even light a fire to ease my tension because I didn’t want those boys or the cops or the gardener to come looking for us. Now it was morning, and I’d hoped the problem of Marci’s presence had solved itself, but here she was, and I was at war with myself. I couldn’t live with her but I never wanted her to leave.

And all the while, Brooke was trapped inside, looking out.

Marci raised Brooke’s hand to a sudden breeze, feeling the cushion of air as it swept past our faces. It would be hot today, I could tell by the sky, but the morning was still comfortable. “I like Brooke’s memories,” said Marci, walking forward again. I kept pace with her, watching the town carefully for signs of trouble—the last thing we needed was for Corey or Paul or Derek to see us. Marci mused out loud: “She had a good life, with a good family. And I mean, so did I, but … now I have more, you know? Now I can remember my happiness and hers, without letting go of either one. It’s like … watching a really happy movie.”

“Brooke’s life hasn’t been a very happy movie,” I said.

“Not all of it,” Marci agreed. “But more of it than you think. We’re eighteen years old and she’s only been chased by demons for three of those years. And there’s gaps in the middle when things were calm, and she … got to be with you.”

“I didn’t mean to drag her into this—”

“I like it,” said Marci, reaching for my hand. “I only knew you—only really knew you—for a few months. She’s known you for years and spent every day with you for the last two of them.”

I had never been a physical person, I was leery of personal contact, but when I’d finally held Marci’s hand all those years ago, it had been one of the simplest, most comforting things I’d ever felt. I looked down now at her hand in mine and tried to conjure up those same emotions, but it was still wrong, just like last night. I pulled my hand away. She looked sad, or I thought she did. I wondered how I looked.

“We need to find a bus station,” I said, trying to bring my mind back to more pressing issues. “I seriously doubt they have one in a town this small, but you never know. Normally I’d ask in a bank, because there are fewer repercussions that way, but nothing’s going to be open on a Sunday.”

“So let’s ask back there,” said Marci, turning and pointing at the church.

“We can’t just ask anybody,” I said, realizing I would have to explain my system. “People in small towns—”

“Are nice,” said Marci.

“Not to outsiders.”

“The ones in a church will be.”

“Why?” I asked. “Because they’re in a church?”

“Have you ever been to church?”

“I lived upstairs from a chapel,” I said. “I can quote the Bible all day. But people don’t go to—”

“Only the verses about death,” said Marci.

I stopped, staring at her. “What?”

“You can only quote the verses about death,” Marci repeated. “And, I assume, resurrection, which is really the same category.”

I wanted to argue with her, but for every counter I thought of, I was able to prove myself wrong before I even said it out loud. Could I quote a verse that wasn’t about death? No. Weren’t those the only verses in the Bible? Of course not; there had to be other verses about other topics, I’d just only ever heard the ones they use in funerals. For a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out. Death. “I’ve never thought about religion enough to take it seriously,” I said. “But I don’t remember you being religious, either.”

“Christmas and Easter,” said Marci. “That’s enough to know that the people in a church are good people.”

“But they don’t go to church because they believe it,” I said. “They go because someone died, or because it’s a holiday, or because they’re a pastor and it’s their job.”

“Is it really that hard for you to accept that some people actually believe in something?” asked Marci. “You believe in things—big, build-your-life-around-them things, just like they do. You believe in the Withered. And death.”

“Death’s not a religion.”

“It is for you.”

I scowled and changed the subject. “You haven’t been driven out of a dozen little towns just like this,” I said. “Brooke and I have. Look at us: we’re filthy, we smell horrible, and even those idiots last night could tell we were homeless—what is an adult going to do the instant he sees us like this?”

“Ask if we need help,” Marci insisted.

“And then call the nearest social worker,” I said. “Which means police, which means official reports, which means the FBI finds us.”

“You just don’t know the right people to talk to,” said Marci, and she pulled me back down the street. “Come on, John, this is a church. Have faith.”

I followed her slowly, resolved to run at the first sign of trouble. We had to stay in the town long enough to find a Withered; we had to lay low and arouse as little suspicion as possible, and I’d already threatened three guys with a knife. We needed to contact the locals, but how much contact could we afford?

The church sat on a corner lot, fronting onto the main street, which we were on, and a small cross street ran alongside it. The parking lot was on the far side from us, by the cross street, and I felt my heart rate speed up as we came around the near fence and saw a handful of people moving from their cars to the building.

“I don’t like this,” I said.

“Trust me,” said Marci.

“I wish you’d let me do this my way,” I said. “Brooke did things my way.”

“No wonder you fell in love with me instead.”

“Don’t say that,” I said, stopping at the corner of the fence.

She looked back at me. “Didn’t you?”

I didn’t want her to assume it, I wanted to say it. I wanted it to be a moment. But I’d only ever said it to her corpse, and saying it to someone who could hear me was something I totally wasn’t ready for.

“I have a system worked out,” I said, changing the subject again. “Exposing ourselves like this feels wrong.”

“That’s because it hurts,” said Marci. “You’re not used to it. It’s risky and that hurts. But sometimes the thing that hurts most is the right thing to do.”

I sighed. “Fine.”

“So relax,” said Marci. “Talking is what I do. I haven’t done it in two years, and I’m dying to get … Sorry.” She grinned sadly. “Poor choice of words.”

I expected her to take us straight up the front walk to the main door, but instead she pulled me along the fence, across the lawn, and down the narrow passage between the side wall and the fence. We reached the back and came around the corner, bypassing another door and reaching the rear corner of the parking lot without running into anyone. Marci put a hand on my chest, holding me back, and whispered.

“Wait.”

More people arrived in trucks and small cars: men in cowboy hats and bolo ties; women in bright blouses and floral skirts; little kids in dresses and collared shirts, their hair slicked and combed. I didn’t know what Brooke was waiting for, so I watched the crowd and the way they moved, the way people smiled at neighbors or snapped at an unruly child.

“What if there’s no Withered at all?” she asked softly.

“This town is where Brooke said to go.”

“And is there always a Withered everywhere she says?”

I shook my head. “Her information is old. Some of them haven’t had contact with each other in decades. Even if Attina was here once, he might have left.”

“So then what do we do?”

I watched the people walking into church. Was it one of them?

“We leave,” I whispered.

“And go where?”

“I don’t know.”

Soon the crowd thinned out, and I figured the meeting was either starting soon or had already started and these were the last few stragglers. An old woman pulled up in a wide sedan, her head tilted up so she could see over the dashboard. Marci pulled me out of the shadows.

“Here we go,” she said. “Don’t do anything creepy.”

“Give me a little credit.”

“I’m teasing.” She walked toward the old woman, reaching her just as she was getting out of her car. “Let me help you.” Marci held out her hand, and the old woman smiled and grasped it delicately, pulling herself out of the seat with a grunt.

“Thank you, young lady.” The woman was short and plump, her hair mostly white, flecked here and there with gray. She turned back to reach for her purse, and Marci held the car door open.

“I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am,” said Marci, “but we just got into town, and we don’t really know anybody.”

The woman smiled. “Well, dear, you’ve come at a beautiful time. Dillon in June is absolutely lovely.” She closed the car door and faced us directly, getting her first really good look at our faces and clothes. I braced myself for a judgmental stare followed by a lecture or a curt dismissal, but instead she smiled again. “My,” she said, “you’re so young! It’s nice to meet you, dear, what’s your name?”

“Marci,” said Marci, smiling back.

“Everyone in there will call me Mrs. Potter,” said the woman, “but please just call me Ingrid. It’s not my name, but I like it so much.”

“I … okay,” said Marci, apparently as surprised as I was by the comment. The old woman laughed.

“Of course it’s my name, it’s just a joke I like to tell because so many people don’t. I’ve always loved it, but then, I got it from my grandmother, and I always loved her—and I figured any man who didn’t like my name wasn’t worth chasing anyway, no matter how good he looked in his uniform.” She laughed again and looked at me. “And you, young man, what’s your name?”

“David,” I said, sticking to the same fake name I’d used the night before. I watched the woman in awe, wondering how Marci had managed to pick exactly the right person to talk to: she was kind, she was accepting or somehow ignorant of how filthy we were, and with the last few churchgoers streaming into the building, we were practically alone. If Ingrid was willing to talk, we could get all kinds of information out of her without raising any alarms or red flags.

“Like I said before,” said Marci, “we’re new here and we don’t know anyone. Do you mind if we sit with you at church today?”

“No,” I said, “we can’t—”

“He’s a little embarrassed that we haven’t had a chance to clean up,” said Marci, shushing me with a finger on my lips. I backed away from the contact but stayed silent. “Normally we’d never go to church without dressing up—he looks so handsome in a shirt and tie—but I think if we were sitting with someone nice, it might help us feel a little less self-conscious.”

“Oh, for crying out loud,” said Ingrid, “is that all you’re worried about? Half the boys in there can’t be bothered to cut their hair, let alone comb it. You’ll be fine.” She grabbed Marci’s arm and started walking toward the door. “Stick with me, and if anyone starts anything, I’ll fight them off with a cane.”

“You don’t have a cane,” said Marci, looking back at the car. “Should we go back and get it?”

“Oh, I don’t use a cane,” said Ingrid. “But we’re going to sit next to Beth and hers has a great big handle on the end. It fell on my foot once and I limped all day.”

“We can’t go inside,” I said, as firmly as possible. “We have a dog.”

“So does Pastor Nash,” said Ingrid. “Come on!”

I clenched my teeth, following them with Boy Dog at my heels. This was stupid—this was reckless and dangerous and completely unnecessary. We could have asked all the questions we needed right there in the parking lot, then disappeared into a back street and never seen Ingrid again. Why expose ourselves like this? Ingrid walked to a bench near the back, where a skinny, wrinkled woman with a blue dress and a matching hat sat. There was even a flower on it. She had a cane, so I assumed this was Beth; she moved it for us and Ingrid sat down, pulling Marci with her. I sat on the end of the pew, shrugging off my backpack, and Boy Dog flopped gratefully to the floor.

I leaned close to Marci and whispered: “What are you doing?”

“We’re going to be in Dillon for a while, right? I’m establishing connections.”

“They don’t want to connect with us,” I said. “We’re dirty and weird and we’re here to kill someone.” I said the last part so softly even I could barely hear it. “Don’t think I haven’t tried churches before—you ask them for information, and they give it because they’re polite, but then they call their friends, and their friends call their friends, and soon everyone is going to know about the creepy vagrants slinking around town.”

The man in the pew in front of us turned and glared; the pastor was droning on in the front of the room. I lowered my voice again, making sure absolutely no one could understand a word we were saying. “Getting shunned is a best-case scenario now—worst case: someone files a report or looks us up on a missing-persons database.”

“So don’t slink around town,” Marci whispered back, “and people won’t have anything to warn each other about. And if all you do is ask a bunch of questions and leave, it’s no wonder people get suspicious. Church is about community: if you take from it, they resent you, but if you participate they protect you. We’re part of the group now—”

“Shhhh!” We looked over and saw Beth raising a shaky finger to her lips. Several other people were glaring at us as well; they couldn’t hear what we were saying, but they didn’t want us whispering. I nodded and closed my mouth, staring at the pastor but ignoring his words while I analyzed our situation. Marci might be right—if we had to stay in Dillon for a while, being part of the community might make a lot of things easier, even if it did expose us. In the past we’d always stayed on the edges, studying things from the outside, trying to make sure that no one saw or heard us enough to think twice about us. But that strategy meant that when they did think about us it was always bad. This way we’d stay more visible, more present in people’s minds, but they’d be more likely to think well about us, as friends or neighbors instead of suspicious travelers. It made me nervous, but these days everything made me nervous. I couldn’t hunt demons and run from more demons and keep a low profile and pump people for information and find food and take care of a dog and a crazy girl all at the same time without something starting to crack. Even just sitting here, in an air-conditioned building, felt like a luxury, and that only made me more nervous. I couldn’t afford to relax; I had to stay focused. For all I knew the demon was right here in this room, and more demons were converging on the building. I had to be alert and ready.

I closed my eyes, forcing myself to surrender, just for a moment, and relax. I didn’t have to do everything, all the time, completely by myself. Marci was showing herself to be just as competent as I remembered, maybe even more so, and even Brooke had surprised me with her cleverness in Yashodh’s farmhouse. I needed to treat them … or her … like a partner and not a burden. I had to let go.

I opened my eyes, checking the windows and the doors with one quick sweep of my head. Letting go sounded good in theory, right up until we were captured or killed. I could relax when our enemies were dead.

The sermon went on for about a half an hour, interspersed with hymns that sounded every bit as dirgelike as the ones we’d sung in the mortuary. When the meeting ended we split into groups, the kids going to a basement room and the adults breaking out into groups for Sunday school. I even saw Corey, but if he saw us he didn’t say anything. We stayed with Ingrid, and she introduced us to her friends, most of them as old as she was. The pastor walked over to shake our hands as well, and we lied our way through a minute or two of small talk while our dogs sniffed each other’s butts. I mostly stayed quiet, speaking only to answer direct questions, letting Marci charm the crowd with her easy wit and Brooke’s clear smile. Most of the questions were simple—where were we from, why were we in town—and we answered them with the same vague story about taking a year off from college. Then the pastor asked the question I’d been dreading:

“Do you have a place to stay?”

It meant he’d seen how dirty we were and guessed we’d slept outside last night. It meant he knew we were homeless, and despite our stories, he was worried for our well-being. He might even be wondering if someone missed us, if our parents knew where we were, if we’d run away from something terrible and needed help, or even from something good because we were too young and foolish to see it for the blessing it was. Adults who were scared of me made my job harder, but adults who tried to help could make my job impossible.

Before we’d gone to Baker, we’d spent two months in a town called Bunnell, close enough to a state park that it had a campground right outside of town. We’d gotten a tent from one of Potash’s depots, so we’d set it up in the campground and explained our long-term presence that way, which had been enough for most people to ignore us. Dillon didn’t have anything like that, and it was much smaller than most of the town’s we’d visited, so I didn’t think I could fall back on my “staying with a cousin” excuse. Everyone in this town was likely to know everyone else.

“We’re just passing through,” I said. “We’re doing fine.”

“You don’t have a place to stay?” asked a woman on the edge of the circle. “Does that mean you don’t have anything to eat?”

“We’re fine,” I said, feeling like a noose was tightening around our necks. “Thank you, but we’re actually totally set up, and you don’t need to worry about us at all—”

“Ridiculous,” said the woman. She was younger than the others, with black hair that had only just started to gray, strands of wispy silver floating above the rest like a halo. “You’re eating at my house today. I made a bacon-pecan pie last night, and it’d be a downright shame if I had to eat it all myself.”

“I’m vegetarian,” I said quickly.

“All the more for me,” said Marci, and she turned to the woman. “Thank you, that’s incredibly kind.”

“It’s the least I can do for a fellow child of God,” said the woman, putting out her hand. “Sara Glassman, it’s nice to meet you.”

“She’s the librarian,” said Ingrid. “Used to run the bookstore, but nobody in this town buys books, so they closed it five years ago.”

“That was when the new highway bypassed us,” said Beth. “We used to be right on—”

“That was fifty years, not five,” said Ingrid. “She gets lost in the past sometimes.”

“I know how she feels,” said Marci, and she looked at me with wide, helpless eyes. She looked scared, and I knew in an instant that she had flipped again—Marci had gone and a new personality had taken over, completely unaware of where we were or what we were doing.

Marci was gone.

I’d lost her again.


 

8

Marci was gone.

I struggled for words, sad and broken, furious that I had to go through this again and feeling more guilty than I could stand over the fact that I would even dare to think about myself instead of the girl standing in front me. She was lost and scared and she needed a friend, she needed some kind of stability, and here I was too gutted by a surge of emotions to even figure out who she was. I hated emotions so much—all they ever did was get in the way—and now look at me, thinking about myself again. I had to help her.

She was someone who recognized me, that much seemed clear. Was it Brooke? I almost said her name, but stopped. The people in the church knew her as Marci, and I didn’t want to make them suspicious.

“Marci, dear,” said Ingrid, “are you all right?”

“Marci,” said Brooke, and her eyes never left me, melting slowly from confusion to pity. “Oh, John, I’m so sorry.”

So much for quelling suspicion, but at least now I knew it was Brooke—she was the only other personality who knew about Marci.

“Who’s John?” asked Ingrid. I shook my head.

“She needs medicine,” I said, grabbing Brooke’s arm. Medicine was a great excuse because nobody wanted to argue with it and few people knew enough about medicine to ask probing questions. It would explain her confusion, I hoped, but mostly it would get us out of there—and I had to get out of there fast. “Thank you for letting us sit with you,” I mumbled. “Have a good day.” I didn’t want to make a scene but I couldn’t stay there for another minute. I needed air. Brooke followed without argument.

“Is something wrong?” asked the pastor.

“She just needs her medicine,” I said again. “We’re fine, thank you.”

“Number 42 Beck Street,” Ms. Glassman called out after us. “Lunch’ll be ready at noon.”

I picked up my pace once we got outside, turning away from the main road to try to lose myself in the side streets, to get as far away from everyone as I could. Paul was in the parking lot, leaning against a car. He stared at us in shock as we walked past.

“Hey, Marci,” he managed, just as we rounded the fence and hurried out of sight.

“How long was I gone?” asked Brooke. “Does the whole town know us?”

“Yes,” I growled. “It was stupid to go in there, it was stupid to meet everyone, it was stupid to…” I walked faster, nervous and scared and angry all at once. “Everything is stupid. Everything is wrong and I don’t know what I’m doing, and I’m—” I stopped, closing my eyes, freezing in place on the sidewalk. I couldn’t talk like this; I was talking like Brooke did before a suicide attempt. I had to help her, not set her off.

I took a deep breath and turned, finding her standing behind me with deep concern etched into her face.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “everything’s fine.”

“You’re not fine.”

“I’m just a little frazzled, but we’re okay. You’re okay.”

“How long was I Marci?”

“Just last night and this morning,” I said, trying to slow my breathing. My hands were shaking, and I clenched them into fists. “We’ve only been in town for thirteen hours at the most. You’re fine.”

“But you’re not,” she said again, and she stepped toward me, reaching for my face. “I’ve always known Marci might come out and I knew that it would be hard for you—”

“Don’t touch me,” I said, shying away from her hand. “Why do you all keep trying to touch me?”

“Because that’s what humans do when we’re sad,” said Brooke. “We comfort each other.”

I folded my arms tightly across my chest. “Just stop … touching me, I can’t handle this right now, okay?”

“You hold me when I need it,” she said softly, stepping toward me again. “You know that it helps with my episodes to have a hug or a touch or some kind of physical contact.” She put her hand on my arm. “Let me do the same for you—”

“I’m not having an episode,” I said, wrenching away from her, “I’m just trying to—I don’t know!”

“What do you think an episode is if not this?”

“She was supposed to be dead,” I said.

Brooke watched me for a moment, parsing this sudden change in direction. “Most people would beg for a chance to talk to their dead.”

“Most people haven’t done it,” I said.

“I thought you loved her.”

“Stop using that word!” I shouted. I looked around, worried that people would hear us, that people would look out their windows and watch us, that Paul would come around the corner and start talking to us again. I needed to run, not toward anything, but just run, as fast as I could. I squeezed my arms tighter around my chest.

“You’re having a panic attack,” said Brooke. “Dr. Trujillo taught me about them. Take a deep breath or you’ll hyperventilate.”

“An hour ago you didn’t even remember Dr. Trujillo.”

“Is that supposed to hurt me?”

“Of course not,” I said, closing my eyes and crouching on the sidewalk. “I never want to hurt you, I’m sorry, but I can’t…” I didn’t know what to say.

I heard Brooke’s shoes scraping on the pavement, felt the soft puff of her breath as she crouched next to me. “You can’t what?”

“Nothing you can help me with.”

“Just saying it out loud can help.”

I shook my head. “Marci was the most important thing in my life.”

“I know.”

“Now you are,” I whispered.

She paused a moment. “I know.”

“And I can’t have one without losing the other.”

I heard footsteps and opened my eyes to see the pastor walking toward us with my backpack in one hand and Brooke’s in the other. We’d left them in the church. I stood up, grateful that I hadn’t been crying—and then a part of me grew disturbed that I hadn’t been crying and filed it away as another inhuman fault. “Thank you,” I said, trying to keep my voice from trembling. “We’d just noticed we’d forgotten them.” It wasn’t true; it was another knee-jerk lie. Why did I do that?

“Are you okay?” he asked again. “Is there something I can do?”

“No thank you,” I said, taking the pack. What if he’d looked through it? What if he’d found the gun, or my notes about the Withered? What if he’d found something that could link us to our real identities?

“You said she needed medicine,” said the pastor softly, “but you don’t look well, either.”

“I’m just sad, is all.” That was true enough, though I realized that might be the first time I’d ever admitted the emotion out loud. “Someone very close to us died.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said the pastor. “Is that why you’re … traveling?” He’d hesitated just a moment before saying the final word. What had he almost said instead? Running? Hiding? He’d definitely guessed that our story wasn’t true.

“David and I…” Brooke said the names carefully, as if she were testing strange waters with her toe. “Our friend passed away last week—my friend, his brother. John.”

“Something you said in there reminded us of him,” I said, continuing the story. “That’s all.”

He eyed us carefully. “Is there something I can do to help? Even if it’s just listening while you talk about it?”

“‘For a time is coming,’” I quoted, “‘when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.’”

“John 5,” said the pastor. “Verses twenty-eight and twenty-nine.”

“What if they’re trapped?” I asked. “What if they can’t rise to go anywhere?”

He paused a moment, as if he was trying to figure out what I was really asking, the question behind the question. “The world is full of terrible things,” he said at last, “but I’ve never seen anything so terrible it could stop God from saving his own child.”

“Sure you have,” I said, thinking of the Withered hiding somewhere in this tiny, idyllic community. “You just didn’t recognize it.”

“Where is Beck Street?” asked Brooke, then she tilted her head. “Or do I know that already?”

She was getting flighty again, losing her grip on the real world as the other girls’ memories bubbled up to the surface.

“Still needs her medicine,” I said, but all I could think was He’s going to turn us in. He’s worried, he thinks we’re lost and sick and ran away from home, and he’s going to call the police. How could I put him at ease?

He nodded, looking at us a moment longer, then pointed behind us. “It’s that next street—we don’t have many, so it’s easy to find the one you want. Runs parallel to Main Street, where the church is. Turn left toward the center of town, and Sara Glassman’s house is about three blocks down.”

“Thank you,” I said, and I looked at the sky. “Just past eleven o’clock, it looks like?”

He pulled out a phone to check the time. “11:13.”

“Then I’m late for a phone call,” I said, concocting a lie that I hoped would keep him mollified. “My mother’s kind of nervous, us being out here like this, so she wants me to call every day at eleven to let her know we’re okay.” Adults didn’t usually take teens at their word, but sometimes all it took to calm them was to mention another adult. They respected imaginary authority more than the children right in front of them.

“Where did you say you were from?” asked the pastor. Was he genuinely trying to remember or was he testing us? I hadn’t said anything, but Marci had. Stilton, or Stetson, or something like that. I’d only been half listening.

“Stillson,” said Brooke.

“That’s right,” said the pastor, nodding. “I remember now. And you please remember, please: if there’s anything you need, I’m right there in the chapel.”

“Thanks,” I said, and I waved politely as he turned to walk back to the church. His dog and Boy Dog sniffed their farewells.

“Okay,” said Brooke, turning to me. “Let’s talk about this—”

“Let’s don’t,” I said, putting on my backpack. “I’m fine now.”

“But we need to…” She trailed off as I turned away, ignoring her. I didn’t know if she was respecting my wishes or just too cowed to continue.

We walked to Beck Street and followed it slowly, staying in the shade of the trees on the lawns. There was no sidewalk here, just one block away from Main Street, so we walked through the gravel on the side of the road, listening to it crunch beneath our feet. We identified Sara Glassman’s house but walked past it, looking for somewhere to kill time without being close to other people. This turned out to be nearly impossible in a town that small; there were so few people around we stood out anywhere we went. The few people we did see waved and seemed friendly enough, but I wanted to get out of sight. Finally we found a culvert adjacent to a narrow stretch of lawn and a giant weeping willow, the branches so long and heavy that they reached to the ground. We pushed our way through the leaves like a curtain of chi beads, and found a small space in the center that felt isolated from the rest of the town.

“Hey,” said Derek, who was sitting on the edge of the culvert. “It’s you again.”
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“I figured you left town,” said Derek.

There was something in the way he said it—not just with surprise, but eagerness. He was excited to see us again. He’d been looking for us.

“You went back to the drive-in,” I guessed.

“What happened last night?” asked Brooke.

I wished she hadn’t said that, exposing her lack of memory, but Derek seemed to misinterpret her meaning.

“I just wanted to see if you were still there,” he said. He was sitting on the culvert—a big cement opening leading out into the ditch. His feet were up on the metal grate at the mouth of the hole, but as he spoke he shifted his weight, leaning back toward the hollow space I couldn’t see on the far side of the culvert. If it were me, I’d have a weapon hidden there. Did he?

“Paul wanted to call the cops,” he continued. “But he’s an idiot, and once we convinced him he was too drunk to talk to any cops, we got him back to his house and in through his bedroom window. Corey told me to leave you alone, but he’s always telling us what to do, so screw him. By the time I got back there you were gone.”

“What did you want?” I asked.

He just smiled and rapped his knuckles on the cement culvert.

How quickly had he come back? That would tell me everything I needed to know; if it was quick, then he’d been trying to catch us before we went to sleep, either because he thought we’d be making out or because he wanted to finish the fight I’d almost started. If he’d waited a few hours and come back when he knew we’d be asleep … well, there were several things that might mean and none of them were good.

“My name is Marci,” said Brooke, though I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why. Was she actively trying to tell him she had mental issues? I said the first thing I could think of so she wouldn’t keep talking.

“Did you have a gun?”

He didn’t answer, and I knew that he had. He’d come back looking for us, drunk and angry and armed. I saw myself stabbing him again, like a strobed image flashing in my mind, and took a deep breath to calm myself. I put my hand on Brooke’s arm, subtly guiding her back out of the tree. “Let’s go.”

“You want to see it?” asked Derek.

Brooke froze, and I looked back at Derek. His guilty smirk had turned into a wicked grin and he reached behind the culvert and pulled out a hunting rifle—not a handgun but a full, meter-long rifle. It seemed insane, but I supposed it was the only gun he had quick access to. He worked the bolt action, showing a long, bright bullet in the chamber, then pointed it at us. “I killed four deer last year; two does and two buck. Had to tell the ranger they were my dad’s, because that’s over the limit for a youth license and I was still just seventeen.” I watched his eyes, wondering if he felt the same thrill in killing that I did, but I saw was nothing there but anger. His lips curled back in a sneer as he spoke, trying to terrify us with his monologue. “One of the bucks was four points,” he said, “but the other was twelve point, one forty-two net score, so it’s not quite trophy level, but we hung it on the wall anyway. I skinned them myself, and we’re still eating the meat nine months later. You ever skinned a deer?”

“No,” I said simply.

“There’s way more blood than you think there’s going to be,” he said. “I was drenched in it. So please, don’t assume for one second that I’m too squeamish to pull this trigger right now.”

“Please don’t,” said Brooke.

I shrugged. “He won’t.”

“I told you,” said Derek angrily, “I’m not afraid of some little pissant with a knife.”

I thought about the knife and how much I wanted to use it right now, but I calmed myself. Scaring him would only give him the excuse he needed to pull the trigger. If I didn’t give him that excuse, he’d never dare. He didn’t want to kill us, just freak us out.

So instead of scaring him, I got to make fun of him. And I was ready to tear something apart.

“I don’t think you’re afraid to do it,” I said. “As much as it shocks all three of us to hear this, I think you’re too smart.”

He raised the gun a bit, scowling. “You want to say that again?”

“You’re too smart,” I repeated. “Maybe not smart enough last night, drunk and embarrassed and out in the middle of nowhere, which is why you’re lucky we were gone, or there’d be a cop collecting forensic evidence right now, tracing the bullets in our corpses right back to your rifle. Lucky for all of us, then. But now, today, in the middle of this bustling metropolis, not twenty yards from the nearest house, even you of all people are too smart to shoot us. They wouldn’t even have to collect forensic evidence because this whole town would see you running from the scene. And you wouldn’t be able to argue self-defense because we’re unarmed and just came from church. So no, I don’t think you’re smart enough to have thought this through, and I don’t think you’re smart enough to have avoided this situation without my help, but now that I’ve explained it all in short, easy words, yeah, I think you’re smart enough not to kill us.”

He growled. “You don’t know anything about me—”

“What?” I asked, cutting him off. “Were you about to argue with me about how you actually are that stupid? Go ahead—I’m excited to hear this. Tell us all about how stupid you are—”

The gun fired, and my bravado turned to mindless terror in an instant, deafened by the blast. I scrambled backward through the willow branches, hands and feet churning the wet grass to mud. Brooke was already outside of the tree when I got there, running for safety, but she turned around to help me to my feet. We ran, too scared to stop and check ourselves for injuries, and all I could remember was Derek’s face, laughing and laughing.

In hindsight, I didn’t actually think he was going to chase us. He shot once to scare us, probably confident that, with no bodies or actual damage, he could talk his way out of whatever trouble he got into, saying it was only an accident. Or maybe people shot off guns in this town all the time and he wouldn’t get in any trouble at all. But in the moment I was too scared to think clearly, still coming down from the emotional overstimulation I’d been going through all day, so we ran straight to the first safe haven we could think of: 42 Beck Street.

“Wait,” said Brooke on the porch, grabbing my hand. She was bent over, her other hand on her knee, gasping for breath, and I had to stop and do the same. She looked behind us. “He’s not chasing us. Let’s take a minute.”

“Be quiet then,” I whispered. I studied the front of the house. “She’ll hear us and come out.” I hated Derek so much in that moment I could have screamed.

Boy Dog had somehow kept pace with us and now he was prowling back and forth across the porch, growling and darting his head at every new sound. He was just as scared as we were.

The house was smallish. It had a wooden porch big enough to hold a pair of rocking chairs and windows on either side of the door. There was car in the driveway, which hadn’t been there when we’d passed the place earlier; it was old, and the brownish paint was flaking off in a pattern that looked surprisingly organic, like an alien beast crouching in the shade.

“This is someone from church?” asked Brooke.

I nodded. “Sara Glassman. She…” I paused, suddenly remembering something. “Those three dirtbags last night mentioned a Ms. Glassman; they said she had relatives in town.”

“So?”

“So today when she invited us she said she’d made a pie and that she didn’t want to eat it alone. If she has relatives in town she’s not alone, so someone is lying.”

Brooke panted a moment longer, then shook her head. “About a pie?”

“I’m … just nervous, is all. It’s probably nothing, I know. But if I jump at enough shadows I’ll eventually jump at something real and save our lives.”

“Is that why you just mouthed off to an asshat with a rifle?”

I peered at her more closely. “Marci?”

She shook her head. “Still Brooke.”

“You don’t talk like that very often.”

“I don’t get shot at very often.”

I nodded. “Considering how often our lives in danger, that’s pretty surprising.”

“Don’t go back and hurt him,” she said.

“What?” I straightened up, finally breathing at a normal rate. “Why would I go back?”

“Because he hurt you,” said Brooke. “And you don’t like it when people hurt you.”

It wasn’t me that I worried about, it was her. For daring to threaten her I’d cut Derek into a thousand pieces, I’d stab and slice and chop and mince until there was nothing left, nothing even recognizable as a mammal, let alone a human, but …

 … then what? What would I do after his danger was gone, and another rose up to take its place. Just kill again? And what after that? I couldn’t just murder my way to peace. There would always be another danger.

What would I give to just disappear back onto the road? To stick out my thumb and be gone again, leaving only a fading memory of Those Weird Kids Who Came To Church.

We’d had nothing but trouble since we’d gotten here. Since Marci had gotten here. I took a deep breath, then shook my head. “It’s free food,” I said, addressing my own doubts out loud. “We’ll take that wherever we can get it; no sense running. And it can’t be any worse than anything else that’s happened today.”

Brooke nodded. “What kind of pie?”

The door opened, and Ms. Glassman beamed from the doorway. “I thought I heard voices out here! Come on in, I’m so glad you came! Oh, and you brought your adorable dog!”

“Thank you,” said Brooke, smiling politely. We passed inside while Ms. Glassman held the door. The house smelled delicious.

“Did you get your medicine okay?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Brooke, lying better than usual. “I’m feeling much better.”

Ms. Glassman crouched to scratch Boy Dog’s head. “What’s his name?”

“Boy Dog,” I said. “We didn’t name him.”

“Ha! You can leave your packs on the couch,” said Ms. Glassman, pointing to a sagging sofa. She bustled into the kitchen, and I took the chance to study the room—art on the walls, mostly nature scenes, and a pair of old black-and-white photos hanging over the mantel. There were no other photos. “Is it a mental thing?” she called from the other room.

“Depression,” said Brooke. “It comes and goes, but I’m okay now.”

“I’m sorry to hear it,” said Ms. Glassman. “My aunt was like that, but this was back in the day, when they didn’t consider things like depression to be a condition. It was just a thing that you felt and got over. I’m just guessing, of course, but I kind of wish she’d had some of the modern medicines like yours. Coke or apple?”

“What?” I stepped into kitchen and saw her setting the table with thick ceramic dishes.

“To drink,” she explained. “My brother buys this apple soda all the time, and I’ve still got some in the fridge. But I have Coke, too, if you’d rather.”

“Apple sounds great,” said Brooke.

“Just water for me,” I said.

“Absolutely,” said Ms. Glassman. “You can wash up in the sink there.”

We obediently washed our hands, and I counted the settings at the table: only three. I still couldn’t help myself from looking around the house for more people.

“Have a seat,” she said, dishing some kind of green vegetable from a saucepan to a serving dish. “You said you were vegetarian, so I made beet greens. It’s a southern thing, which we don’t do a lot of in these parts, but I used to have family out that way, so I picked up a few recipes.” She set the dish on the table and sat down, licking her fingertips. “Ready?”

“Is it just the three of us?” I asked.

“Just the three of us,” she said. “Were you expecting more?”

“One of the kids in town told me you had relatives visiting.”

“You make friends quickly,” said Ms. Glassman. “But don’t worry—Luke left yesterday. And he’s a total bore, so you’re lucky.” She started dishing out beet greens, and Brooke did the same with a bean salad in the center of the table. There was ham as well, though I didn’t take any, and warm rolls and a green salad that seemed like it was mostly just lettuce and cucumbers. I wondered how the rolls could be warm—she hadn’t had time to bake them since church, and it seemed strange that she would have baked a whole batch just for herself, before she’d even invited us.

“Marci,” said Ms. Glassman kindly. “Would you say grace?”

“Of course,” said Brooke, and bowed her head and asked for God’s permission or forgiveness or whatever you’re supposed to ask for in a prayer. Ms. Glassman put a slab of ham on a plate for Boy Dog, and then we started eating, but I couldn’t concentrate on my food—all I saw was their forks jabbing into the ham, their knives slicing it open, the flesh separating under the blades, and I thought about Derek and everything I wanted to do to him.

I needed to burn something. It was my only release valve when the pressure built up like this.

“Dillon is lovely,” said Brooke.

“Thank you,” said Ms. Glassman. “Most visitors complain about how tiny it is, but we love it. What else do we need, anyway?”

“We come from a small town as well,” said Brooke. “Not this small, but still. I couldn’t wait to get out when we were in school, but now I miss it.”

I looked at her while I chewed, trying to guess if she was talking about Clayton or some medieval village lost to time.

“Small towns are the best,” said Ms. Glassman. “Big cities are noisy, they’re dirty, they’re full of crime.” She punctuated each word with a short stab of her fork. “I drove through Tulsa once and thought I was going to get mugged at every stoplight. I can’t even imagine going to a bigger place like New York.”

“It’s not as bad as people say,” said Brooke. “Yes it is.”

I looked at her again, wondering if she had just switched personalities in midsentence.

“Ha!” laughed Ms. Glassman. “I know how you feel, I argue with myself all the time. David, honey, how are those beet greens working out for you?”

“They’re delicious,” I said and I meant it. Either she was an excellent cook, or I was starving. Probably both. I took another bite, feeling even hungrier now that my body remembered what it had been missing, but as I chewed I started preparing some questions. This is why we’d gone to church in the first place, and now it was time to cash in that goodwill we’d earned and get some information.

I swallowed. “Every town is dangerous, though,” I said. “Even Stillson had a crime problem.”

“Not Dillon,” said Ms. Glassman. “Last year I lost the key to the library so I couldn’t lock up, and after freaking out all afternoon I decided to just close the door and pretend I was locking it and hope. Nothing happened. I didn’t find that key again until the carpet cleaner moved my desk three months later—the front door was just unlocked for three whole months—and we didn’t have a single break-in.”

“Do people ever break into libraries?” asked Brooke. “You get the books for free anyway.”

“And most of this town isn’t even interested in that,” said Ms. Glassman, slicing off another bite of ham.

Derek’s heart, parting in two under the blade of my knife.…

“… but I mentioned this story to Bill Taylor, who runs the Terryl’s, and he told me the same thing happened to him the year before.”

“Terryl’s is a … hairdresser?” Brooke asked.

“Grocery store,” said Ms. Glassman. “Same story: not a single thing stolen. Not one grape.”

“Then what about that gunshot we heard?” I asked, using the incident to press her further. There was a Withered in town, or at least there used to be, and though it probably wasn’t Derek I had to get her talking about danger. Something here was dangerous. “Right before we got here? It sounded like a hunting rifle.”

“Oh that happens all the time,” she said. “But folks around here are gun people from way back, and we know what we’re doing. Except for that one time five years ago when Clete Neilson shot himself in the foot there hasn’t been a single gun-related injury since … well since the Old West, I suppose. And Clete was drunk, so it’s his own dumb fault.”

“What about non-gun-related injuries?” asked Brooke.

Ms. Glassman laughed. “My, you two are morbid, aren’t you?”

Brooke laughed, which was perfect, because a laugh was exactly what the situation needed and I could never make it look natural. We needed her to keep talking about this—she was presenting Dillon as some kind of quiet paradise, where nothing ever went wrong, but that couldn’t be true if there was a Withered here. We still didn’t know what Attina could do, or how or why, but even a Withered who didn’t kill—like Yashodh or Elijah—still caused problems. Elijah was an outright good person, and actively tried to help people and avoid problems, but he still couldn’t survive without a constant stream of death. Even if other people caused it, the Withered needed death. They fed on us like parasites, and yet Dillon seemed completely healthy.

We’d come to Dillon because the memories Brooke had gained from Nobody located a Withered here decades ago, but what if it had left? The highway had bypassed the town, just like it had a thousand other little towns across the country, and the population had dwindled. There was no way the tiny population of Dillon could support a drive-in theater today. So the people had left, and the Withered had left with them. Dillon wasn’t a viable food source anymore.

“These rolls are wonderful,” said Brooke. “Did they just come out of the oven?”

“Thank you, dear,” said Ms. Glassman. “That’s so sweet. I mixed the batch this morning and let them rise while I was at church. Then I just threw them in the oven when I got home, easy peasy.”

“But you didn’t know we were coming,” I said. “You didn’t invite us until you were already an hour into church.”

Ms. Glassman smiled. “I’ve been making a fresh batch of my grandmother’s rolls first thing before church every week since she passed. Why do you think I had the ham all ready to go, or the bacon-pecan pie? I trust the Good Lord to put someone deserving in my path, and when he does, I have a lunch all ready for them.”

“Does that happen a lot?” asked Brooke.

“Honey,” said Ms. Glassman, “if you make a pie and ask people if they want to eat it with you, you’re never going to eat alone.”

Was Dillon really this nice? This quiet and peaceful, with nothing under the surface, no evil secrets, no hidden killers?

If it was, then I was the worst person here. Derek and his buddies were awful, but they’d backed down—even three to one, the mere glimpse of a knife had scared them off. They were harmless. I, on the other hand, wasn’t even mad anymore and I still wanted to cut Derek into pieces, nice and slow, until he was in so much pain he couldn’t even scream.

Robberies were one thing, but I needed to know about the real statistics. “How often do people die here?” I asked.

“Don’t,” Brooke hissed.

“That’s a … shocking question,” said Ms. Glassman.

“The last town we visited had a string of cancer deaths that they eventually attributed to nuclear testing,” I said, making up a story as I talked. “They were downwind of a bomb site back in the fifties, and the radiation was still poisoning the water. Every place we’ve visited has had a story to tell, and I think when I get back to college I’d like to write a paper about it.” I looked at Ms. Glassman closely, trying to ascertain if she was hiding any information from us. “So what does Dillon have? Suicides, unexplained illnesses, an abnormally high number of … I don’t know, painting accidents?”

Ms. Glassman raised her hands in a helpless shrug, staring at the table as she tried to remember. “I have no idea. Aside from Clete’s foot, and a boy that fell under a thresher that same year … we don’t have anything. If they didn’t take the ambulance to the elementary school every spring, we’d forget we even had one.”

I looked at Brooke, and she looked back at me.

“Will you be staying long?” asked Ms. Glassman.

“No,” said Brooke. “I think we’re leaving later today.”
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“G, H, I,” said Brooke, cupping her hand as she held it out over the side of the truck, catching the air as it rushed past. “Highway.”

“You told me you can’t just spell things you see,” I said.

“There was a sign,” said Brooke, pointing over my shoulder. “You gotta turn around, you’re missing half the letters.”

“Technically I don’t have any letters.”

“‘Highway’ has an A in it,” she said, “so you could have started there. Besides, I’m stuck on J now, so you’ve got a chance to catch up.”

Ninety-nine dollars and sixty-one cents. We’d bought another pack of beef jerky before we left Dillon, to keep Boy Dog fed on the road. In a truck bed like this we probably could have fed him actual dog food, but you never know what’s going to pick you up.

“We need a Jeep dealership,” said Brooke. “Or a … jelly-bean factory.”

“A jelly-bean factory?”

“They have to come from somewhere, right? Why not right here, in this empty desert wasteland?”

“Yeah,” I said, looking out at the low, empty hills. “Why not?”

With Attina gone, there was only one other Withered we had a good lead on, but we didn’t know much about him. Brooke called him Ron, or sometimes Rain, but I couldn’t imagine either was his real name. Brooke was also scared of him, intensely so, which made getting information out of her harder than usual. He had some kind of power over … something. I still wasn’t sure. Rain, maybe, but that seemed a little on-the-nose. Brooke had said two things on the subject over the last two years: one was “Ron helps people,” and the other was “‘Run from Rain.” Neither made any sense. The second one might not even be a warning, but rather a description of how one name had changed to another. Maybe his name was Run? Interpreting Brooke’s flashes of insight was sometimes harder than finding the Withered themselves. She hadn’t known much about Attina, either.

How were we supposed to hunt them now? After Ron, assuming that Ron wasn’t just another dead end, where did we go next? Was that all of them? Maybe they were all dead and no one was chasing us, we were just running from shadows. We wouldn’t know until they caught us, and then it would be too late. Maybe we could set a trap—give away our position, just a little bit, enough to draw attention and see who shows up. A demonic duck call, quacking in the marsh.

“Where are we?” asked Brooke.

I looked at her. Another personality shift, but she didn’t seem upset. Someone who knew me, at least, and knew how we traveled. I wanted to ask who she was, but I didn’t want her to feel bad.

“Highway 287,” I said. “We’re going to Dallas.”

“Who’s Dallas?”

One of the older ones, then. “Dallas is a city in America.”

“I know that,” she said softly.

“I know you do.”

She touched Boy Dog’s head, not scratching him but drawing her finger slowly down the center of his muzzle, forehead to nose. “Are we married?”

Lucinda, almost certainly—she asked me that almost every time she showed up. “We’re not,” I said, and tried to remember the details of Lucinda’s life. “Your husband’s name is Gaius, I think. Caius, maybe.”

“Caius,” she said, nodding. “But he’s dead, isn’t he?”

“For thousands of years.”

“And so am I.”

The warning flags went up, and I looked out at the highway, hoping to see something I could use to distract her. “A,” I said. “On that license plate.”

“That’s an N.”

“Are you sure?”

“John,” she said, “your eyes are terrible.”

“There’s another crossroads,” I said, pointing ahead. “Chevron station. Um, so, A.”

She laughed, and I wondered if the moment had passed—snipped off before it could grow too fierce. “What word?”

“Station?” I said.

“Nope,” she said, and laughed again. “You can’t just guess about which words are up there, that’s cheating.”

“Then how about that big building?” I asked. Next to the pumps was a large white building, several times larger than a regular gas station. It was too far off the side of the highway for me to read clearly, but it was obviously a restaurant. I took the gamble that it said so on the sign. “A: Restaurant.”

“That doesn’t say ‘restaurant,’ it says ‘The Armadillo Grill.’”

“I didn’t say it said ‘restaurant,’ I said it was ‘a restaurant.’ Called the Armadillo Grill, which has an A in it.”

“Fine,” said Lucinda. “I’ll give you that one. But no more freebies.”

“What do you mean freebies? I had to fight for that A.”

“J,” she said triumphantly. “Right under the Armadillo Grill—it says ‘Buster and Jackie,’ or ‘Beef and Jerky’ or something like that.”

“Boots and Jackets,” I guessed. “B.”

She peered at the sign. “And K, and L, and M, and N, and O, and … dangit, that’s as far as I can go.” She glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “See how easy it gets once you break past J?”

She seemed fine now, distracted from her momentary flash of darkness, but I didn’t dare to just drop the game completely. If I’d been playing in the first place, she might not have started talking about death. “That same sign had C, D, and E,” I said. Now that we were passed the crossroads, signs were scarce, but I saw a road sign and pointed it out. “‘Ogle Cattle.’ I didn’t realize we were that far removed from civilization.”

“You did not actually see a sign like that.”

“I totally did.”

“It said Montague Jacksboro.”

“Not the one I was looking at.”

She swatted at me lightly, then whooped in terror as the truck bumped and we grabbed the sides, holding on as we caught just a millimeter of air. She laughed. “I missed this.”

“They have a lot of pickup trucks in the Roman Empire?”

“Roman … who do you think I am?”

Had she shifted again? “You’re not Lucinda?”

“Who’s Lucinda?”

“You were, a few minutes ago.”

“That must get really disconcerting,” she said.

“Not as disconcerting as you refusing to tell me who you are.”

“Sorry,” she said. “I just assume you know.”

There were only two personalities, aside from Brooke, who would expect that level of closeness. “Nobody?”

“I guess I was wrong,” she said, and winked. “It’s me again, babe. Marci.”

All the levity drained away.

“Where are we going?” asked Marci. “And don’t say ‘to ogle cattle.’”

“To Dallas,” I said. Marci was back. Would this happen all the time now?

“What’s in Dallas?” she asked. “Another Withered?”

“We’re going to pick up another supply drop.”

She looked incredulous. “Someone’s dropping us supplies?”

Apparently not one of the memories that transferred over. “One of the FBI agents we worked with was a former … something,” I said. “Secret agent, Jason Bourne, man-of-mystery kind of person. He died in Fort Bruce, the night we ran away, and we took his go bag—like, all his fake IDs and passports and things like that. There was a list of other little stashes around the country—I assume not a complete list—with little care packages for himself. We’ve been hitting them when we’re in the neighborhood, and Dallas is on the way to Gartner, where the next Withered is supposed to be, so we’re going to stop and see what’s in the stash.”

Marci nodded, thinking about it. “What’s usually there?”

“More IDs—you have no idea how many different IDs this guy had—and some money. It’s our only real source of income. Usually a change of clothes, which never fit us but we can pawn them, and then a gun and some bullets, and sometimes other stuff. The one in Cincinnati had a whole wilderness survival kit: a shovel, a tent, some waterproof matches, a couple of wool blankets. All in a big duffle bag.”

“What happened to it?”

“We still have some of it,” I said. “We moved what we could to our backpacks, and used the tent a bit, but had to leave it behind one night to make a quick exit.”

“Withered?”

“FBI.”

She thought about that a moment. “So they found the campsite, and they know we were using a secret agent tent.”

“If that was a standard-model tent commonly used by secret agents,” I said. “I don’t know if that’s a thing. It was a pretty good tent, I guess; it folded up really small.” I shrugged. “I don’t know what that would tell them, though.”

“As long as they don’t know where any of your friend’s stashes are,” she said, “it doesn’t tell them anything.”

“They might be waiting for us,” I admitted. It was a possibility I hadn’t considered; Potash had always been so careful, I couldn’t imagine even his bosses knew where he kept his supplies.

“Are we really that important?” asked Marci. “Why do they want us so bad—did you commit a crime you haven’t told me about?”

“Only if the law protects ancient demons,” I said. “I guess the car we took from Fort Bruce was technically government property, but we abandoned that in the next town, so they probably got it back.”

“What happened in Fort Bruce?”

“Our war came out of the shadows,” I said. “The only reason it didn’t stay out is that everyone who saw it is dead: dozens of people and a handful of Withered. Brooke and I were the only ones who made it out alive. Well, and you, I guess. And Nobody. The media thinks it was organized crime, some kind of mob war or something, but nobody knows who did it or why.”

“Including the FBI,” said Marci. “You’re the only one who knows what happened.”

“They know what we were doing there and they know what we were planning the night it all went wrong. But then our whole team died, and without anyone to report back in, the FBI has no idea how they died. At least not in any detail. For all I know they think I did it.” I paused. “And I did kill one human, so I guess they’re partly right.”

Marci looked at me for a moment, studying my face. “Was it self-defense?”

“Sort of.” I looked out at the passing hills, brown scrub grass dotted here and there with trees. “If I hadn’t killed him I would have died, so I decided that was close enough. But no, he wasn’t actively threatening our lives at the time.”

Marci paused a moment longer, but I couldn’t tell if she was still looking at me or not. “Was he at least bad?”

“Would that make it better?”

“I don’t know.”

“I needed his heart,” I said, looking back at her. There were parts of my life she knew so well, but she deserved to know everything. “The king of the demons was coming for us, and Nathan had already thrown in with it, so he was holding us until it came. I knew I could kill the Withered if I had a heart I could poison, so I killed Nathan and poisoned his.”

She paused again, watching me while she formulated an answer. Eventually she just said, “That sucks.” I wasn’t sure if she meant the situation itself, or what I’d done to get out of it.

“You never really knew who I was,” I said. “I wore a facade back in Clayton, and sometimes I still do, trying to look normal and act normal and pretend to be the person everyone thinks I should have been. That’s who you liked, not me.” I shrugged and looked away again. “Not the real me, at least.”

“The John I liked was never normal,” said Marci. “That’s what I liked about him.”

“He was still a lie.”

“Maybe you’re not as good a liar as you think you are.”

“So you fell in love with a psychopath?” I turned toward her again, feeling angry for reasons I couldn’t pin down. “Out of all the boys in school I was the only one with those dreamy, soulless eyes, and you said to yourself ‘I want to date a boy who might kill me.’”

She pursed her lips before answering. “Maybe you’re not as dangerous as you think you are, either.”

“You want my resume?”

“I was an attractive teenage girl,” said Marci. “No offense to Brooke, I think she’s beautiful, but I’m not being arrogant when I say that a lot of boys lusted after me. A lot of men, too. Maybe because my boobs came in so young, maybe because my mom had a nice butt and the genes were on my side. Maybe because I liked the attention sometimes, so I learned how to do my hair just right and wear my clothes just right and talk to boys saying just the right words in just the right ways. One time in seventh grade—I was twelve years old—I turned in some homework late to Mr. K., and he told me he’d give me full credit because he liked my eyes.”

“You gave me this speech before,” I said. “You liked me because I didn’t stare at you all the time like some kind of creep. Well, not staring doesn’t change the fact that I’m a creep, that I’m worse than a creep. I didn’t stare at you because I had rules designed to mimic the behavior of a normal, well-adjusted person. I actually counted the times I looked at you, per day: five times at your face, two times at your chest, one time at your hips. Is this really what you want to hear? I had dreams about killing you and Brooke and half a dozen other girls in school. Recurring, nightly dreams about cutting you open and listening to you scream. I set those rules because if I didn’t, I’d start to obsess over you and then maybe I’d start following you, and then maybe I’d start thinking it was okay to act on some of those dreams. I’m not a good person, and you were a fool to ever think I was. And I was evil to ever make you think I was anything else.”

“You didn’t let me finish,” she said softly. “Do you remember the first time I called you?”

“It was … during the trial,” I said. “After Forman kidnapped me and the others, and Curt tried to convince everyone I was an ally instead of a victim.”

“My father heard you testify in court,” said Marci. “He told me what you did, that you saved those women’s lives and hurt the man who hurt them. Brooke turned away from you, but I called you the very next day.”

“Because you liked the danger?” I spat. “The thrill of thinking I might snap and attack someone who hurt you?”

“Maybe a little,” she said. “After all the crap I’ve had to deal with I admit that has some appeal. But the real truth is that I knew you were the safest boy in that whole town.”

“Have you not been listening—”

“Every girl gets leered at,” said Marci, her voice fierce, Brooke’s eyes practically glinting with inner steel. “Every girl gets harassed. In American high schools sixty percent of all girls get directly propositioned for some kind of sexual behavior—I did a report on it—and the only thing surprising about that number is that it isn’t higher. One in eight teenage girls will be groped, and one in fifteen will be raped, usually by someone they know and often by the boys they trusted enough to date. One in fifteen: that’s one girl in every class you ever had in school. I’ve listened to boys brag about what they’ve done to my friends, so loud and careless they didn’t even look to see who was close enough to hear them.” She shook her head. “I didn’t date you because you were dangerous, I dated you because you were the only boy in school who knew he was dangerous, and was actively trying to stop it.”

I looked back out at the highway and didn’t say anything.
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Our ride dropped us off in the outskirts of Dallas, then turned and headed to a suburb. Marci and I hung out by the freeway on-ramp for a while, hoping to hitch a ride deeper into the city, but nobody stopped. Hitching was always harder in big cities, especially at night, and though it wasn’t dark yet, the sun was setting, and the streetlights were coming on, and the shapes rushing past us were changing from cars and trucks to black blobs and bright points of light. The highway wove through the city like two wide rivers, one of white lights and one of red, and we stood on the bank and wondered what to do. We asked at a gas station for directions to the nearest bus stop then hiked almost a mile to reach it. We bought two fares and sat silently in the fluorescent light as we rode downtown.

Ninety-four dollars and sixty-one cents. We hadn’t eaten since Ms. Glassman’s house, the day before.

The notes for Potash’s Dallas stash had an address and four numbers, one with three digits, and three with two digits. I assumed it was a locker number and combination, probably for a bus station, but when we finally arrived two transfers later, we found a storage facility: all internal, four stories high, and closed after 10 PM. It was nearly 11:00.

“Well,” said Marci. “What are the odds they have a drive-in theater we could crash at for the night?”

“We want to stay off the street if we can,” I said, watching scattered pedestrians still milling around in the darkness. Most of them looked ragged and filthy; homeless, or junkies, or close enough to make no difference. “Everything’s more dangerous in a city like this.”

“The small-town Withered would be offended.”

“The Withered don’t have a monopoly on evil,” I said and I thought about Derek and his friends. “They’re just the ones we’ve decided it’s okay to kill.”

“Where, then?” asked Marci. “If this was a bus station we could have slept on a bench inside and been fine.”

“We could look for one,” I said. “Or maybe a homeless shelter. We’d have to find one that doesn’t split up men and women, though.”

“Because you don’t know if I’ll still be me in the morning.”

I nodded. It had happened before.

“I’m going to need some tampons, too,” said Marci. “Does Brooke keep some in her bag?”

I nodded. “Just pads,” I said. It was about time for this to happen again. “Tampons freak out most of the older girls—anyone who died more than fifty years ago, really.”

“Ha!” said Marci. “I can only imagine.”

“This is the life we lead.”

Marci nodded, looking around. “Okay. We’ll need to find somewhere I can change in private, the sooner the better.”

“We’ve got another half hour on these bus passes,” I said. “Or we could look for a fast-food place with restrooms—most of those don’t close ’til late.”

“I’d rather have a bed than a booth in a taco place.” She pointed across the street. “I don’t suppose it’s a good idea to ask one of those guys about the nearest shelter?”

“I prefer not to,” I said. “Most of them are okay, but the bad ones are pretty bad, and you never know what you’re going to get.”

We ended up walking four blocks to a burger joint, just closing up for the night, and they let Marci in to use the restroom once she explained the situation to the girl at the drive thru. Boy Dog and I waited outside, and I asked the other worker about homeless shelters. He gave me some vague directions, but didn’t know much. Marci came back out after a few minutes.

“We’re going to need some more pads,” she said. “She only has a couple, probably just an emergency stash to tide her over until she gets to a drug store.”

“Can you make it through the night?”

“Probably.”

We wandered over what felt like half the downtown area before finally finding a shelter called Second Chance. They stopped taking new residents at 7 PM, which seemed ridiculous to me, but pointed us toward a sobriety shelter that was open all night. We walked another mile to reach that only to find they required ID and an extensive registration form. I wanted to stay off the grid, and we didn’t carry ID anyway, so we left and kept wandering. Eventually we broke down and went to a restaurant, one of these twenty-four-hour breakfast places, so Brooke’s body could get some good food, if nothing else.

“I can’t let y’all in,” said the woman at the front desk. Her name tag said Delilah. “The manager says we can’t take no beggars.”

“We have money,” I said, but she shook her head.

“It’s the rules, I’m sorry, I wish I could.”

The old familiar thought popped up, like a voice in the back of my mind: just kill her, and you can stay here all night. Kill her and the cook, then lock the door, eat your fill, sleep in the back, and get out before the next shift showed up for work. It was stupid, in addition to being evil, and I pushed the thought away without dwelling on it. And then, as I stood there, it struck me that I should be dwelling on it—that it should bother me, or disgust me, or at least worry me to have thought something like that. And yet it hadn’t. The urge to kill whoever stood in our way was so common now, so second nature, I almost didn’t even notice anymore.

I needed to be better. If that meant I needed to feel more pain, or more guilt, then that’s what I needed to do. I had feelings now, right? What good were they if I didn’t use them?

I found a solution to our problem and a penance for my coldness in one simple gesture. I pulled a stack of neatly folded ten dollar bills from my sock—we’d been mugged before, so I’d taken to hiding our money in small quantities all over my body—and held it up. “I have thirty dollars,” I said, fanning the bills. “Let me give it to you now, in advance, and then you just take what we owe you and give the rest back.” It was expensive, but Marci needed to sit, and we both needed to eat.

Delilah stared at us a moment, then sighed and took the money. “I guess if y’all have money you ain’t no beggars. Your dog has to wait outside, though.”

“That’s fine,” I said. Most restaurants had the same policy, so I kept a leash in my backpack for times just like this. I took Boy Dog outside and tied him to a square metal pole that marked the handicapped parking spaces. I gave him the rest of the beef jerky, and then Delilah led us to a booth in the back of the restaurant, where we wouldn’t be visible from the street or the front door. It’s the table I would have chosen anyway.

Marci sank into the benches with an exhausted sigh. “I can’t remember the last time I sat on a cushion.”

“Get something healthy,” I said, picking up a menu. “Cheap, obviously, but something that’s going to put some meat on your bones. Or her bones.” I bought the cheapest meal on the menu, four bucks for some eggs and hash browns and a couple of sausages, which I took outside to Boy Dog; I was a vegetarian, but eggs didn’t count. Marci ordered an omelet with plenty of vegetables, and an orange juice that we ended up splitting. Sixteen dollars and forty-five cents, plus a dollar thirty-six in tax and four dollars for the tip—a little more than twenty percent, but I wanted to keep Delilah happy so we could stay as long as possible. We ate quietly, though there was no one else in the restaurant. Delilah left our plates, playing into the pretense that we weren’t quite finished yet, and after a while she came and leaned against the corner of the booth.

“Where are y’all from?”

“It’s a town called Stillson,” said Marci. “Don’t worry, nobody else has heard of it, either.”

“What brings you to Dallas?”

“Just traveling,” I said. There was no sense trying to pass us off as itinerant college students at this point; we were obviously homeless drifters, and she knew it.

“Where’d you get that money?” asked Delilah. “You work?”

That was a red flag—did she think we’d stolen it? “It’s the last of my savings,” I said, looking down at my plate.

“We sold our phones,” said Marci. “Didn’t want to, but we gotta eat, right?”

“It’s none of my business,” said Delilah, holding up her hands as if to ward off the implication that she was prying. She showed no sign of stopping her prying, though, and phrased the next question as a subtle accusation: “Not a lot of homeless people with phones, though.” In other words, did you steal them?

I started to answer, hoping to spin some story that would get her off our back, but Marci got there first. “We’re not exactly homeless,” she said. “Just on our way to a new one. Our uncle lives south of here.”

I wished she hadn’t said south—that’s where Rain supposedly lived, and if whoever was following us managed to find this waitress and question her, she’d give the right direction.

“What happened to your old home?” asked Delilah, and I could see by the look on Brooke’s face that Marci had an answer ready to go. She was getting into this.

“Our mother died when we were little,” she said. “And dad … well I guess he drank before that, but I don’t remember. He drinks a lot now, though, and it’s only getting worse. And the beatings are getting worse.”

“That’s terrible!” said Delilah.

“Uncle Zach is Mom’s brother, not his, so we’ll be safe there.”

I hated using the runaway story because it usually prompted adults to call in the authorities, but as I watched Delilah’s face I suspected that Marci had read her right—she wasn’t the kind to turn us in if she thought we’d get sent back to an abusive home.

Marci put the finishing touch on the sob story by grabbing her backpack and scooting out of the booth. “Time to, uh, visit the ladies room.” She shot Delilah a quick glance. “You don’t happen to have any ibuprofen, do you? I grabbed some pads when we left, but I forgot the painkillers.”

“Oh for heaven’s sakes,” said Delilah, straightening up. “All that with your father, and it’s shark week, too? You go along, I’ll see what I have in my purse.” She bustled away, and Marci winked at me.

“She’ll let us stay here all night, now.”

“Shark week?”

“You have no idea of the nicknames this has.”

Marci went to the restroom, and after a moment Delilah came back with a couple of pills and a piece of chocolate cake.

“Always helps me,” she said. “No charge.” When Marci came back she swallowed the pills and ate the cake gratefully, offering me a few bites. I turned them down and let her have it all.

“Sleep now while you can,” I said. “We’re going to get thrown out sooner or later.” She curled up in the corner and nodded off quickly; I tried to stay awake but eventually fell asleep as well at around four in the morning. I was awakened by an angry shout when the manager came in at 6 AM and threw us out. We gathered our things while he grumbled and snapped at how slow we were, and when we left the building he yelled at Delilah so loudly we could hear it from the parking lot.

“We should help her,” said Marci.

“The best thing we can do for her is disappear.”

Seventy-two dollars and eight cents left. Let’s hope Potash’s supply drop has more cash.

We stopped at a pharmacy on our way to the storage unit, leaving Boy Dog outside again. Eight dollars and eleven cents for pads, plus six eighteen for ibuprofen. Marci changed her pad again in their restroom while I pretended to browse the aisles out front. I saw a black SUV in the parking lot that I didn’t remember seeing when we’d arrived a few minutes earlier, which seemed odd because no one else had come in the store. Why would the driver just sit in the parking lot? I watched it out of the corner of my eye, thumbing through some discount DVDs by the window. Eventually a woman came in, trying to return a bottle of shampoo, but I couldn’t be certain she had come from the SUV.

Were we being followed? How had they found us?

“Ready,” said Marci, walking up behind me.

“Look at that SUV,” I said, still pretending to browse the DVD bargain bin. “Don’t be obvious about it.”

“Ah.” She bent over as if to look at a movie and cast a perfectly subtle glance at the parking lot. “Think we’re being followed?”

“I think you might be right about Potash’s depots being watched,” I said. “They may have seen us last night and tailed us here. We should go somewhere random and see if that SUV shows up again.”

She nodded and we walked out, collecting Boy Dog and passing the SUV as if we hadn’t even noticed it. There was a man in the driver’s seat, but maybe he was just waiting for the woman in the store? I took a quick glance at the license plate—it was out of state, from Iowa of all places, but it didn’t have government tags; 187 RCR, Mills County.

We walked for several blocks, staying on major roads, not acting conspicuous, but simply easy to follow. Dallas seemed to have a lot of parks, and we stopped in one and let Boy Dog drink from a fountain. It looked like it was going to be another scorching day, and the glass and concrete in the city would only make it worse. Brooke and I were already deeply tanned from our months of hitchhiking, and as I watched Marci play with Boy Dog I noticed how weathered Brooke’s face had become, chapped cheeks and sun-bleached streaks in her already bright blond hair. I liked it short, the more I looked at it. Or maybe I just liked it when she smiled. Did Brooke smile this much, or was that all from Marci?

No black SUVs appeared, so we moved on, crossing the street and looking for something narrow we could duck into—a shopping district would be ideal, but even an alley would do. It was time to make ourselves harder to spot, and hopefully draw out anyone who might have to make a desperate move to keep up with us. We found a hotel and angled toward it.

“They’re not going to like having Boy Dog in there,” said Marci.

“They’re not going to like us running, either,” I said. “But at least we won’t be there for long.” Entering a building was tricky, because there were only a handful of exits we could use to get back out—they didn’t have to follow us in, just wait by the doors and pick up the trail again when we emerged. But if we ran through it, getting to the exit before they did, we might bypass them completely and force a slip-up. We walked leisurely through the lobby, eyes alert for employees, and at the first corner I picked up Boy Dog and we sprinted through the halls, still mostly empty at this time of the morning, racing for the nearest door.

“You can’t run in here!” shouted a maid, holding out her hand to stop us, but we darted past her without slowing.

“We’re leaving anyway,” I called back, and when we rounded the next corner we saw another glass door. We ran outside just in time to catch a bus. I paid the minimum fare (Fifty-two dollars and fifty-one cents left) and we crouched in the back, keeping our heads below the windows. If they hadn’t seen us get on, they wouldn’t have any idea where we were. After a couple of blocks I sat up and scanned the street for any sign of pursuit. There were plenty of black vehicles on the road, including a handful of SUVs, but none of them seemed to be following us—though the bus didn’t have a rear window, so we couldn’t see directly behind us.

“Two more blocks,” said Marci, “then let’s get off and transfer to another bus. It’ll expose us again, just for a minute, and it’ll give us a chance to see what else is out there.”

“That’s smart,” I said. I walked to the front of the mostly empty bus and grabbed the pole nearest to the driver. “Where’s the next major transfer stop?”

“Which line do you need?”

“Just a busy stop,” I said. He glanced over his shoulder, saw my unwashed face and clothes, and looked ahead again with a low grumble.

“This one,” he said. The bus rolled gently from side to side as we pulled into the curb, and the brakes hissed when we stopped. “Those passes you bought are good for two hours only.”

“Thanks,” I said, and I gestured for Marci and Boy Dog. We got off and a handful of commuters got on, and we waited. The stop only had signs for three bus lines; the driver had probably just wanted us off his bus. We watched the cars go by on the street, but there were no black SUVs.

“What if it’s someone else following us?” I whispered. “What if we spend all this time looking for a black SUV, and really it’s a … green Honda or something.”

“A suspicious SUV is the only reason you think we’re being followed in the first place,” said Marci. “If it’s not them, it’s no one.”

“I know I’m being paranoid,” I said, never taking my eyes of the street. “Paranoia is what’s keeping us alive.”

Most of the traffic was trucks and minivans, almost all in the spectrum of white, silver, gray, and black. Actual colors were rare—a handful of red pickup trucks—so anyone trying to blend in would avoid those. Waiting at the light were two extended-cab pickups in dark silver; a white SUV; two long, black sedans; a gray minivan; a two-door sports car, probably a Mustang or a Camaro—I could never tell those two apart, though my old friend Max had been a Camaro enthusiast. I honestly didn’t know the make or model of most of the cars I was looking at. The light changed, and the cars moved on, replaced by another batch stopped at the adjoining street: more pickup trucks; more minivans; another sedan, this one cream color; a bright yellow sports car with so modern it looked almost alien. “City cars have gotten weird while we’ve been out in the boonies,” I said.

“Black SUV,” said Marci. I followed her sight line to the far side of the intersection and saw the SUV waiting at the light, two cars back in the nearest lane.

“Don’t look directly at it,” I said, turning my head but keeping it in my peripheral vision. “How far are we from that drug store?”

“Couple of miles, maybe,” said Marci. “Unless I’m totally turned around, that car’s headed toward the drug store, not coming away from it.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think you’re right.”

“So what do we do?”

I thought for a long moment, my mind racing the stoplight as I tried to come up with a plan. “We try the speed-bump test,” I said at last.

“What’s that?”

“The speed-bump test,” I said, walking toward the corner, “is how we avoid a long, drawn-out mind game.” I walked slowly, watching the lights turn yellow, being careful not to run or attract too much attention. The plan wouldn’t work if everyone was watching me. “Identifying a tail isn’t what we typically use it for, but it’ll do the job.” I reached the sidewalk right as the cars started moving.

“How does it work?”

“It’s simple,” I said, watching the first car move toward me. “We’re going to hit him with a truck.”

“What?”

“Pull me back.” The first car passed me, and I stepped out suddenly in front of the black SUV, waving my arms wildly. Marci grabbed my backpack and yanked me backward, shouting my name in alarm, and the SUV slammed on its brakes, swerving wildly to the side, getting rear-ended by the truck behind it and clipped by another truck passing in the next lane. The SUV bounced toward us and we jumped back again; the truck driver slammed on his own brakes, and the traffic behind them piled up with a chorus of blaring horns. I looked at the license plate.

187 RCR, Mills County, Iowa.

“Run.”

I picked up Boy Dog and we ran back through the people on the sidewalk, shocked commuters interrupted on their way to work, hearing the sounds of the accident and trying to catch a glimpse. How many of them had seen that I was the cause of it? Half a dozen, at least. I heard a few shouts behind us, calling out for us to stop, but no one tried to restrain us, and we ran for two blocks before Marci started slowing, clutching her abdomen and limping to a stop.

“You hurt?”

“Cramps,” she said, and she grunted through clenched teeth. I looked behind me, but no one seemed to be chasing us. She nodded at a coffee shop nearby. “Can we just lay low for a bit?”

“I want to get out of the area.”

“Then that’s what they’ll assume we’ll do,” she said, trying to straighten up. She winced and stayed slightly bent.

“Actually running is safer than trying to second-guess the people we’re running from,” I said. “Let’s just make it to the next bus stop.”

“Easy for you to say.” She took another pained breath, then loped forward as fast as she could. I set down Boy Dog and let him waddle along behind us, and took Marci’s arm to try to help her.

“Don’t touch me,” she hissed, and when I backed away she shook her head, still plowing forward. “Sorry, I’m not mad, I’m just…”

“There’s a stop right up there,” I said, pointing. “It leads away from the accident, and we’ll be able to relax.”

“Good.”

We made it to the stop as quickly as we could, but still had to wait three minutes for a bus. Nobody followed us. We flashed our transfer tickets and dropped onto a rear bench, exhausted. Boy Dog was panting like I’d never seen him before, and I wished I had some water to give him. “Don’t worry,” I told him, between pants of my own, “we’ll get you a drink as soon as we can.”

“Angels in heaven,” gasped Marci, practically doubled over. “I haven’t hurt like this since the baby was born.”

My eyes went wide. “You had a baby?” I hadn’t known Marci well until we were sixteen—had she gotten pregnant in middle school? Is that why she was so … but no. Of course it wasn’t Marci anymore.

“What do you mean, ‘you had a baby?’” she grunted. “He’s right here—” She stopped abruptly. “Where’s the baby? Where am I?” She looked at me with haunted eyes. “You’re not Anton.”

“My name is John,” I said softly. Marci was gone again, and this was a new personality, with no idea where she was or what was going on. Some of them shared memories, and some of them didn’t. I took a deep breath. “I’m afraid I have very bad news for you.”

“I was attacked,” she whispered. She shuddered at the memory. “Some kind of … black thing. Like swamp water, but thicker, and it … moved on its own.” She started to cry. “What’s happening to me?”

“The black thing is gone,” I said. I wanted to help her but I didn’t know what to do besides just telling her the truth. I put my arm around Brooke’s shoulders, hoping to keep the new personality calm and far away from a suicide episode. “Now someone else is chasing us, and I’m trying to keep you safe. We are safe, for now.” I hoped it was true.

“Where’s my baby?”

“Tell me your name,” I whispered.

She hesitated a moment. “Regina,” she said at last. “Why … why do I feel like I know you? Why do I trust you so much?”

“Because I am your best and only friend in the entire world, Regina.” I closed my eyes, trying to convince myself that everything would be okay. “Do you remember what year it is?”

“The year of our Lord 1528.”

I took another deep breath. “Regina, your baby lived a long and happy life and died more than four hundred years ago.”

She broke down in tears again, and cried into my shoulder while the bus trundled across the city.
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The great thing about fire is that it doesn’t come from anywhere else—you light a piece of wood on fire, and the fire comes from the wood. Light a piece of paper, and fire comes from the paper. It’s like the inner soul of an object is trapped in a physical form, and when you set it free as a flame it roars to life, reaching for the sky as its old husk shrivels and disappears behind it.

A piece of paper without a soul looks like a twisted, poison leaf, curled and warped and blackened, so thin it might fall to pieces when you touch it.

I flicked my lighter and lit another piece, watching the flame leap out while the paper retreated, recoiling and empty.

“What are you doing?” asked Regina.

I dropped the paper as the fire crept too close to my fingers, watching the bright orange flames drift slowly to the ground, weighed down by the ashy paper, still heavier than air. The orange tendrils reached up, flickering into the orange sky, tiny sparks drifting in their wake.

“I’m waiting,” I said, and pulled another page from the newspaper. The lighter flicked, the flame jumped up, and another soul broke free.

“Waiting for what?” she asked.

I didn’t answer because I didn’t know.

The sun was slowly setting, making bright bands of color across the horizon—red and orange and pink and yellow, shining in the sky and painted on the clouds. Overhead the sky was dark—not the deep blue we saw in the country, because we were still close enough to the city that the lights drowned it out. Just a dark, matte black. Maybe later we’d see the blue, when night fell for real. We sat now in a kind of half-light, where everything was visible and dark at the same time.

“That building is ugly,” said Regina, “But the sky is beautiful.”

We were hiding out in the lee of a small ridgeline outside of the city, across a field from what I assumed was an oil refinery. Did they have oil refineries in Dallas? Maybe it was something else, I don’t know. Squat metal buildings and round welded tanks and giant chimneys reaching up into the darkness, every surface covered with pipes and gantries and bright yellow warning signs. Most of the chimneys were belching out giant clouds of steam, but one of the smaller ones shot a pillar of fire into the sky, at least twelve feet tall, brilliant even in the fading daylight.

We’d walked at least a half a mile from the nearest road, and the small copse of trees nearby showed none of the litter that came with a common camping spot for the homeless. No one ever came here, and no one was likely to find us or even see us, even with my little fires.

I lit another one and watched it burn.

“You should have seen my baby,” said Regina. “We named him Anton, like his father, and he was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.”

“I’m sure he was.” I pulled out another piece of paper and, on a whim, I rolled it this time into a loose cone, to see if the flames would travel through the middle before the whole thing lit on fire.

“His hair was dark,” said Regina. “Most babies have so little hair, bald, like little old men, but my Anton was hairy as an ox, and strong as one, too. I’m sure he grew up to be a good man, maybe a soldier.”

Boy Dog whined, and I looked up. We were still alone, as far as I could see. I looked at Regina and saw her cradling something imaginary in her arms, a tiny baby made of memory and air. She was feeling better now, as amazed by the fast-acting ibuprofen as she had been by the horseless bus, the glass-and-steel skyscrapers, and the constant stream of airplanes that flew over us, to and from the airport. She had no idea what an oil refinery was, and I’d eventually given up trying to explain it; she just called it “that ugly thing,” and I couldn’t argue with the description. Now that we weren’t running, her cramps had subsided, and she’d been able to figure out well enough how the pads worked when it was time to change them. She’d been convinced that they would never hold enough, but it looked like absorbency technology had improved in five hundred years.

Regina took the time gap pretty well, all things considered. I figured some of Brooke’s memories were coming through, or Marci’s. Enough to make Regina feel that her current situation, if not “right,” was at least normal.

That put us on a pretty ridiculous scale of normality, didn’t it? Maybe “understandable” was a better word, but no. “Tolerable?”

“Endurable.” We’d push through it and survive and hope it got better.

I lit my little cone of paper and watched the flames swell and surge and flicker and die.

“What is she like?” asked Regina. I looked over at her again and saw that her face was half obscured by darkness now; night was falling in earnest, and soon we’d be lost in the black. I looked up at the pillar of fire, fierce and deadly even in the distance.

“Who?” I asked.

“Brooke Watson,” she said. “The girl whose body I’m … sharing, I guess. Borrowing.”

“She’s … kind,” I said. How could I encapsulate an entire person? “She’s a lot of things, but that’s the one I feel like I ought to say first. Kind. She’s my friend now, because she has to be—we’re the only people in each other’s lives—but she was my friend before, too. She saw something…” I stopped. “I don’t know.”

“Was it the monster?” asked Regina. She scooted an inch or two closer, across the weeds. “Did she save you from it?”

“That’s not what I meant,” I said.

Regina sighed. “I would have liked to have been a hero, even if it was only in another hero’s body.”

“She is a hero,” I said, and laid down on the ground, my head on my backpack. The stiff, dry grass scratched my neck. The sky was half clouded and starless, like a lid over the world. “I didn’t mean to say that she saw a monster, but I guess she did. She saw me, first as a good person, and then as a bad person, and then … as whatever I really am, I guess.”

“A good person again,” said Regina.

“No.” I shook my head, just millimeters to either side.

“You’re helping her,” said Regina. “Of course you’re good. You’re helping me, and you’re helping all the other girls.” I’d explained the situation as well as I could, and she’d understood it as easily and innately as all the other personalities that surfaced in Brooke’s mind: they accepted the core reality of their fractured existence. On some level it felt right to them, even in a case like this, where none of the memories had transferred. The reality had. I suppose that on some subconscious level they’d had centuries to come to terms with it.

I hadn’t.

“I’m not helping Brooke because I’m good,” I said, “I’m helping her because it’s all my fault. I can’t make it go away, so I do what I can to make it … endurable.” It was the only word that worked.

Regina raised her eyebrow. “Is that how she sees it?”

“She’s broken,” I said. “She can’t see it for what it is.”

“You don’t give her enough credit.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, staring up at the sky. I wanted one star—just one star—to peek out. None did.

Regina shifted, turning to face me, forcing Boy Dog to get up and reestablish himself in a new spot, his body pressed against her legs. “How can you spend so much time with the woman you love and know so little about her?”

“I don’t love her.”

“She loves you.”

“I thought you couldn’t talk to each other.”

“I love you,” she said. “And I’ve never met you until this morning. Who else could that emotion be coming from?”

I closed my eyes. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

“Aren’t you married?” she asked.

“Of course we’re not married.”

“It’s hardly proper of you to spend all this time alone together, then.”

“Oh, come on,” I said, and squeezed my eyelids tighter together.

“You’re sharing your life with her,” said Regina. “How can you do it so … coldly?”

“Because I’m cold,” I said, opening my eyes again but carefully, purposefully, not looking at her. “I don’t connect with people, and the people I connect with are dead.”

“That’s a contradiction,” said Regina.

“How do you even know that word?”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“How do you even know English?”

“We’re speaking French,” said Regina. “Now: you said you don’t connect with people, and then say that you did. Just because the people you connected with before are dead now doesn’t mean you can’t do it again.”

“You don’t know me—”

“Am I wrong?”

I stopped, not daring to answer. She was right, about part of it at least—all the people I’d connected with were dead.

“Am I?” she asked again.

“It’s more than that,” I said. “It’s like…” I stopped, trying to put it into words. “Okay, imagine that you wanted to bake a loaf of bread. You’ve baked bread, right?”

“All the time.”

“And you had … I don’t know what kind of resources you had. A market or something where you could buy flour and yeast and all that.”

“What’s yeast?”

“The stuff that makes it rise,” I said. “What’s it called—leaven.”

“Yes.” She nodded. “We bought all of that at the market.”

“So imagine that everyone else in town can just go to the market and get whatever they need and bake bread all … willy-nilly. All the bread they want, all the time. But you can’t. You have to plow your own field, and grow your own wheat, and harvest it, and grind it, and then build your own oven out of stone or clay or whatever you built your ovens with, and then raise your own trees and chop them down for firewood, and then you get you own leaven from … wherever the hell leaven comes from—”

“We’d starve,” said Regina.

“You would,” I said. “You’d spend your whole life making two loaves of bread—just two loaves—and they would mean everything to you. All the effort it took to make them, all the time and the struggle and the thinking it would be impossible, watching everyone around you make bread every day all the time like it was nothing, and you just sit by yourself and wonder how any of it can even make sense, thinking maybe they’re all just lying to you, like it’s some huge joke that the whole world is playing on you, and then one day you finally do it. You make your two loaves. And then…” It was too much, and I trailed off.

Regina nodded and her voice was soft. She stroked Boy Dog’s fur as she spoke. “And then you make another loaf, and it’s easier than the first two, and it feels wrong, and you don’t dare to touch it because the first two were special, and if you treat this one the same it will make the first two seem less special.”

I stared at the sky, watching for stars that never came out. “Yeah.”

She sat in silence for a moment, and we watched the clouds drift slowly overhead, dark shapes against the dark sky.

“Who were your loaves?” she asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“That’s fair,” she said. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Nothing.”

“Okay. Then what do I want to talk about?”

I looked at her. “You don’t know?”

“Of course I know,” said Regina. “Do you?”

“Your kid, maybe? I don’t know.”

“Then find out.”

I sighed and laid my head back down on my backpack. “Fine. What do you want to talk about?”

“You could be a little less blunt about it.”

“You want me to trick you into telling me what you want to talk about?”

“I want us to have a conversation,” she said. “Not just you talking at me, or me talking at you. We’ll talk with each other.”

“The other girls are never this much trouble.”

“Are the other girls married?” asked Regina.

“Up until you came along I used to think none of them were,” I said. “Nobody was always looking for perfection, for the prettiest girl with the best life.”

“And somehow that means none of them are married?”

“She wanted … boyfriends,” I said. “Nice clothes. Lots of friends. She wanted the dream.”

“Most people’s dream is being married,” said Regina.

“Maybe she didn’t want to be trapped.”

“Maybe she wanted a strong relationship with someone who loved her,” said Regina. “That’s not a trap.”

I thought about my own parents. “Sometimes it is.”

“And sometimes you get a stone in your shoe,” said Regina. “That doesn’t mean all shoes are full of stones.”

“I … guess I hadn’t thought about that.”

She smiled. “It sounds like there are a lot of things you haven’t thought about.”

“Not everyone gets to think about the things they want to think about,” I said.

“Now there’s an interesting topic,” said Regina, leaning forward. “What does John Cleaver think about, when no one is forcing him to think about anything else?”

“Honestly?”

“Girls love to be lied to,” she said.

I glanced at her, narrowing my eyes. “Really?”

“Of course not,” she said with a smirk. “Tell me honestly.”

I shrugged, though laying in the grass it was more of a shoulder flop than anything else. I looked back up at the sky. “I think about the next Withered on our list and how to kill it.”

“That doesn’t count,” said Regina. “The mission you’re on is focusing your thoughts down that path. Get beyond that, to just your own mind: what do you think about, when you have nothing else to think about?”

I thought back to my old life, to my quiet times, to the moments between the terror and the pain and the loss, when I could just be myself, with no one else and nothing else, and … that was really it, wasn’t it? That’s what I thought about. Alone in my room, or in the embalming room, in some quiet corner.

“I think about peace,” I said.

“Is your country at war?”

“Not that kind of peace,” I said. “Peace and quiet. The absence of noise and trouble and problems.”

“You think about happy times you used to have,” said Regina, but I shook my head.

“Happiness is just as bad as sadness,” I said. “For most of my life I didn’t even know what happiness was, or joy, or anything else. Feelings were hard for me, good or bad, and it was better to just not feel anything at all to avoid the complication.”

“Then what else is there?”

“I…” I stopped myself. “I can’t talk about that with you.”

“With me?”

“With Brooke,” I said, “or any of the minds inside of her.”

Regina nodded Brooke’s head and stared at the ground for a moment. After a while she spoke again, and her words were almost too quiet to hear. “That means it’s death.”

“Yeah,” I said. Death was the greatest peace I’d ever seen, the greatest calm I’d ever felt. Dead bodies were quiet and still and perfect. I was never more comfortable, more peaceful, than when everything around me was dead. “You understand why I can’t talk about that with Brooke, right?”

“Because she’ll kill herself,” said Regina.

“She’s killed herself a hundred thousand times,” I said. “It’s as much a part of her as eating.”

Regina nodded again. “I remember when Nobody killed me,” she said. “She was convinced that another girl in our village was better—happier, prettier, that kind of thing. That her baby didn’t cry and her husband talked more.”

“She wanted her life to be perfect,” I said again. “She lived a hundred thousand lives and it never was.”

The sky was almost black now, deep as a bottomless pit above us, and I felt a moment of vertigo, thinking I should clutch the grass to keep from falling up, plummeting away from the Earth and out into that vast expanse of nothing. A part of me wanted to go, bracing for the rush of wind and speed and fear. I didn’t grab anything but I didn’t fall away.

“All of her lives were perfect,” said Regina. “She just never saw it.”

“Perfect until she got there,” I said.

“No,” said Regina. “That’s not what I mean. There were problems in every life before she came into them, and there would have been problems after. What I mean is that life is work and pain and trial, and that’s what makes it worth living. The only thing broken about Nobody was that she didn’t want to admit it.”

“I don’t think anybody wants to admit that,” I said.

“Everybody has to eventually,” said Regina. “It’s how we grow up.”

I looked up at the sky again, looking for a light, but all I saw were the lights on the tops of the refinery chimneys, blinking on and off like tiny white eyes. One by one more lights came on, up and down the chimneys, glinting on the pipes, shining from every corner of every frame and lattice and walkway. They shone in the darkness like a city made of stars.

“It’s a fairy castle,” Regina whispered. The thousand tiny lights reflected in Brooke’s eyes, and I looked away.

“Ten minutes ago it was the ugliest thing you’d ever seen,” I said.

“I feel sorry for you,” said Regina, “that you live in a world this beautiful and all you see are the bad parts.”

“It’s an oil refinery.”

“And it’s beautiful,” she insisted. “Things can be more than one thing.”

I turned back to the towers of light, sparkling like jewels—white and yellow, and here and there a red one, spires and balconies and sweeping arches against a background so dark it looked like the metal itself had faded away, and the lights were hovering in the air by magic.

“I wish Marci could be here to see this,” I breathed.

“Who’s Marci?”

“She’s…” I paused, trying to think of how to answer. “One of my loaves.”

“Go ahead and say it,” she said softly. “It’s okay.”

My voice was a whisper. “She was someone I loved.”
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Regina was gone the next morning, and Brooke woke up, bleary-eyed, asking where we were. I filled her in while Boy Dog sniffed and huffed and walked around our makeshift campsite, chewing on things and peeing on things and making himself at home. We wouldn’t stay long enough for any of it to matter.

“Where to next?” asked Brooke.

“Gartner,” I said. “Rain’s the only one left that we know how to find. Or at least where to start looking.” I checked our money as I packed my things, wincing at the dwindling amount. “I wish we could go back for that stash of supplies.”

“Iowa’s probably watching it,” said Brooke. When I’d told her about the SUV she’d decided it must have been from the FBI, but I wasn’t so sure—we didn’t know what the Withered could do, so it was entirely possible that one of them was tracking us somehow. Besides, if I picked one option I’d be ignoring the other, so I’d rather be afraid of both and ready for everything.

“Tell me about Rain,” I said.

“Run from Rain,” said Brooke, automatically, as if it was an instinctual reaction. It was the same thing she’d said before, and she said it the same way.

“Is Rain that frightening?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Brooke. “I don’t know why, I just know that I’m scared. Like it’s a part of me, deep inside.”

The same way Regina knew she loved me, I thought. The personalities shared emotions and core knowledge better than they shared specific thoughts or discrete information. Maybe I could use that.

“What kind of fear is it?” I asked. “When you think about Rain, do you feel trapped? Do you feel rushed, like someone’s chasing you? Do you feel alone or helpless or … I don’t know, disgusted?”

Brooke thought about it for a moment, tapping her finger on her half-packed backpack. After a while she said, “I feel small.”

“So Rain is big?”

“Or I’m just small.”

“Fair enough.” I looked down at my own pack, refolding the blanket I’d used as a bedroll. We were on the northwest edge of Dallas, if I’d read the map correctly, which meant that hitching a ride down to Gartner would be tricky without going back through the middle of the city again. If they knew where we were coming from, did they know where we were going? Would they be watching the highways to see where we went? We were too conspicuous now—dirty enough to stand out in any crowd, with a recognizable dog and that distinct “all our worldly possessions are in this backpack” kind of look that made truly homeless people so easy to spot. The FBI was looking for us, and the Withered, and probably the local cops as well after I’d caused that car accident the day before. We needed to change our look and our methods.

With fifty-two dollars and fifty-one cents.

“Do you remember that truck stop we passed right before the refinery?” asked Brooke.

I frowned at her. “Do you? You weren’t even you when we passed it.”

“Not really,” she said. “But I know we passed one.” She smiled. “You said something cute about it—what was it?”

“I don’t remember, but I was just thinking—”

“Something about the name,” said Brooke. “It was like a pun, it was really funny. I didn’t get it then, because I didn’t speak English, but I get it now. Was it a TA?”

“It was a Flying J,” I said.

“Are you sure?”

“I want to go back there and shower,” I said. “They even have a laundromat, so we won’t have to wash our clothes in the sink.”

“That sounds expensive,” said Brooke.

“Ten bucks apiece,” I said. “Plus two for the washer and two for the dryer. But we have to clean up or we’ll never get anywhere.”

“So that’ll be…” she tilted her eyes back, adding in her head. “About twenty-eight dollars left.” She wiggled her eyebrows, grinning at me.

“How on earth did you know that?”

“You talk in your sleep,” she said. “I was hoping it would be something salacious, or at least something creepy, but apparently you just count money.”

I finished packing my bag and stood up. Boy Dog stood with me. “I’m full of surprises.”

She grinned slyly. “We could save ten bucks by showering together.”

“No.”

“I’m kidding,” she said. “I’m totally kidding. But you get this really funny look on your face when I talk about sex. It’s great.”

“Sex is inextricably linked with violence in the vast majority of serial killers—”

“Ugh,” said Brooke, finishing her own pack and standing up. “Please tell me more about your carefully calibrated psychological profile.”

“I’m trying to keep you safe.”

“I don’t always want ‘safe,’” she said.

“All the more reason for me to protect you.”

“Thanks for keeping me alive,” she said. “You know I really do appreciate it, right? Teasing aside?”

“I do,” I said. “Thank you.” She’d probably appreciate it more if I hadn’t gotten her possessed in the first place, but there you go.

We hiked back to the highway and then six more miles to the truck stop. I didn’t want to spend the money for showers, but we needed it, and it would help us hide. I gave Brooke the first turn, and while she was in the stall I threw all our clothes into the biggest washer they had and then wrote a short letter for Brooke’s other personalities to read if they surfaced while we were apart:

My name is John, and you know me. I’m in the shower right now, and our clothes are in the washer. The basset hound you see roaming around is named Boy Dog, and no I didn’t name him, but he’s ours, and it’s very important for you to stay with him and with the laundry. I’ll be out as soon as I can. You are wonderful, and I’m excited to see you again.

That last bit was a suicide deterrent, just in case; the rest was to keep her from wandering off. She’d only left once in the last year, at a bus station somewhere in Nebraska, and I’d only just managed to find her, hitchhiking out in front. She was about to get into someone’s truck when I ran up to her, half dressed and still soaked from my shower. Showers were the only time we were really apart, and I didn’t want her to get confused and leave again, so I’d started writing her letters. She hadn’t run off again, so I guess they worked.

I thought about her body in the shower, naked and wet and—

No.

She came out of the shower looking fresh scrubbed and satisfied, though she was dressed in her old dirty clothes again because everything else was in the wash. I talked with her just long enough to make sure she was still Brooke and that she knew what we were doing here, and then I gave her the letter and told her to keep it in her hand no matter what. I slipped into the shower stall I’d paid for and washed as quickly as I could, which turned out to be a solid eight minutes before I was convinced that I’d gotten all the dust and mud out of my hair. It was long, and I needed to cut it again, for ease of maintenance if nothing else. I threw my dirty clothes back on and stepped back into the hall, relieved to see Brooke still waiting for me.

“That was fast,” she said. “Mine was, like, twice that long.”

“We paid for it,” I said. “You may as well get the most you can out of it.”

“But not you?”

I did a quick visual check of the hall, making sure we still had all of our stuff. “I’m fine.”

“The washer’s still going,” she said, pointing toward the laundry room down the hall. “How much longer do you think we have?”

“Ten minutes, maybe,” I said. “Then another hour or so for the dryer.”

“We could eat,” she said.

I shook my head, thinking about our money. “Not in the restaurant.”

“The burger place?”

“The most cost-effective source of nutrients in a truck stop is the snack aisle,” I said. “We’ll get pretzels sticks, sunflower seeds, and some baby carrots from the cooler section if they have them. We can drink out of the drinking fountain.”

“You really know how to show a girl a good time.”

“What?” I said, straightening up in mock offense. “You don’t find thriftiness exciting?”

“Not as exciting as extravagance.”

“Come on, then,” I said. “We can watch some of the rich people eat sandwiches.”

Ten minutes later we were back in the laundry room, spitting out sunflower shells and watching the news on a TV in the corner. I switched the washed clothes into the dryer and dropped in eight quarters. Nineteen dollars and thirty-two cents. The money was going too fast, and if we couldn’t rely on Potash’s depots to replenish it, we’d be completely broke in just a couple of weeks. What would we do after that?

“Somebody got shot,” said Brooke, jutting her chin toward the TV.

“That happens,” I said, but I wasn’t really paying attention. What if Rain was the last Withered? We didn’t really know how many there were and we thought some were chasing us, but we didn’t know for sure. And Brooke couldn’t find any more in Nobody’s memories. If we could kill Rain inside of four weeks, we could go ahead and run out of money and then just … what? Settle down somewhere? Turn ourselves in? We couldn’t keep this up forever.

“Drug bust,” said Brooke.

“Cities suck,” I said.

“It’s not a city,” she laughed, “it’s like a … village. Look at that place, it’s smaller than Clayton.”

“Little towns suck, too,” I said, looking up at the TV. Something about a tiny community in Kentucky.

“Everywhere sucks,” said Brooke gruffly, crunching on a carrot. “The whole world is garbage.” I looked at her, leery of any depressive language from her, but she was smiling, and laughed again when she saw me looking. “Rah, darkness, pain, rah.” She laughed again.

I rolled my eyes as dramatically as possible and went back to my plans. Would it be so bad to turn ourselves in? Once all the Withered were dead, and we could go back to a normal life—whatever that meant? Could we just let whoever was chasing us catch up? Could we walk into a police station and tell them who we were? Even if there were warrants out for me, which I doubted, I’d just end up back at the FBI. They knew where I came from and they’d understand that I’ve only been doing exactly what they told me to do. After yelling at me a bit for doing it without them they’d calm down and let me get on with my life. Maybe. Or maybe I’d end up in prison for the rest of my life, and Brooke in a nut house. I couldn’t let that happen. She needed me.

And if I was being honest, I think I needed her. Sitting here, talking, joking, I felt more normal than I had in ages. Even with all the running and hiding and stalking and killing, I felt more normal with her than I’d ever felt in my life. That said a lot. She was a friend like I’d never had before, not just a relative or a crush or a convenient acquaintance, but a real friend. Someone I could share everything with, and who shared everything with me. Sitting here, thinking about losing her and all of this ending, I realized that I didn’t want it to. I didn’t like who I was without her.

She made me less afraid of myself.

But was I as good for her as she was for me?

We needed to get back on the road, some way they couldn’t follow us. Hitchhiking wasn’t working, but we couldn’t afford anything else.

“Knife attack,” said Brooke.

“Then somebody’s having more fun than I am,” I said.

“No,” she said, and something in her voice was different. “John, look.”

A new personality? I looked at her, and saw that her brow was deeply furrowed. Something was very wrong. I looked up at the TV and saw nighttime footage of some cops walking in and out of a small house. Brick with wooden siding. A gray pickup truck sat in the driveway.

“It’s Dylan,” she said. “That kid from the … with the gun.”

“Dylan?” I peered at the screen, trying to read the titles along the bottom. “Dillon,” I said, recognizing the shape of the word. “The town we were just in. The kid with the gun was Derek.”

“He’s dead,” said Brooke, and the TV showed another shot—no body, just a room drenched in blood, the floor and the walls and everything else, parts of it covered with a blanket or marked with forensic tags. Whatever had happened had been brutal.

“Derek?” I asked, and then the news showed a picture of his face. It was definitely him.

Brooke nodded, her face pale. “Somebody cut him into pieces. The scroll on the bottom said it was almost a hundred.”

Derek was dead. We’d been convinced that Dillon was clean, that there were no Withered there—but now Derek was dead. The first murder the little town had seen in …

Oh no.

“Somebody followed us,” I said.

Brooke practically leaped off the bench, whirling around to look at the door. “How do we get out?”

“Not here,” I said. “Or at least not yet.” I gestured at the TV. “This happened last night, so whoever did it hasn’t gotten this far.”

“Then it wasn’t Iowa, either,” said Brooke.

I nodded. “Iowa’s probably FBI, like you said. This is a Withered.”

She glanced at the dryer, only a few minutes into its cycle. She swallowed and sat back down. “Which one?”

“You tell me,” I said.

“Why aren’t you terrified?”

“I am,” I said. “I’m just reacting to it differently. We need to figure out what’s going on and how to respond to it before we do anything rash.”

“Rash?” she said, a little too loudly. We were the only two people in the laundry room, and when I glanced at the door I didn’t see anyone looking in. Her voice was high pitched with worry. “What kind of word is ‘rash?’”

Boy Dog was on his feet, aware that we were agitated even if he didn’t know why.

“Stay calm,” I said. The last thing we needed now was another mental-health episode. I put my hand on her arm. “Search your memory. We can do this. Wake up Nobody, if we have to. This Withered just cut a teenage boy into a hundred pieces: who does that sound like? What do we know about them?”

“It sounds like you,” said Brooke.

I faltered a moment. “I’ve never cut anyone into pieces.”

“But you want to,” she said. “You told me.”

“I told you I had dreams about it,” I said. “I don’t actually want to do it.”

“Don’t you?”

“Focus,” I said. “Someone is following us, and we need to figure out who.”

“I know,” she said. “I’m just freaking out; it’s hard to think.”

My stomach roiled at her accusation, not because it offended me but because it felt so accurate: not only had I dreamed about cutting people up, I’d fantasized about cutting up Derek himself. Turning those smug leers into screams while I sliced through muscles and tendons and separated the bones like a butcher. Now someone had actually done it. What had it felt like? How long had it taken?

I was thinking about the wrong things—I needed to focus on the parts of the kill that would help us to figure it out. Why had a Withered cut Derek to pieces? They didn’t kill out of annoyance, at least not that we’d ever seen. They killed because they were missing something—because they needed something that only that kill could give them. What had it been this time? Information? If something was tracking us, could it carve memories out of its victims like flesh?

Had this happened in every town we’d visited?

“Turn up the volume,” I said, looking at the TV. “Have they talked about similar attacks? If this has happened before they’ll think it’s a serial killer, cutting its way across America.”

“The story’s already over,” said Brooke.

“Crap,” I said, rubbing my eyes as another realization washed over me. “If the FBI has followed us, then they know where we’ve been—and if there are kills in each place they’ll think the killers were all us.”

“That happened last night,” Brooke reminded me. “You said it yourself. Iowa saw us in Dallas yesterday morning, so they know we didn’t do this.”

“If he’s FBI,” I said, shaking my head. “We’re making too many assumptions. We need to know. We need to find out how many other times this has happened—there might be more information about the previous kills because they’ve had more time to investigate them.”

“There’s an Internet cafe by the restaurant,” said Brooke.

“Good thinking,” I said, and stood up. “Stay with the—no, come with me.”

“Damn right I’m coming with you.”

We gathered our food and our half-empty backpacks and left our laundry drying; we had another forty minutes, at least, before it was done. I took deep breaths to calm myself down and followed Brooke to the Internet cafe, which turned out to be three old desktop computers on a low counter. Each keyboard had a credit-card reader on it, and I threw back my head in disappointment.

“Crap.”

“Maybe they’re…” Brooke wiggled the nearest mouse and read the screen. “Yeah, cards only.”

“Maybe they have something at the front,” I said. We walked to the checkout counter in the convenience store, which served as the hub of the whole place, and I waited while the guy in front of us paid for his soda. The cashier was a short, stocky man, with a nametag that said Carlos, and he looked puzzled when he saw us holding the half-eaten food we’d bought from him barely ten minutes earlier.

“Is there a problem?”

“Is there any way to use the Internet without a credit card?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Sorry, that’s just how they are.”

“Do you have a credit card?” asked Brooke.

“Everyone has a credit card,” said Carlos.

I could kill him and take his credit card and—

Stop it.

“We just saw a news report about a friend of ours,” said Brooke, and I thought Don’t connect us to Dillon!—but she’d apparently already planned for that. “There was a drug bust on the news, and the house next door to it was my friend Rachel’s. I need to find out if she’s okay, but we don’t have a phone or a credit card.”

“There’s pay phones in the hall by the game room,” said Carlos.

“I’ll still have to look up her number,” said Brooke. “How much does an Internet session cost? Five bucks?”

“Four dollars for a half hour of low bandwidth,” said Carlos. “Ten dollars for movies and stuff.”

“If we give you four dollars cash,” said Brooke, “can you use your card to get us online?”

Carlos stared at us through narrowed eyelids. “You’re not going to look up porn or whatever, are you? I get in trouble if that gets traced back to me.”

“News and search engines only,” I said, and I dug out one of my stashes of cash. I counted out four ones and held them up. “Four dollars.”

“Pretty please?” asked Brooke.

Carlos looked at us for a moment, then rolled his eyes and took the cash. He called over his shoulder as he walked to the end of the counter. “Carla, be back in thirty seconds.”

“Carlos and Carla?” asked Brooke.

“It’s not funny,” said Carlos. We followed him to the computers, where he swiped his card and set up a short session. “This’ll kick you off in thirty minutes exactly,” he said. “No warning or nothing, so watch this timer in the bottom corner. And no porn.”

We nodded, and he walked back to the front. I sat down, Brooke pulled over a chair, and we searched for “Dillon murder.”

“Thomas Dillon,” said Brooke, reading the top Wikipedia link. “A serial killer?”

“He hunted men like deer,” I said, remembering him from some crime reenactment show. “He shot five that we know of.” I scrolled past that, looking for current news, but none of the links looked recent enough to be about a murder from last night. I tried a new search for “Dillon murder news” and got another string about Thomas Dillon, and a few more about a murder in Dillon County, but that didn’t look like the same place, and it was at least a year old. I tried again with “Dillon murder Derek,” and got a hit. I clicked it and read the article, but it was just an announcement from the same news show we’d seen on the TV, with no new information. Last night’s kill was too recent for anyone to know much about it.

Four minutes gone from our Internet session.

“Derek Stamper,” said Brooke, reading over my shoulder. “I never knew his last name. It says he was their only child.”

The article didn’t say anything about other, similar murders, so I started searching for other towns we’d been in: “Baker murder.” “Baker cut to pieces.” I tried every combination I could think of, for every town we’d visited or traveled through, all the way back to Fort Bruce. “Fort Bruce murder,” unsurprisingly, got a ton of hits, but they were all for the deaths we already knew about. There didn’t seem to be any murders that fit the right profile, or indeed any profile, in any of the places we’d visited. Eighteen minutes gone. I checked the phrase “cut to pieces,” to see if it turned up any similar crimes, but all I got was a quilting blog and a bunch of murders in other countries.

Twenty-two minutes gone.

“There’s nothing,” said Brooke.

“Or nothing people know about,” I said. “Maybe he hides the bodies.”

“Derek was killed in his living room,” said Brooke, shaking her head. “He’d been there for at least an hour when his parents came home and found him. That’s plenty of time to hide the body if the killer had wanted to, but he didn’t.”

I glanced at her, surprised. Brooke didn’t usually talk so crisply about dead bodies.

I looked back at the screen. “Why so many pieces?” I asked. Nearly a hundred, the news had estimated, but the forensics team was still on the site. “Maybe the killer took some.”

“Gross,” said Brooke.

“We won’t know if anything’s gone until they do a full autopsy, and try to … put him back together.”

“Look for missing persons,” said Brooke. “If the other bodies were hidden, the stories we’re looking for will just be about runaways or kidnappings or something.”

I nodded and ran more searches for all the places we’d been, but none of them were reporting missing people, either.

Three minutes left.

“This doesn’t make sense,” said Brooke.

“So we look at what does,” I said. “The town of Dillon has no violent crime, no untimely deaths, and no real problems whatsoever for decades. Some high school kids getting drunk at a bowling alley, some graffiti in the abandoned movie theater, and that’s it. And then two days after we show up someone gets brutally, horrifically murdered.”

“So we’re the inciting factor,” said Brooke.

I shot her another glance; she was speaking more coherently than usual and the terror she’d shown earlier had been replaced with a calm professionalism. Was Brooke gone again? Who’d come in her place? And how long had it taken me to notice?

“Two minutes left,” said Brooke. “Search for … ‘Dillon murder Facebook.’”

“Why?” I asked, though I was already typing. The results loaded, and Brooke took the mouse from my hand and started scrolling.

“Because if the killer didn’t follow us to Dillon,” she said, “but our presence in Dillon precipitated the kill, then the only explanation that makes sense is that the killer was already in town before we got there, lying low. We can’t find evidence of a similar crime because the Withered we’re looking for hasn’t killed anyone in ages.”

“So what are we going to find on Facebook?”

“That,” said Brooke, and she clicked on a link. Corey Diamond—Derek’s friend from the drive-in—had updated his status just after midnight:

It begins.

“No way,” I said.

“We have to go back to Dillon,” said Brooke. “We missed a Withered.”

I nodded slowly, turning to look her in the eyes. “Who are you?”

“Who do you think?” she said, and her eyes showed a sign of hurt. “I’m Brooke.”
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We didn’t want to be followed again, which meant we didn’t want any friendly drivers who could look at a photo and say, “Yeah, I remember giving them a ride.” Even if they didn’t remember us, they’d remember the dog.

I thought again about getting rid of Boy Dog, just leaving him here or, even better, out in the countryside. He was too recognizable, and that made him a huge liability. But I had rules, and they wouldn’t let me hurt an animal, even by neglect. Those rules kept me who I was. If I lost Boy Dog I lost my soul, so he came along.

We couldn’t steal a car, either, for obvious reasons. That would get us more attention instead of less. So we sat in the shade of the truck-stop wall and watched the vehicles as they came in, waiting for just the right one. When it came we gathered our bags of newly washed clothes and got ready to run. An old pickup with a couch in the bed, flipped on its back and tied down with ropes and a tarp. It had come from the direction of the city, which meant it was headed out of the city. We watched the driver carefully; he topped off his tank, left the truck by the pump, and went inside the building, probably to use the restroom. We ran across the open lot, hefted Boy Dog into the bed beside the couch, and climbed in after him, hiding under the tarp as best we could. If the driver saw us, he’d raise a stink and maybe even call the police; if he didn’t, he’d drive us away, and we’d be free.

We waited.

I was pressed almost chest to chest with Brooke, Boy Dog resting on top of us like a hundred-pound stuffed animal. He panted heavily, shifting to find a more comfortable spot, but he didn’t bark. Brooke raised her hand and let him lick it, whispering shhhh, almost silently. I checked our feet again, making sure they were tucked inside of the tarp, and then closed my eyes and listened. The highway roared like the ocean. A brake squealed. An engine growled to life and drove away. A mother called to a child: “Hold my hand, Noah, there are cars here!”

Pressure on my face: lips; the barest hint of a kiss on the side of my nose. I opened my eyes and saw Brooke staring back, her eyes a wet reflection in the half-light under the tarp.

“Sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t help myself.”

I have never considered that a comforting excuse.

I closed my eyes again and listened as the wind whipped at the edges of the tarp, as another engine moved across the lot, as a pair of heavy footsteps clomped on the concrete. Brooke’s body went tense, and I knew she’d heard it too.

“Shhhh,” she whispered, and Boy Dog licked her hand.

The door clicked open. The truck jostled, rolling slightly to the side as the driver climbed in. I looked at Brooke. “Here we go.”

“Where?”

The engine started with a violent stutter, and the truck began to move.

“Doesn’t matter where,” I said. “It won’t be too far before a truck this old needs to refuel, so we’ll just wait ’til he stops, see if we can climb out in secret, and then start hitchhiking again, working our way back to Dillon. I don’t know how the FBI is tailing us, but if they can’t make the leap from Dallas to whatever random place we end up in, we might be able to lose them.”

“And then just pick them up again in Dillon,” said Brooke. “They’re bound to investigate this murder.”

“Maybe,” I said. It was getting hard to hear as we pulled onto the highway and wind shook the tarp like a drum. “But it’s like you said: they know it wasn’t us, because we were in Dallas when it happened.”

She flashed a wry smile. “Doesn’t mean they won’t be looking into it. We don’t know what we’re going to find there.”

“If we’re lucky,” I said, “whatever we find won’t know about us, either.”

Her face was right in front of mine, mere inches away. I could feel her hips and her legs; her feet and mine were almost laced together in the tight space. Even with Boy Dog falling asleep on top of us, it was too close, and I needed to move. I closed my eyes and ran through my number sequence: one, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen, twenty-one, thirty-four, fifty-five, eighty-nine, one hundred forty-four, two hundred thirty-three, three hundred seventy-seven …

Brooke exhaled, and I felt her breath on my face, warm and comforting like a pillow of air. I breathed deep, then shifted my legs and struggled to sit up, picking up Boy Dog with me. He flailed weakly in my arms, not fighting but simply looking for a new solid surface to replace the one he’d been sleeping on. I managed to maneuver him back into the slot I’d just risen from and crept toward the back of the truck, searching for fresh air.

The highway was full without being crowded, the cars and trucks and trailers moving seventy or eighty miles an hour at least, but nearly motionless in relation to each other. More vehicles were moving toward us from the side, another highway merging with ours, and I watched a bright orange semi glide toward us, growing larger and larger as it approached, until its road joined ours and we were right next to each other, barely three feet apart. I could see the pencil-thin scratches in the paint and read the tiny lettering on the signs and notices stuck to the side. The road behind us stretched out to the horizon line, a thousand cars in perfect formation.

An hour later they had all disappeared onto side roads and exits, and we were alone.

The truck drove for about five hours, all told, going deep into Arkansas. When he stopped again for gas and a restroom, we jumped out and hid, making sure he didn’t see us, just in case. After he drove away we took a quick pit stop ourselves, filling old water bottles from the drinking fountain by the restrooms. I waited while Brooke used the restroom again, and then we walked back out to the on-ramp of the northbound freeway, hoping to circle around and head back to Dillon. We stuck to the back roads, and spent the night in a town called Longbend, somewhere near the border of Missouri. It rained all night, and we huddled together under an old rail car, wrapped in our thin blankets and catching scattered bits of sleep whenever our exhaustion managed to overwhelm our discomfort. I thought about our showers from that morning, all that cleanliness and nonthreatening approachability washing away into the gravel. At least our clean clothes were still packed; I made sure to keep the bags dry.

In the end, though, I supposed it didn’t really matter. The people of Dillon had already seen us, if not at our worst then at least close to it. What would they say when they saw us? What would we say when we saw them? Hi, we saw that dead kid on TV and rushed straight back just in case you didn’t have enough suspects. We had a perfect alibi—the man at the gas station had seen us buy snacks and then hitchhike out of town the day before the murder—but would that be enough? Would they interrogate us anyway? If they asked for ID, and maybe even if they didn’t, they’d discover we were runaways. If they went so far as to fingerprint us, I was already in the system. Going back into this situation threatened to destroy every bit of secrecy and independence we’d managed to build up.

But staying away would mean letting a Withered keep killing. The local cops would be helpless—we’d seen that time and again. Killing a Withered took a different approach, soft and oblique, watching from the shadows until you discovered their secret and struck. Somehow we had prompted this Withered to kill after years of dormancy, and unless we could find a way to unprompt it, we had to assume it would keep killing. An object in bloodlust tends to remain in bloodlust. Cleaver’s First Law.

I didn’t like being the reason it had killed Derek. I refused to be the reason it killed anyone else.

“Do you think we can get all the way there tomorrow?” asked Brooke.

“Sorry,” I said, shifting slightly away to avoid bothering her. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“I was already awake,” she said. “Scoot back, you’re warm.”

I had only moved a fraction of an inch, but now I moved back, as grateful as she was for the added body heat. We pulled the blanket tighter around our shoulders and listened to the rain clatter against the rail car above us.

“I think we can get there in one day,” she said. “If I’m remembering the map right, it’s not too far.”

“Kind of isolated, though,” I said. “But you’re probably right.”

“What’s your plan?”

I’d been puzzling over that myself. “If Attina is disguised as Corey Diamond, we need to find a way to talk to his friends.”

“You mean the ones you pulled a knife on?”

“His parents, then,” I said. “Or his teachers—someone who’s known him for a while. Somewhere in his past, probably in the last three or four years, there’ll be a moment when his behavior changed—when the real Corey died and a shape-shifting Withered took over. Honestly, it’s probably easier for the Withered to take over teen lives than adult ones; the real person’s likes and habits haven’t really been established yet, so any inconsistencies can be passed off as puberty.”

“That’ll help us find out if it’s really Corey,” said Brooke. “How do we find out how to kill him?”

“A speed-bump test,” I said, “if we can arrange without getting caught. Beyond that we just have to … get to know him really well.”

“I didn’t meet him,” said Brooke, “but I have really uncomfortable feelings about him.”

“He was pretty … uncomfortable,” I said. “He stayed in the background, analyzing us while his friends cracked jokes. Honestly, he kind of reminded me of me.”

“That’s giving him too much credit,” said Brooke.

“Talking to the other people first might give us an idea of how to talk to him,” I said. “But how to get into his inner circle after starting off on such a bad foot?”

“This is going to be another long one, isn’t it?” asked Brooke. “We’ll need somewhere to stay.”

“We’re almost broke.”

“We should go back to Sara Glassman’s house.”

I raised my eyebrow. “You think she’d feed us again?”

“I think she’d let us stay,” said Brooke.

“You’re kidding.”

“Why not?” she said. “She has that whole house with nobody else in it, and she loved us.”

“You, maybe.”

“You too,” said Brooke. “You’re more charming than you think you are.”

“I’m not charming.”

“Charming’s the wrong word,” she said, nodding. She shot me a quick sideways look. “It’s more of a … brooding loner thing.”

I started to protest and then laughed out loud. “You want her to offer us rooms or hit on me?”

She shrugged. “I’m just saying. She likes us and she’s a good person. She’ll want to help us. And we know she has a guest room because she had family staying with her right before we showed up.”

“I guess,” I said, and I imagined Brooke in the shower again, naked and glistening. I closed my eyes and tried to push the thought away. Getting physical with Brooke would be like a … a betrayal, of her and Marci both. “You think she’ll have two guest rooms?”

“You’re forgetting our cover story,” she said. “Everyone thinks we’re a couple.”

“Great,” I said. I thought about her body next to mine, and started counting again. Two, three, five, eight, thirteen, twenty-one, fifty-five …

I counted all night.

In the morning we got as clean as we could, trying to look as normal and approachable as possible. I stood watch while Brooke changed her pad again; she said the flow was almost gone now and soon she’d be done altogether. I gave Boy Dog the rest of the food I’d been storing up for him, and we walked to the freeway to look for a ride. It took almost an hour before a small car pulled over; a young woman smiled behind the wheel. She looked barely a few years older than we were. She leaned over and opened the passenger door.

“How far are you going?”

“As far as you’ll take us,” I said, holding the door for Brooke.

“That’s pretty far,” said the girl. Brooke closed her door, and I got in the back with Boy Dog. “Cute dog! What’s his name?”

“Boy Dog,” said Brooke.

“What?” asked the girl.

“That’s his name,” said Brooke. “Don’t ask me, I didn’t name him.”

“He was a hand-me-down,” I said. “We’re going to eastern Oklahoma, but you can drop us off anywhere, thank you.”

“I can do eastern Oklahoma,” said the girl as she pulled back onto the road. “I’m Kate, by the way. Do you mind if I play the radio a bit?”

“Whatever you want,” I said, buckling my seat belt. “Thanks again for the ride.”

“Kate short for Katherine?” asked Brooke.

“Katelynn,” said Kate, “with two N’s. I hate it, though, so please just call me Kate.”

“I’m Brooke,” said Brooke. “Also with two N’s.” She frowned, looking concerned. “I mean—”

“Short for Brooklynn?” asked Kate.

“No,” said Brooke, and she looked confused. Was she switching over to a new personality, or had one simply popped up, spelled its name, and then disappeared again?

“Just a joke,” I said, hoping to soothe Brooke’s worries. “Speaking of two N’s, I’m Johnn.” I dragged out the n. “Nice to meet you.”

Kate laughed. “How far into eastern Oklahoma? I’m headed all the way to California—new semester, you know how it is. Or do you? You go to college at all?”

“We’re taking a year off,” said Brooke.

“Sounds fun,” said Kate. She switched the radio station, skipping some commercials and settling on a bombastic country song, though she kept the volume so low it was mostly muffled thumps and the occasional twangy holler. “Where are you two from?”

“Kentucky,” said Brooke quickly. Her confusion seemed to have dissipated, and I wondered if this was a lie or if she’d become a girl who was actually from Kentucky. She didn’t look disoriented, but sometimes she didn’t.

“Wow,” said Kate, “I wouldn’t have guessed that at all. ’Course, I don’t really have an accent either. Our generation doesn’t, really, right? All the TV and movies and stuff, we all sound like we’re from … I don’t know … Cleveland?”

“Comfortably Midwest,” I said. I had no interest in small talk but I didn’t want her to feel awkward, either, as the only one talking.

“Can I ask what brings you to Missouri?”

“Just traveling,” said Brooke. “We thought about going to Europe, but decided there was so much of America we didn’t even know, so why not get to know that better first?”

“There’s no way,” said Kate, shaking her head. “I’d never pick Missouri over Europe, are you kidding me? I mean, sure, I grew up here, so it’s old hat and I’ve already seen it and all, but even … what else … Kansas? Tennessee? Maybe, what, Arizona and the Grand Canyon, or anywhere in the States is pretty enough, I guess, but they’re not Venice. Weigh them on the scale and they don’t stack up.” She took her hands off the wheel, mimicking a scale with her palms. She grabbed the wheel again. “I’d give anything to go to Venice.”

“It’s beautiful,” said Brooke.

Kate brightened. “You’ve been?”

“A long, long time ago,” said Brooke. She stared out the window. “I’m sure it’s changed a lot.”

“Even if it’s all touristy and whatever I still want to see it,” said Kate. “Not just to take pictures, you know, but to stay there, to live there, even if it’s only for a month or two. Maybe a summer, shacked up in a one-room apartment with nothing but a laptop to write poetry on. Or even better a typewriter. Old school.”

“You’re a writer?” asked Brooke.

“No, no, no,” said Kate, shaking her head so vigorously I worried she’d drive us right off the side of the road. “Anthropology major—I’m going to join Doctors Without Borders or something like that. I’m hoping for an internship with them over Christmas, but, I mean, if you had the chance to just sit in Venice and write poetry, why wouldn’t you? Just, like, sipping little demitasse cups of coffee and smoking in a plaza reading Byron. I don’t even smoke but I would, because, come on.”

I realized, listening to Kate talk, that no one would miss her for days if we killed her. She was in the first hours of a cross-country trip, with the kind of free-spirited independence that would explain away all kinds of silences. I could grab the back of her neck—soft and exposed, her hair pulled up except for a few wispy strands and the light blond down on her skin. She’d let two strangers into her car because she’d wanted the conversation, and because our status as drifters suggested a shared love of reckless romanticism. It was more likely that we were addicts, car thieves, or straight-up murderers looking for someone to chop into pieces. I thought of all the ways we could kill her, all the ways we could hide the body—dozens, if not hundreds, of ways that we could make her disappear without a single trace.

That slender neck, right in front of me. I could choke it, or stab it, or pull its hair and listen to it scream—

“It was really cool of you to pick us up,” said Brooke. “Most people are scared of hitchhikers.”

I looked at her and saw she was staring at me as she said it.

I closed my eyes and leaned back into my seat.

“I know, you hear all the stories,” said Kate. “But seriously. I mean, you guys are great, and I think most people are great, you know?”

“It doesn’t hurt to be careful though,” said Brooke.

I never would have actually hurt her. I was just thinking about it because … because that’s what I did. Killing wasn’t a job, it was literally what I did for a living. To live. To help other people live. I couldn’t just kill people, except sometimes I could.

That was the moral swamp I swam in and I was barely keeping my head above water.

Kate drove us through Tulsa without stopping, and then Oklahoma City, and finally stopped for gas somewhere west of there, in a land now almost entirely taken over by farms. It had been more than five hours, and Brooke had chatted with her for all of it. They’d even played the alphabet game, but with so much banter mixed in I’d lost track of who was winning. I checked my map, looking for which crossroads we needed to stop at, trying to remember if our next leg took us north or south.

“Want to stop for some food?” asked Kate, jerking her head toward the truck stop while she pumped gas. “They’ve got a burger place and a taco place, your pick.”

“No thank you,” I said quickly. “We’re good.”

Kate looked puzzled. “It’s been hours—Brooke, I heard your stomach rumbling like five minutes ago.”

“Honestly,” said Brooke. “I’m not hungry. You get something if you want it.”

“Do you not have any money?” asked Kate.

I wished she hadn’t asked that. How could we possibly proceed from here? Either she offered to buy us food, in which case we were a burden, or she didn’t, in which case she’d feel uncomfortable eating in front of us. Even if she ate in the truck stop without us watching, the difference in food possession would define the rest of the trip. She’d wonder if she should have given us some, or she’d wonder why we didn’t get any, or she’d wonder if maybe we really were criminals. Were we running from something? Would we steal things from her car? Would we hurt her? In just a few sentences, her entire perception of us had changed.

“You know what?” I said, holding up the map. “This is where we get off anyway. I just found it.”

“You sure?”

“We go north,” I said, and looked around at the flat nothingness that surrounded us. “I told you we were headed for the country.”

“I can take you farther if you want,” she said.

“You’re headed west,” said Brooke, shrugging helplessly. “Thanks, though.”

“Do you need food?” she asked, but she lowered her voice as she said it. It made her uncomfortable. What was she thinking about us? That we weren’t equals anymore—that we were poor and possibly homeless. Whatever easy relationship we’d had was gone now.

But … who cared what she thought of us? We needed to eat, and if we made her uncomfortable, well, we’d never see each other again. “Sure,” I said. She bought a burger each for the three of us, with fries and a drink, and we ate together in silence. Then she waved goodbye and drove away.

“I just hope she doesn’t tell anyone about us,” I said.

“She’ll tell Becky,” said Brooke. “A story like this is too good not to tell.”

“Who’s Becky?”

“Her roommate,” said Brooke. “Weren’t you listening?”

I watched the car drive away. “None of it really applied to me.”

“That was the longest conversation I’ve had in two years,” said Brooke. She stood silent for a moment, then started walking toward the freeway. “Let’s go.”

I followed, studying the map. Two more cars, give or take, and we’d be there.
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We arrived in Dillon around noon the next day. A Wednesday. Just four days after we’d left, and three days since Derek was chopped into pieces.

The city was nearly silent and it was crawling with cops.

Our latest driver dropped us off at the same gas station where we’d bought our meager lunch the day we left. Brooke and I went straight to the restroom and locked ourselves inside, pulling out our cleanest clothes and washing our hair in the sink. I turned to the corner while she changed, counting off my number sequence and trying not to think about her skin, and then she did the same for me—though without, I assumed, the suppressed urge to flay me. Dark thoughts about Brooke had become so common and ignoring them had become such second nature, it was almost backwards at this point—my number sequence had become so firmly associated with thoughts of sex and violence that counting it off almost made it worse. One, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen, twenty-one …

I needed a new coping strategy. My rules were like a lifeline for all three of us.

As quickly as we could, before the gas station clerk started asking questions, we repacked our bags and walked back out, looking for all the world like two normal teenagers with their dog. We walked down Main Street, looking at the store fronts and houses. With one or two exceptions—a man in a delivery van, a woman in a tow truck—the streets were empty. The children who would have been out playing were all inside, watching TV or, just as often, watching us through the cracks in the blinds. We could see them all through the town, little faces peeking out through the windows, wondering who would be next. And older faces behind them, looking out sternly, wondering which member of their community was a vicious killer.

We turned off Main Street and walked the block to Beck Street, keeping to the shade as we passed the rows of well-kept houses and neatly mown lawns. The streets were wide, probably a holdover from the days when frontier settlers used wagons with full teams of horses. The asphalt was old and crosshatched with lines of tar, the decades of wear and repair covering the streets in a kind of black, sticky lace. The sidewalks were dotted here and there with new slabs to replace older ones that had buckled over time.

We reached Ms. Glassman’s house, but as Brooke started toward the porch, I put a hand on her arm. “Who are you?”

“Still Brooke.”

“You’re better with people than I am—”

“You’re great with people.”

“—and I need you to handle this, okay? I don’t know how to ask a stranger to stay in her house.” I stammered, searching for words. “I-I don’t even know where to start.”

“Don’t worry,” said Brooke, putting her hand on mine. I relished the touch, counting slowly to five, then pulled my hand away. She walked to the door, and Boy Dog and I followed.

Ms. Glassman opened the door with a frown of confusion. “Yes? Is there something I can … Marci!” Her eyes lit up with recognition. I’d forgotten we’d given her that name. “And David! I didn’t expect to see you again! What brings you back to Dillon?” Her face fell immediately. “Oh, please tell me you’ve already heard the news; I couldn’t bear to be the one to give it to you.”

“We saw it on the TV,” said Brooke, and she surprised me by opening her arms and stepping forward for a hug. Ms. Glassman hugged her back, cooing softly. “We met Derek the night we were here—I guess that would have been two days before he died. We hung out with him and his friends and I can’t help but think that … that maybe if we’d stayed a few days longer he would have been somewhere else, or doing something else, and maybe he wouldn’t have—”

“You stop that talk right now,” said Ms. Glassman, stepping back and looking Brooke in the eyes. “It’s not your fault, and don’t think for one minute that it is.”

“I know,” said Brooke, “I know, but it’s just … But I suppose it’s been even harder on the rest of you.”

“If it’s anyone’s fault it’s mine,” said Ms. Glassman, “for not dragging that family back to church when they stopped going.”

“Was there a church event the night he was killed?” I asked.

Ms. Glassman looked at me oddly, as if surprised by the question. “The church is a help and a protection. If they’d had the Holy Spirit in their home this never would have happened.”

“We thought it would be nice to come back for the funeral,” said Brooke. “We’re just drifting anyway, walking the land before we go back to college. Do you know when it’s going to be?”

“Monday,” said Ms. Glassman, “if the police are done with it by then. Luke says they will be.”

“Luke,” I said, remembering the name. She’d said it before … one of her relatives?

“We don’t have a lot of money,” said Brooke. “Is there a … really cheap motel in town?”

Ms. Glassman shook her head. “The Stay-Thru, but it’s terrible—they charge too much for the garbage you get, and if they charged less it’d only be worse. There’s a bed-and-breakfast, of course, but that’s ridiculous, and I’m sure we can find you a place to stay. I’d offer you the spare bedroom here but Luke’s in it, naturally, so that’s out. Maybe Ingrid.”

“Luke is your brother,” I said. “He left right before we got here on Sunday.”

“Good memory,” said Ms. Glassman with a smile, turning to close and lock her door. “He came in for his birthday, since we’re the only two left in the family, but now he’s back, of course.”

“He was a friend of Derek’s family?” asked Brooke.

“Only in passing,” said Ms. Glassman, walking toward the street and beckoning us to follow. “He’s here for the investigation. He’s with the state police.”

I glanced at Brooke, and followed behind as she caught up to Ms. Glassman and made idle chatter. We didn’t go far—the town was too small to have a “far”—though the eerie, empty streets made the walk seem longer than it was. I felt like the whole town was watching us through their windows and was glad we were with a known member of the community. Marci’s point about how going to church would help us to be accepted into their community, instead of being outsiders, was comforting; I could only hope it turned out to be true.

And what about the church itself? Was Ms. Glassman’s comment about protection just typical religious faith or something more? We didn’t know what Attina did, or how; what if it was something like Yashodh and his cult? Was Derek’s family punished for leaving the community? Did that mean the Withered we were looking for was the pastor?

This was nothing but idle speculation. I had no evidence, just vague, paranoid theories. There was a Withered demon somewhere in the shadows of this town, but only in one of them. The rest of the shadows were empty.

I hoped.

I recognized Ingrid’s car in the driveway of an old, single-story house, but Ms. Glassman led us past it to the next house, and as we got closer I could see that the figure on the neighbor’s porch was Ingrid herself. She banged on the door and called out in a voice that was thin but loud.

“Come out, Beth, you can’t hide in there forever!”

“Scared?” asked Ms. Glassman, climbing the steps to the porch.

“She’s dotty,” said Ingrid, and glanced over her shoulder at Ms. Glassman. “I can’t get her to—oh my, it’s you two. Welcome back.”

“David and Marci were friends of Derek,” said Ms. Glassman. Ingrid nodded, as if she had only just now recognized us, and I wondered if she’d forgotten our names until Ms. Glassman mentioned them. Which would mean Ms. Glassman knew she’d forgotten and had reminded her smoothly and subtly. How long had they known each other to have such an established understanding? More and more every minute, I was getting the impression that no one ever moved out of this town, and no one ever moved in. Nothing had changed in Dillon in decades.

Someone inside the house muttered, though I couldn’t hear it well enough to understand the words.

“She says she not coming out,” said Ingrid. “Fool of a woman.” She turned toward the door and raised her voice again. “You have to come out, there’s a town meeting.”

“Stay inside where it’s safe!” said the voice.

“Beth’s a little excitable,” said Ms. Glassman. She walked up to stand next to Ingrid and shouted at the door. “We’re in charge of the refreshments, Beth. Did you make brownies like I asked you to?”

“No one’s going to the meeting,” called Beth. “We have to stay in our homes and lock the doors! Do you want get sliced up?”

“She’s worse every year,” said Ingrid. “I don’t know how much longer she can stay in this place alone, and that boy of hers certainly isn’t going out of his way to check in on her. It’s going to be us that puts her in a home, you know.”

Ms. Glassman sighed and banged on the door again, though she didn’t yell anything. She listened for a moment, then looked at Ingrid. “These two came back for the funeral. I’d put them up but Luke’s at home. Can they stay with you?”

“Of course, of course,” said Ingrid. “See what you can do with Beth, I need to pick up my banana bread anyway.” She walked down the stairs, smiled at Brooke and me, and waved us toward the house. “Come on!”

I stared at Brooke, who grinned impishly. We fell into step behind Ingrid, crossing the lawn between houses. I whispered in Brooke’s ear. “How on earth…?”

“Nice people do nice things for nice people,” Brooke whispered back.

“They don’t know us.”

“They think they do.”

“That’s not enough to invite strangers to stay in your home.”

Brooke laughed under her breath. “Are you complaining?”

“I’m wondering how these people went so long without being murdered by a serial killer.”

“This town is so small it makes Clayton look like Gotham City,” said Brooke. “They know each other, they trust each other, and they always see the good in people.”

“And look where that got Derek,” I said.

“Yeah,” said Brooke. “The only violent crime in at least fifty years. Theirs is truly a dangerous mindset.”

Ingrid climbed the steps and opened her front door with a flourish. “Come in! I’m sorry it’s such a mess, but I’ve been baking all morning for this town meeting.”

The house smelled like fresh bread and warm cookies. “Don’t worry,” I said, “this is perfect. And thank you so much. We can … pay you with chores or something? Would that be okay? We don’t have lot of money—”

“Obviously you’re going to work,” said Ingrid with a sly grin. “What am I, the US government? Room and board, though I’m afraid I’m a strict vegetarian, so there’s no meat on the table.”

“So am I,” I said. “I told you this was perfect.”

“The room’s back here,” said Ingrid, and she led us down the short hall to a trio of doors; the one in the middle turned out to be a linen closet, from which Ingrid pulled some clean sheets and towels. She opened the door on the left to reveal a guest room decorated in soft pink and lace; a queen-size bed sat in the middle of the room, covered with a pink comforter so thick and frilly I felt like I’d been miniaturized and stuck in a doll house. Pictures of cats and lighthouses filled the room like the world’s most adorable fungal growth. I felt like turning around and running away. Brooke’s face broke into a wide smile and she covered her mouth with her hand to hide the laughter already bubbling up to the surface.

“Oh yes,” she said, with just a hint of a giggle in the back of her throat. “This is perfect.”

“You can leave your things in here,” said Ingrid. “And I’ll ask you to keep the dog off the comforter—we can make him a bed with some of my old picnic blankets later tonight. For now, though, can you help me carry these things to the meeting? Consider it your first day’s rent.”

“Of course,” said Brooke, and she set her backpack in a white wooden rocking chair. She pointed at the throw pillows decorating the head of the bed. “Honey, do you want the puppy side or the kitty side?”

“The puppy,” I said, dropping my backpack on the hardwood floor. She’d have the pink fluffy bed to herself, and I’d sleep on the floor with Boy Dog, blocking the door. Just like always.

We followed Ingrid back to the kitchen and gathered up trays full of baked goods—sliced banana bread and zucchini bread, plates of frosted sugar cookies, pans full of sheet cakes and brownies and bar cookies packed with chocolate chips.

“This would have taken a dozen trips on my own,” said Ingrid. “But now that I’ve got my own indentured servants, this whole process just got easier.” We balanced the trays and pans and plates carefully and walked out to load them in the car. Other neighbors were emerging from their houses, furtively, like groundhogs looking for their shadows, but one by one they began streaming up the road, on foot and by car. Even Beth was opening her door, as if spurred on by the actions of her neighbors, though from the looks of it she had yet to step outside. We sat in Ingrid’s car, holding the more precarious dishes in our laps, and she drove to the church.

“The town meeting’s here?” asked Brooke.

“Where else?” asked Ingrid. “It’s the biggest building in town outside of the school, and that doesn’t have air conditioning. Here we go.” She parked, and we carried the treats inside.

Corey Diamond was leaning against the wall, with Paul beside him, chatting with two girls about the same age.

Corey looked up as soon as we came in the room, watching us without any obvious emotion. Just like I would, I thought. He tracked us with his eyes as we walked across the room to a table and laid out Ingrid’s treats. The other three teens didn’t seem to notice his distraction.

“I’m going to head back and help Beth and Sara,” said Ingrid. “You two wait here—go talk to Paul, he’s a great kid. Did you meet him, too?”

“Briefly,” I said.

“Great,” said Ingrid. “Back in a jiff.”

She left, and Brooke and I stood awkwardly for a moment, trying to identify which people might be Corey’s parents. From the corner of my eye I could see him still staring at us.

“Does he know we know?” asked Brooke.

“We still don’t know anything for sure,” I said.

“Should we go talk to him?”

A hand clapped down on my shoulder, and I jumped a bit before turning and recognizing the pastor. “David and Marci,” he said. “Welcome back. Though I have to admit I never thought I’d see you again.”

Corey smiled at my startled jump and started walking toward us.

“We met Derek on Saturday night,” said Brooke. “When we saw him on the news we … well, we didn’t know him well, but he was nice to us. We thought we should come back and pay our respects.”

“Sweet,” said Corey. “That was really cool of you.”

“Corey,” said the pastor. “Have you met David and Marci?”

“Just once,” said Corey, smiling kindly. “The same night Derek was so nice to them.”

He knew we were lying and he wasn’t exposing us. Why not? What did he stand to gain by covering for us? And why did he think we were here, if he knew our stated reason was false?

The pastor looked at us again. “I’d like to speak with you later, if I could. I have an office here at the church and I’m here pretty much all day. Will you stop in some time?”

I tried to keep myself from looking suspicious. “What for?”

“Just a chat,” he said, and smiled again. “Looks like the police are here, I’m going to go get everything set up. You stick with Corey, he’ll show around.” The pastor walked toward the door, where four police officers had just arrived.

“So,” said Corey. “What do you want me to show you? You’ve already seen the movie theater.”

What should I say to him? I wasn’t expecting a direct confrontation so soon. We needed him on our side, so we had to be nice. And despite our antagonistic feelings, he’d never actually threatened us, at least not overtly. I was the one who’d done that.

“I’m sorry about the other night,” I said. “It had been a long, hard day.”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” said Corey. He was still speaking politely, though his smile was gone. “You pulled a knife on my friend a full two days before he got sliced to ribbons. There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

He spoke of the death—even joked about—so passively. Like it didn’t bother him at all. Just like I would.

“We didn’t do it,” said Brooke.

“Obviously not,” said Corey, and he smiled.

I stared at him, trying to decipher his thoughts. I was better at reading people now than I used to be, but that wasn’t saying much. He was calm, confident, even teasing us slightly. In complete control of the situation. Was he trying to provoke us, or lord over us the power he wielded? The cops walked past us, so close one brushed my arm with his uniform. One sentence from Corey, and a corroborating testimony from Paul, would make us the prime suspects in a horrific murder. The cops walked by, and Corey said nothing. What was he doing? What did he want?

“Come over here,” said Corey. “Let me introduce you to my friends.” He started walking back toward Paul and the girls, but Brook and I stood still.

“What’s going on?” she whispered.

“No idea.”

Corey stopped and looked back. “Come on.”

“Play along for now,” I said. “This is what we came here for.”

We walked toward the group and saw that the two girls Paul was talking to looked almost identical, though one was clearly older than the other. Sisters?

“Hey guys,” said Corey. The three looked up at us, and Paul’s eyes bugged out in surprise. “This is Dave and Marci,” said Corey. “Can I call you Dave?”

“I prefer David,” I said.

“Sweet,” he said. “You already know Paul. This is his girlfriend, Brielle, and her sister Jessica.”

“I’m not his girlfriend,” said the older of the two girls. Brielle, then. She rolled her eyes, but laughed as she did it. She looked about our age, and I guessed that Jessica was closer to fourteen.

“Where are you from?” asked Jessica.

“Kentucky,” said Brooke.

“That’s pretty far away,” said Corey. “What brings you here?”

“Just passing through,” I said.

“That’s what you told us Saturday,” hissed Paul, his brow furrowed in anger. “Now our best friend is dead—”

“Easy,” said Corey. “They weren’t even here, they were in…?” He left the sentence open for me to fill it in; I couldn’t ignore it without making myself look even more suspicious.

“Oklahoma City,” I said. I couldn’t think of any smaller towns in the area fast enough, but I guessed a big city would be easier to lie about anyway. Nobody could disprove our story.

“They were making out in the drive-in Saturday night,” said Paul, obviously still furious. “We showed up just goofing around and this bastard pulls a—”

“We got off on the wrong foot,” said Corey. “And since you and Derek were more than a little drunk, that’s perfectly understandable.”

“Gross,” said Brielle. “Again? No wonder you didn’t answer my texts.”

“We were just out walking around,” said Paul. “It was nothing.”

“Shh,” said Jessica. “They’re starting.”

We looked toward the front, and saw Pastor Nash step up to the lectern and adjust the microphone. “Friends and neighbors,” he said, “thank you for coming here today on this solemn and tragic occasion. We all mourn the passing of Derek Stamper, and we send our love to his parents, who are still at the police station working closely with the investigators. But we have work of our own to do, and for that I turn the time over to Officer Davis of the state police.” The pastor stepped back and sat, and one of the officers stood up—older than the others, with close-cropped hair much more silver than black, and a beard about the same length and color wrapped around his face and chin.

“Is that Ms. Glassman’s brother?” I whispered.

“No,” said Corey. “Her brother’s name is Officer Glassman.”

I glanced at him, seeing just the hint of a smug smile. I supposed it was obvious enough, but only if you knew Ms. Glassman used her maiden name. Now we did. Did that tell us anything?

Most of the shadows are empty, I reminded myself.

Officer Davis stepped toward the lectern, looked at it uneasily, then took a few steps to the side.

“Sorry,” he said. “Feels too weird to make like I’m a preacher. I’ll just talk loud and you let me know if you can’t hear me in the back. My name is Officer Davis and I’m heading up this investigation. I recognize that this crime is a horrible thing, a lot more horrible for you folks than it is for us; any death is heartbreaking, but you knew this boy, and you worked with him and played with him and taught him in school and so on. So I know this is hard, and we’re doing our best to get it over with soon and to give you all some closure and some sense of safety again. But there are two things we need from you that are going to be a huge help, and we appreciate your cooperation. The first is that you stay calm. Don’t freak out, don’t cause any trouble that might hinder our efforts, and whatever you do, don’t accuse each other. A small town like this can go completely insane if you start looking sideways at your neighbors, and you’d be surprised how quick a simple suspicion can turn into a mob or a witch hunt. So be careful.”

I’d seen some of that mob mentality in Clayton, when the killing started all those years ago and we’d thought it was serial killer. The town had been ready to lynch some of the people they thought were behind it. I’d been worried at the time that everyone would accuse me, because I was the weird kid obsessed with death, but that’s the kind of thing kids think when they don’t understand the world very well. They think it all revolves around them. Most of the people in Clayton didn’t even know who I was, and if they did, they didn’t think twice about me. But now I was a visible outsider.

I needed to trim my hair, and try to look as clean-cut as I could.

And I needed to figure out Corey’s game before he hurt us with it.

“The second thing I need you to do is a little at odds with the first,” said Officer Davis, “but it’s a vital part of the investigation. I need you to talk to us—not here, not in a public forum, but privately, in our office at the police station or on the anonymous tip line that we’ve set up. Fliers with that information are by the door and posted around town, plus I’ll be here in Pastor Nash’s office for a bit after this meeting. If you know anything—anything at all—please tell us. We’re starting pretty much from scratch on this one: there are no witnesses and no security cameras, so we have no description to start building a profile or even a sketch. We’ve collected a huge pile of forensic evidence from the crime scene itself, but that takes a lot longer to process than the TV makes it look, and it might not turn up anything useful. What’s going to help us crack this open are your observations. If you see anything suspicious, or especially if you find any knives or blades discarded around the town, come to us immediately. I’m not asking you to accuse your neighbor because you think he’s acting shifty, but I am asking you, if you know something concrete, to have the courage to come to us. More often than not these kinds of criminals are caught when someone close to them gets involved. We can protect you, we can keep you anonymous, we can do whatever you need us to do, but you have to come to us or we can’t do anything.”

He was walking a dangerous line in his speech, and I looked around the room to see how people were reacting to it. He was right about criminals being caught by the people close to them. Somewhere in this town, someone had ended their Monday night covered with blood, and that meant that somewhere there were bloody clothes, or even just a gap in somebody’s closet. If it was Corey, catching him might be as simple as his mother wondering where that one pair of jeans ended up, or finding a crust of blood around the drain in the shower. Could I get into Corey’s house? Would I even know what to look for? Not as well as his family would, but if he’d hidden his tracks well, they might not even look.

By the same token, coming right out and saying “family members of the killer are the best ones to catch him” would put those family members in immediate danger. If Attina was masquerading as a simple teenager, and he thought someone in the house suspected something, he might kill them to try to cover his tracks, passing it off as just another random attack. Even if Attina decided to skip town, he might hurt his pretend family on the way out, to stop them from sharing any more helpful information.

I looked at Corey, and found him looking at me. How much did he really know?

A tall man with slightly graying hair raised his hand. He spoke with a kind of angry confidence. “Do you think this killer’s going to strike again?”

“It’s too early to say,” said Officer Davis. “And I urge you not to speculate on this—we can extrapolate a lot of probable details, but when we start extrapolating beyond our data points, all we get is baseless paranoia.”

“But we hear about these kind of murders all the time,” said the man. “You don’t need a degree in criminology to know that this wasn’t a crime of passion—whoever did it took their time, and that sounds a hell of a lot like a serial killer to me.” There were murmurs of assent, and Officer Davis raised his voice to speak over them.

“The time the killer spent is definitely a factor in our investigation,” he said. “But I remind you that without more information, that extra time might mean anything—it might be a serial killer, but it might just as easily be a moment of passion that got out of hand, followed by a desperate and failed attempt to hide the body. I apologize for speaking so bluntly, but this is important and I want to make sure you understand: there are multiple explanations for literally every aspect of this case, and we don’t have enough information at this point to even narrow it down, let alone pick the one right answer. We’re not here to guess what happened, we’re here to find the truth—and you want to find the truth, too, so don’t guess. Don’t jump to conclusions. Don’t start spinning out scenarios based on untested assumptions, because that will tear this town apart.”

“Phrasing,” murmured Corey.

“Thank you for coming,” said Officer Davis. “I’ll be in Pastor Nash’s office for the next hour if anyone wants to talk to me. If you’d rather do it in private our tip line is open twenty-four hours a day. Please enjoy the refreshments.” People shouted out questions, but he descended from the podium and walked with the pastor into the back room.

“This is just creepy,” said Jessica.

“Duh,” said Paul.

Brielle swatted his leg. “He was your best friend, idiot.”

“That’s what I’m saying,” said Paul. “We don’t have to say that my best friend’s murder is creepy, because duh. What else would it be?”

“You can at least be nice about it,” said Brielle. “Jessica didn’t kill him, don’t take it out on her.”

“All I said was duh!” said Paul.

“Oh good,” said Sara Glassman, walking up to us, “you’ve found some other kids already.” A man was with her, but she seemed more annoyed by him than anything. “And these are good kids—I vouch for them all as their librarian.”

“She’s a great librarian!” said the man with a smile.

Sara ignored him. “Speaking of libraries, Jessica, have you finished Sherlock? It’s overdue again.”

“Finished it how many times?” asked Brielle.

“Can I hang on to it just a little bit longer?” asked Jessica. “I’m trying to write a script for one of the stories.”

“Like, for a movie?” asked Brooke.

“I want to put it on YouTube,” said Jessica, looking down at the floor and lowering her voice almost to a whisper.

“Cool,” said the man. “Maybe we could show it in the library.”

Sara sighed. “Randy, we need to have a talk.” She led him away, and Brielle snickered.

“Randy’s in love with her,” said Brielle, “and she can’t convince him she’s not interested.”

“He’s like a puppy,” said Jessica.

Corey and I stayed silent, watching and listening.

“I want some cookies before they’re gone,” said Paul. “Bree, you want anything?”

“Let’s go.” Brielle stood up, took his hand, and they walked to the crowd at the refreshment table. Jessica looked at Brooke and I—and Corey—uncomfortably, then slipped after them. Ingrid walked toward us.

“You realize what we have to do now,” said Ingrid. “A neighborhood-watch program.” She took a tiny bite of banana bread and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “It’ll help us catch any suspicious activity, but it’ll also help us control any accusations before they get out of hand.” She looked at Corey. “Would your parents be interested in joining a neighborhood-watch program?”

“I don’t see why not,” said Corey. “I can go ask them.” He looked at me one last time, a kind of noncommittal acknowledgment that was neither a smile nor a frown, and walked away.

“I haven’t talked to Beth yet,” said Ingrid, “but she goes along with everything. And I’m sure I can get Sara involved as well.”

“We’re in too,” I said.

“You don’t need to trouble yourselves,” said Ingrid. “You’re not even really a part of the neighborhood.”

“It’s the least we can do,” said Brooke. “You’ve helped us, and we want to help you.”

“That’s wonderful,” said Ingrid. “Say what you will about the youth of America, we raise them right in Dillon. And wherever you’re from.”

A neighborhood-watch program would give us the perfect excuse to wander through the town learning about people. Our plan was working out perfectly.

But Attina had a plan of his own, and Corey’s behavior had convinced me that I had no idea what that plan was.
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I took a bite of whatever I’d picked up from the refreshment table, not paying attention to what it was. “Talk to Corey,” I said to Brooke.

She glanced at him across the crowded floor of the church. “I don’t like him,” she said.

“He’s probably a Withered,” I said, “and almost certainly a killer. I’d be disturbed if you did like him. But you don’t have to like him, just … talk to him. We need to get to know him better, and he doesn’t like me. Or at least he knows that something’s up with me. You can go make friends.”

“You want me to flirt with him?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But that’s what you meant,” she said. “You want me to smile and blush and laugh at his jokes and make him like me.”

“I’m just saying you’re better at it than I am.”

“Because I’m a girl.”

“Because I’m a sociopath,” I said. “We’re not charming people.”

“Yes you are,” she said. “Ted Bundy was the most charming person his victims had ever met.”

“I’m not Ted Bundy.”

“But he might be,” said Brooke. “And you want me to go and talk to him.”

“Are you scared of him?” I asked. “How many Withered have we faced?”

“This is different,” said Brooke. “He’s a teenage boy—that calls for a very specific kind of interaction, and I can’t do that. Maybe before, but not … like this.”

“We have to get to know him,” I said. “We won’t be at this meeting together forever, which means we need to find out where he’ll be next. He already introduced us to his social circle, so all we have to do is step into it.”

“I don’t know,” she said, grimacing as she stared at their little group. “What do I say? I suck at this.”

“You’re great at talking to people,” I said. “You were the one who asked me out on our first date.”

“I’m not going to ask him on a date.”

“That’s not what I meant,” I said, “I just mean that you are a social person—you know everything about everybody, because you talk to them. You talked to that girl in the car yesterday for hours.”

“She wasn’t a boy.”

“What, are you … attracted to him?”

“Of course not,” she snapped. Her hands were clenched in fists and she was practically bouncing on her toes. “It’s a cultural thing—there are certain ways a girl talks to a boy and they’re different in every era of history, sometimes in every year. And 99.99-whatever percent of my experience in this area is centuries out of date. I can’t do it. I can’t do it.” She was gritting her teeth, and I recognized the signs too late: she was having another episode. I grabbed her hand and changed tactics immediately.

“It’s okay,” I said. “We can do it together.”

“You asked me to do it for a reason,” she said. “If it was something we could do together we’d have done it together.”

“We can do it together.”

She shook her head, still staring at him. “I screwed up. If I was Brooke I could do it, but I’m just a big pile of dead girls. I can’t do anything.”

I stepped in front of her, still holding her hand and now looking straight into her eyes. Talking to Corey’s group could wait—saving Brooke was the most important thing in the world right now. “Look at me. Do you see me?”

Her breath was coming too quickly.

“Brooke,” I said, “can you see me? What’s my name?”

“I’m not Brooke.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “You’re you, and that’s okay. Who am I?”

“You’re trying to save me,” she said, closing her eyes. Tears seeped from under her eyelids. “That means I’m having an attack, which I always do every time we have to do something important. We have to talk to them and I’m ruining this.”

“Forget them,” I said. “You’re awesome and you’re not ruining anything.”

“Stop saying that!” she hissed, and I could see now that people around us were starting to look. “You think you’re saying you want to help me, but all you’re really saying is that I need help. That I can’t do it on my own. I am broken—I’m a hundred thousand girls and every one of them is broken—”

“Marci,” said Ingrid, stepping out of the crowd, “is everything okay?”

Brooke tugged on her hands, trying to pull free of my grip on her wrists, but her movements were stiff—not halfhearted, but as if she were physically fighting not just me, but herself. “You’re okay,” I whispered.

“Marci?” asked Ingrid.

“Yes I am,” said Brooke. She straightened her back and looked me in the eye. I could tell just by the way she held herself that she was Marci now. “You want me to go charm somebody? That’s what I’m here for.”

She pulled on her wrists again, and I let her go. The depression had disappeared like a switch had been flicked, replaced by cool, brazen confidence. She walked to Corey and his friends and started chattering happily, smiling, laughing, even touching him lightly on the arm.

“None of my business,” said Ingrid, and she walked away.

Marci didn’t look desperate, or like she was trying to impress anyone, or even like she was trying to flirt. She just looked like she’d known the other teens for years and fit perfectly into their group.

I took another bite of whatever baked thing was in my hand. Zucchini bread, it turned out. I looked at it, then back up at Marci. All I’d asked Brooke to do was talk to him—we had to talk to him, so I’d asked her to do it. But it had hurt her so much that Brooke had run away, retreating into her own mind and calling out someone else who could do the job for her.

Was Marci helping Brooke deal with a situation she couldn’t face? Or was she stealing her life away, second by second?

And which one did I want: the smart, capable girl I loved, or the screwed-up girl who wanted to die?

I set down the bread and watched them talk.

About ten minutes later Corey and Paul walked out, Jessica and Brielle leaving with them. Marci walked back to me and wiggled her eyebrows dramatically—something Brooke had never done, but I’d seen Marci do it a hundred times. “Eating out of the palm of my hand,” she said. She picked my zucchini bread and popped it into her mouth. “Turns out this town has an ice cream place by the delightful name of Kitten Caboodle. We’re meeting those young ladies and gentlemen there tonight.”

I nodded. “Suckin’ on chili dogs outside the Tastee-Freez.”

“What?”

“Classic rock,” I said.

“Cool,” said Marci. “But first, how about a little thanks? I’m, like, Brielle’s best friend in the world, after ten friggin’ minutes.”

“Yes,” I said, silently chastising myself. “You were awesome. If I could talk to people that easily, I … don’t even know what I would do. Have a way happier life, for one thing.”

“And you do things I can’t do,” she said. “We’re a great team.”

“Yeah,” I said, looking at the open door. “Between the two of us, I figure we make just about one whole person.”

We hung around a little longer at the church, meeting various community dignitaries and trying to seem as innocent and pious as possible. I even thought about quoting some of the scriptures I knew, but decided that the strong focus on death would make that seem creepy instead of faithful. Having Ingrid with us did wonders, as everyone in town seemed to know her and respect her. We rode her reflected goodwill for all it was worth. We even chatted with Corey’s parents, Steven and Jennifer, though it was mostly just small talk to get them to like us. The real questions could come later. When it was all over we helped clean up and carry all the plates home—not just Ingrid’s, but Beth’s as well. She hobbled behind us with her cane, remarking on how much brighter the neighborhood seemed now that everyone had come out of hiding, and spinning out grand plans for the neighborhood watch.

At the house, we unpacked some of our things, hanging our clean clothes in the closet of the pink bedroom to help air them out a bit, giving them the chance to smell like a home instead of a highway. Later we washed all the dirty dishes from Ingrid’s baking, then walked out to Main Street to look for a place to get a real haircut. We found a salon with one lone stylist, a woman named Cindy, who cut my hair short and trimmed Marci’s short bob all the way down to a pixie cut. Two dollars and eleven cents left.

We stepped outside, where we’d left Boy Dog tied to a pole, and looked around. I brushed at the back of my neck, trying to dislodge the last of the itchy hair clippings. It was past dinnertime, but we’d filled up on bread and brownies at the community meeting, and were so accustomed to going hungry that we didn’t feel any need for food. We strolled the two blocks toward Kitten Caboodle, which turned out to be a small stand with no interior seating—just a drive-thru window in the back and a walk-up window in front, next to an asphalt lot with five round tables. These were bright red, made of old, scratched fiberglass, and bolted to metal frames with semicircular benches. The frames, in turn, were chained to the ground, and I wondered what high school prank had necessitated that measure. We asked the clerk for a paper dish full of water for Boy Dog, and sat in the late evening light and waited.

“What day is it?” asked Marci.

“Wednesday.”

“I mean what day of the month?”

I thought for a minute. “July something,” I said at last. “It was on the news show we saw the other day, so just add two and there you go. I don’t remember what to add two to, though.”

“July,” said Marci. “Where were you for the fourth?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “On the road somewhere.”

The girls showed up first and they immediately fell into a conversation about Marci’s hair.

“I’ve always wanted to try mine that short,” said Brielle, touching her own very long hair. “But I think my parents would blow a fuse. And Paul would hate it.”

“Does Paul like you or your hair?” asked Marci.

“He likes her butt,” said Jessica.

“Can you blame him?” asked Brielle with a grin.

“Seriously, though,” said Marci. “If he likes you, he’ll like you no matter what your hair looks like.”

“People always say that,” said Brielle. “But it always sounds so one-sided to me. I’m not the only one in this relationship.”

“You’re the only one wearing your hair,” said Jessica.

“But there’s something to be said for accommodating someone you like,” said Brielle. “If it was a big deal, sure, I’d cut my hair off. But if I don’t really care either way, and he cares a lot, why not keep it long?”

“What kind of accommodations does he make for you?” asked Marci.

Brielle pursed her lips and didn’t answer. After a moment she looked at me. “What do you think, David? Guys like long hair, right?”

“I don’t like having to tuck it behind my ears all the time,” I said. It wasn’t what she meant, but I was only half paying attention, and unhelpful sarcasm was apparently my default mode. I looked up the street. Where was Corey? Was waiting for him at a specific time and place a trap? Would he try to hurt us so publicly?

“I mean on girls,” said Brielle. “Paul or no Paul, and I say this in all humility, this is man-catching hair.”

I looked at her and admitted to myself that she did indeed have incredible hair. It had looked good at the church meeting, but she’d obviously done something to it since; it was wavy and full and caught the setting sun perfectly. I imagined myself combing it, flat on an embalming table, over and over until it shone like gold—

“It’s not about bodies,” I said. “It’s about whoever’s inside of them.”

I looked at Marci. In Brooke’s body. She looked back, saying nothing, then turned to Brielle. “If only it were that easy, huh?”

“I don’t want a boyfriend ’til college,” said Jessica. “All the boys are idiots.”

Marci looked at me with a wicked grin. “Preach.”

“Boys aren’t that bad,” said Brielle.

“I don’t mean all the boys in the world,” said Jessica. “I mean all the boys here. They’re the same boys I’ve known since preschool. Braden Cole is the cutest boy in my grade, and he threw up on me on a kindergarten field trip.”

“If you don’t want boys who throw up on you, college is going to be a big surprise,” said Marci. I looked at her, wondering at the comment—she’d died as a sophomore in high school. But I supposed she had plenty of memories mixed in with her own, memories belonging to girls Nobody had killed when they were older. Had she torn through a university once, thinking that the perfect life she wanted might be there? I wondered how long that had lasted, and what kind of life, if any, might finally satisfy her. And I wondered how much of Nobody’s restlessness was still there, latent in Brooke’s fragmented mind.

“I love your highlights,” said Brielle, looking at Brooke’s blond hair again. “Are they natural?”

“They are!” said Marci cheerfully. “And I love them. It’s kind of fun being blond—”

She didn’t look at me, but I could tell from her sudden pause that she was frozen in shock at the accidental slipup. Marci had had dark black hair all her life.

“Did you dye it?” asked Jessica.

“I had it black for a while,” said Marci, touching Brooke’s hair with her fingertips. “This is great, but … I kind of miss the old hair.”

“You look great blond,” said Brielle. “It suits you.”

Corey came from behind the ice cream stand, stepping softly as if he was trying to sneak up on us, but I saw Boy Dog’s head move. I turned my own head just enough to see Corey from the corner of my eye.

“Welcome to the Kitten Caboodle,” I said, summoning all my will not to look at him directly—to allow him to sneak up behind me. I was, for a moment, terrified.

“We just call it Caboodle’s,” said Paul, walking behind Corey.

“Is that the owner’s last name?” asked Marci. Her eyes lit up. “Does that mean his first name is Kitten?”

“Don’t I wish,” said Paul.

“It’s just a cute name,” said Brielle. “I don’t think it means anything.”

“It’s a pun,” said Jessica.

“Obviously it’s a pun,” said Paul. “We mean beside that.”

“Five-oh,” said Corey, looking past us toward the street. We turned and saw a man walking toward us, swaggering slightly in the brown uniform of the state police.

“Crap,” said Brielle, muttering so softly I could barely hear her. “Officer Cuddles.”

“Good evening to you fine young ladies,” said the officer. “Are these boys bothering you?”

“No, Mr. Glassman,” said Brielle.

“Officer Glassman,” said the officer. I looked at his name tag and saw the vague outline of a name that might be Glassman; I looked at his face instead and saw clearly Sara’s features reflected in him—the same nose, the same shape in the cheeks. He was definitely her brother. He looked at Jessica and Brielle, lingering just a little longer than he needed to on each one, then turned to look at Marci. “You’re new in town.”

And there was that old, familiar feeling again—not hate, but a sudden, almost crystalline clarity: I could kill this man without the tiniest bump in my heart rate.

No.

“Just passing through,” said Marci. Her endless joviality was gone, replaced by a brusque dismissal. She acknowledged him, gave the barest minimum of an answer, then turned away. She looked at Corey—why at Corey, of all people?—and nodded her head toward the ice cream stand. “We gonna get anything?”

The dark, near-scowl on Officer Glassman’s face showed that he didn’t like being ignored and he had the authority to make sure we noticed him. “What’s your name?” he asked. Almost as an afterthought he turned to me as well. “You too, kid. What’s your name?”

“David,” I said.

“Got any ID?”

“What flavors do they have?” asked Marci, still looking at Corey.

“I asked for your name,” said Glassman again, louder this time.

“Marci,” said Marci, looking at him again. “Are you from around here?”

It was obvious that Glassman was a jerk, and judging by the nickname Officer Cuddles, he had some kind of a reputation. Based on the way Corey and Paul looked uncomfortable, but Jessica and Brielle looked outright disgusted, it wasn’t hard to guess where that nickname had come from. The look on his face oscillated between lechery and anger; he could barely keep his eyes off of Jessica’s legs, easily visible in her jean shorts. And any time his look strayed elsewhere it was on one of the other girls, and well below their eyes. The local kids were all staying quiet, implying that this kind of thing happened often enough to be familiar, but never got bad enough to merit fighting back. I assumed he would pester us a little, maybe leer a bit, and then move on. He certainly wouldn’t try anything in the middle of Main Street like this.

But he might still insist on seeing our ID. And he looked like the kind of guy who, when we couldn’t show him any, would relish the opportunity to throw his weight around a little. We might lose everything we’d worked for, right here at Caboodle’s.

“I grew up here,” said Glassman. “Dillon’s first settlers were Glassmans.”

“Did they work in glass?” asked Marci. She didn’t smile when she said it—she wasn’t flirting—but she was definitely playing him a little. Feigning interest in his story to help him feel important, trying to defuse the initial burst of anger that had prompted him to ask for our IDs. Ignoring him had been her first gambit and it had backfired; now she was trying to keep him friendly.

“I … guess so,” said Glassman. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”

“Maybe in England they did,” said Marci. “And then when they came over here they started farming. Or ranching, I guess.” She scrunched up her forehead and nose, twisting her lips in an adorable look of innocent confusion. I worried she was taking it too far. “Do they have a lot of ranches around here?”

“This is corn country,” said Paul. “Well, corn now. A lot of it used to be wheat—”

“It was the government subsidies that changed the focus,” said Glassman, stealing back the spotlight without even looking in Paul’s direction. “Biofuels and whatnot. It doesn’t pay to be in anything but corn these days.”

“Being a cop’s more interesting anyway,” said Marci, but Jessica’s face fell so fast when she said it that I knew Marci had made some kind of blunder, tripping over some invisible Dillon trip wire.

Officer Glassman’s eyes darkened—his eyebrows knit together and his eyeballs appeared to get darker in their shadow. “You got a problem with the state police, missy?”

“Marci,” said Marci, and Glassman and I both stared at her in shock—he was already getting angry and she’d corrected him, blunt as could be. But even as he was starting to snarl out a protest, she laughed out loud—high peals of laughter that seemed to shake her whole body. She covered her mouth with her hand and raised her eyebrows, trying to stifle the laughter, and then started spewing out a high-speed apology: “Oh, I’m so sorry I’m so sorry, I thought you were saying my name and so I was telling you it was Marci, I’m such an airhead, I’m so sorry, please, um, please—” She looked as apologetic as a person could look while trying not to laugh, and her laughter was so infectious that Glassman and Paul both started chuckling with her. None of the rest of us did, though I tried to smile to keep the general atmosphere going.

“No harm done, Marci,” said Glassman. He hesitated a moment, thrown so thoroughly off his guard that he didn’t know what to say next. “You, um, here for ice cream?”

“What flavor do you recommend?” asked Marci, recovering her composure just slowly enough to make the laughter look sincere. She wiped a tear from her eye to complete the effect.

“Raspberry,” said Glassman. “Dillon’s famous for its raspberries.”

“Awesome,” said Marci, and she jumped up from her seat on the scratched red table. “Thanks! Come on guys.” She motioned to us with her head, sticking her fingers in the back pockets of her jeans, and turned her back on Glassman to walk to the ice cream counter.

The rest of us took our cue and followed Marci, while Glassman just stood dumbly and watched, completely outmatched in Marci’s verbal chess game. He didn’t try to stop us—the conversation had arrived at his own dismissal so naturally he couldn’t protest it. I waited the longest, letting the rest bunch up in the line while I watched Glassman’s face. The last one to go was Jessica. As she turned, she dropped her phone. She stopped to pick it up, grimacing in fear that she’d somehow broken the spell, but all Glassman could see was her butt, bent over and pointed right at him, perfectly displayed in her tight shorts. He stared at it, and I saw him swallow and clench his fists. I looked away, not wanting him to see that I had seen him. When Jessica walked past me I moved directly behind her, cutting off Glassman’s view.

At the bar, we all made pointless small talk, not daring to look back. After a minute or two, I glanced back as discreetly as I could, hoping not to see him still standing in the same place. The truth was almost as bad—he was across the street, sitting in his squad car and staring.

I couldn’t say for sure at that distance, but I’d have bet anything he was staring right at Jessica.

“Thanks for getting rid of him,” said Brielle. “And please teach me how to do that.”

“He’s not gone yet,” said Corey. I hadn’t even seen him look. Jessica turned and looked at the squad car.

“Frickin’ Cuddles,” said Paul. “That guy gives me the creeps.”

“You’re not the one he was undressing with his eyes,” said Brielle.

“I take it he does that a lot?” I asked.

“That’s the rumor,” said the kid behind the counter.

“He was always pretty touchy-feely,” said Brielle. “But after he left Dillon to join the state police we heard about a girl in another town—”

“Crosby,” said Paul.

“No,” said the kid behind the counter, “it was Taylorsville.”

“It was somewhere,” said Brielle. “Nobody knows exactly what happened, but he’s totally a skeeze.”

“Sounds like an urban legend,” I said.

“It definitely happened,” said Paul. “I met a guy who knew the girl he attacked.”

“If it definitely happened he wouldn’t still be a cop,” said Marci. Her father was a cop. “They hate pedophiles more than anything.”

“Maybe,” said Jessica. She didn’t seem convinced.

“You saw the way he was looking at us,” said Brielle. “Even if there wasn’t a girl in Crosby or wherever, there’s going to be one someday. Somewhere.” Glassman started up his police cruiser and pulled out into the street, driving away. Brielle watched him go, her eyes cold. “If he comes after you, Jess, I’ll kill him.”
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It started with a scream. Distant, it sounded like, but nothing in Dillon is all that distant. I learned later that it was only a few blocks away from our guest room in Ingrid’s house, which isn’t that far for a scream to carry. Pretty far to wake someone up, though. I was lying on the floor and opened my eyes, not even sure what had woken me. Brooke was asleep on the bed; I didn’t let myself look, but I listened, and her breathing was soft and steady. Boy Dog was snoring on the floor. I was in front of the door, blocking Brooke from leaving, and anyone else from entering. The house was quiet, as was the town. The light of a pale quarter moon drifted through the slats in the window blinds.

And then someone screamed again.

You would think, after the kind of life I’ve lived, that I’d be some kind of expert on screaming—that I could tell from a single cry at least the gender of a screamer, if not the age and some other details. Maybe that happens eventually, but if all the screams I’ve heard aren’t enough, I certainly don’t want to know how many it would take. Extreme pain and extreme terror have a way of blending all voices into one primal sound, as if there were only one scream, and we just tapped into it now and then.

I sat up straighter, listening, wondering what I should do. Run out and find them? And then what? I was useless in a direct confrontation; at best, I would give myself away to Attina, letting him know exactly who was hunting him and ruining all my future attempts to gather information. At worst, he’d kill me too.

And it had to be Attina causing the screaming, right? This town had gone for decades without a violent attack, and now they’d had two in less than a week. There was no way that was a coincidence. But Derek Stamper had been killed slowly and in private, and no one had known until the body was found more than an hour later. Did that mean this was a different killer? Or a different situation? What had changed in the circumstances to prompt such a marked changed in the Withered’s methods?

I stood up, shucking the blankets I’d been wrapped in and walking to the window. The floor creaked under my feet, but only softly. I moved a slat in the blinds and looked outside; the world was empty and dark, colorless in the moonlight. I saw trees and houses and parked cars, all motionless in the silence. There wasn’t even wind. I don’t know what I was expecting to see, certainly not some transformed demon killing someone right in front of the—

Another scream, longer than the others. Was the pitch different? I couldn’t tell.

What if it wasn’t a Withered at all? What if it truly was a coincidence, two attacks in less than a week, and this one was just a mugging or an assault, and I could stop it and was too afraid to do so? But I had reason to be afraid, maybe more than anybody else in the town, because I knew what could happen if I was right. I’d seen Withered kill. I’d seen the aftermath, and I’d seen it up close. Worse than the violence, I’d seen glimpses of the minds behind it, tortured by time and warped over ten thousand years. I’d seen them not just take lives but take them over, stepping into people’s shapes and faces and living their lives for them.

Stopping them was what I did. It was my entire life. But running out headfirst was not how I did it.

I waited by the window, watching and listening, but the screams were done. Three short cries, and a life was over.

A few minutes later I heard an engine, then two, three, and who knows how many more. I could see red-and-blue reflections on the houses across the street, but not the lights themselves. Voices shouting. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. A light came on in the house across the street, and then another in the house next to it. I looked at the round clock face on the bedroom wall, squinting to see it clearly in the dark. 1:30 in the morning. There’d be hours before we knew the truth.

Was it worth it to go out and look? Now that the police were there the danger—probably—was gone. And I knew I wouldn’t be the only one stepping out in the middle of the night to rubberneck whatever grim cleanup the police were trying to do. It might even serve as an alibi, in case suspicion ever turned to us—obviously I didn’t do it, I was right there with you instead of running away. Or it might just as easily create suspicion where none had existed, causing the police to remember me when they thought about the crime scene. Guilty parties showed up at their own investigations all the time—not enough to make it suspicious, but certainly enough to remove it as an alibi. More than anything, though, if I went I’d have to take Brooke with me, or risk her waking up in confusion and wandering away. She needed sleep, especially now that she had a real bed for the first time in a week, and she needed to not be traumatized by the sight of another dead body. Better to stay here and wait.

I waited by the window, watching for any new information.

All night long.

*   *   *

Brooke was still Marci when she woke up the next morning. I explained what had happened, as briefly as I could, and she said I’d made the right decision to stay inside. I don’t know if she believed it or not, but it was kind of her to say. We got dressed, staring at opposite walls in the pink, fluffy room. When we got to the kitchen to help with breakfast, Ingrid was already there, in her bathrobe and curlers, holding the phone and crying.

“Mercy,” she said. “Mercy, mercy.”

“Is everything okay?” asked Marci. She glanced at me, both of us knowing what the phone call was probably about.

Ingrid shook her head.

I stepped closer, trying to sound helpful instead of curious. “Is there something we can do?”

Ingrid looked at the phone in her hand as if were a museum curiosity, a bizarre object that had somehow transported itself magically into her hand. I saw that the screen was blank and black; whatever call she’d gotten was long over, and she’d been too shocked to put it down.

Marci sat next to her at the kitchen table. “We heard something last night,” she said. “Police cars, some kind of trouble. Did someone tell you what it was?”

I would have asked the same question by saying that I’d heard screaming, but I could see instantly that mentioning the police cars was the smarter move. Marci was filling Ingrid’s mind with the most acceptable, approachable part of the story: someone trying to fix it. Mentioning the screams would only have made the story more horrible.

What would I do without Marci?

Ingrid nodded slowly, still sobbing into her hands. She wiped her eyes and sniffed, trying to regain her composure. “You met them yesterday, right? The Butler girls?”

No, I thought, please no. “We did,” I said, nodding slowly. “Are they okay?”

“Jessica,” said Ingrid, and she broke down sobbing again. We could barely understand the next three words: “Just like Derek.”

Marci put her hand on Ingrid’s back, looked at me silently, then wrapped her arms around Ingrid, who hugged her back, and Boy Dog walked toward them, sitting down on Marci’s feet in a gesture of fat, furry devotion. I watched them, thinking.

Why Jessica? Both victims were people we had talked to, the night after we’d talked to them. Was it a message to us? Or was someone actively hunting us, and kept missing? I didn’t know what kind of tracking system might result in that kind of repeated mistake, but Withered powers were virtually impossible to understand without knowing exactly how they worked. The people they killed and their reasons and methods always had perfect internal consistency—even when you disagreed with what they did, you could understand how they got there. They made sense. All you had to do was find the thing that made them all make sense—that secret, supernatural decoder ring that made all the clues click into place. Without knowing how their powers worked, though …

We’d talked to several people while we were in Dillon. Why had the Withered killed these two, specifically? What set them apart? They were both teenagers. They were both people we’d talked to on the street. They were both … And then I felt a sudden rush of relief, realizing a key difference between the two victims: I’d wanted to kill Derek and felt a sense of guilty responsibility ever since I’d learned that he’d died, as if I’d somehow helped to cause it. But I’d never wanted to kill Jessica. Even better, I was actively planning to kill Corey, and he was fine. If my plans for violence had been the root of these attacks, Jessica would have been untouched. I was off the hook—

—well, at least in part. It was still my responsibility to stop this Withered before he killed again.

“I need to call Sara,” said Ingrid, clutching Marci tightly for a few more seconds before pulling away and reaching for her phone again. “She’ll be a wreck.”

“Did she know Jessica well?” asked Marci.

“Oh dear,” said Ingrid, taking Marci’s hand. “I was so broken up I didn’t even tell you about Luke.”

“Her brother?” I asked.

“He tried to save her,” said Ingrid. “He was a hero.”

“Wait,” I said, sitting at the table across from her. “What was Officer Glassman doing with fourteen-year-old Jessica at 1:30 in the morning?”

“He was a hero,” Ingrid insisted, her voice turning hard and angry. “He got cut up too, trying to save her.” She picked up the phone, and I caught Marci’s eye and nodded toward the living room. I left the kitchen, and she followed me.

“What do you think?” I whispered.

“No way Jessica was out there with him willingly,” said Marci.

I nodded. “Do you think…? I don’t know. Can you remember any Withered who were pedophiles?”

She frowned. “You think it’s Glassman, now?”

“I still think it’s Corey,” I said, shaking my head. “He’s weird and creepy and that ‘it begins’ looks awfully suspicious. But. None of that is hard evidence, and both victims were teenagers, and Officer Glassman was leering at Jessica like crazy just a few hours before she died. So it’s at least worth a mention.”

“But Glassman wasn’t even here the night Derek died,” said Marci. “Sara told us he’d left the day before.”

“Maybe he faked leaving early to build himself an alibi.”

“A person that careful wouldn’t turn around and kill a girl five hours after all of Main Street saw him talking to her. And then be found at the scene with injuries.”

I sighed and nodded. “You’re right. But what if … I don’t know. It’s too obvious to ignore, even if some of the pieces don’t fit yet.”

“Yet?”

“They might fit better when we learn more.”

Marci nodded. “For now, let’s focus on what we know. Both victims died the night after we talked to them.”

“Even better,” I said, “both of those conversations happened in Corey’s presence.”

“He’s still the best candidate,” Marci agreed. “I just wish we had more evidence.”

“Maybe he recognized us that first night,” I said. “Or he recognized Nobody’s presence or influence or something, and so when we left he killed Derek to try to lure us back. He didn’t kill anyone the first night because he didn’t have a plan yet. He was still thinking. And then the second night he put his plan into motion: It begins.”

“So what’s his plan?” asked Marci.

“I have no idea,” I said, shrugging helplessly. “Maybe it’s a message to us, or to someone else, or … well, it’s definitely about us somehow. Two murders in a peaceful town coinciding perfectly with our arrival is not a coincidence. We need to talk to his parents today, and maybe Brielle.”

“Seriously?” asked Marci. “Her sister was just murdered.”

“Of course,” I said. “You’re right. Maybe Paul, then.”

“It’s going to be hard to talk to anyone if the whole town’s in terrified mourning the whole time we’re here,” said Marci. She grimaced. “How many more do you think he’s going to kill?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe.… Wait.”

“What?”

“There’s another correlation,” I said. “We’ve been here three days, and we talked to people on three days, but people were only killed on two of them.”

“Because he was still forming a plan on the first day,” said Marci. “Like you said.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe there’s another common factor we haven’t considered. What did we do on the second and third days that we didn’t do on the first?”

“We … were here during the daytime,” said Marci. “We went to … oh crap.” She looked me right in the eyes. “We went to church.”

I nodded. “Both days.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe it doesn’t mean anything,” said Marci.

“Maybe not,” I said. “Maybe it does.”

“We have to deal with stuff we can understand,” said Marci, frustrated. “Actual clues we can actually follow, instead of just guessing at shadows.”

“What, then?”

“We should … go look at last night’s crime scene,” she said. “There might be soulstuff, or claw marks, or some other evidence that the police won’t know is evidence because it’s too weird to be part of a standard murder.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said. “We’ll see if we can get close; it might be taped off still. And either way, I think we need to visit the cops.”

“You want to bring them in on this?” asked Marci. “I liked Officer Davis, but he won’t believe a word we say if we try to tell him this was a supernatural monster.”

I shook my head. “I just want to find out what they know—I can’t look at the bodies anymore, like I used to back in Clayton, so we’ve got to get our info some other way.”

“The cops won’t tell you anything.”

“Not on purpose,” I said. “That’s why we’re going to tell them something—they asked everyone who knows something to talk to them, so we’re going to go do it. We’re going to offer ourselves as witnesses to yesterday’s encounter between Jessica and Glassman. And while we’re in the building, we’re going to eavesdrop on every conversation we possibly can.”

“You’re crazy,” said Brooke. “They’ll ask for ID.”

“And we won’t have any to give them,” I said. “That doesn’t make us suspects, and whatever it does make us they’ll be too busy with the killings to bother figuring out who we really are.” I wavered back and forth, grimacing as I thought. “I’m 99 percent sure we won’t be suspects.”

Marci raised an eyebrow. “Are you willing to risk that 1 percent?”

“To kill a Withered?” I asked. “I’ll risk a lot more than that.”

“We can’t be on camera, though,” said Marci. “This is going to be national news, now more than ever, and we can’t be seen.”

“I know.”

Marci folded her arms intently. “If we get to the station and they have a camera, we come right back. We can’t risk anyone back home seeing us.”

“Obviously,” I said, then paused. “It’s a smart plan, but … you seem more emotional about it as well.”

“The sooner Brooke’s body gets recognized,” said Marci, “the sooner I might get evicted from it.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that.

We set out to look at the crime scene only to find it already swarmed with people pressed up against the line of police tape, craning their necks to catch a glimpse of anything they could. Marci and I worked our way to the front, but other than some plastic tarps that were almost certainly covering blood stains, we couldn’t see anything. A handful of state police were on the scene, working more to keep people out than to actually examine the evidence, and I wondered if they were already done or if they were trying to keep the scene clean for an incoming forensics team. Two grisly child murders in half a week was national news; we might get FBI. I wondered if it would be anyone I knew.

Was that Attina’s plan? To make this so high profile it became too risky for us to stay and hunt him?

We pushed our way gently out of the crowd, waved solemnly at Pastor Nash, who stood near the back of the crowd, and headed toward the police station. Marci started working on our story, conjuring something placating to tell the police if they demanded ID, while I put together the beginnings of a plan to kill Corey. Only the beginnings, though. Killing a Withered was just as delicate as tracking one; if you knew their powers you could do it fairly easily, but otherwise it was all but impossible. We’d have to start the way we always started: the speed-bump test. But how to arrange it? We couldn’t just be in the truck when we hit him—we’d end up in jail or worse—and if he survived we would have exposed ourselves for nothing. It had to be more subtle. But how?

And did we dare to do it in the first place? What if Corey, despite all our suspicion, was innocent? What if he was just a weirdo with poor social skills, and his Facebook announcement was a pure coincidence? “It begins” might just as easily refer to … I didn’t know, a garage band or something. Maybe his mustache was coming in. Maybe he was binge watching something online. I, of all people, couldn’t condemn a guy just for being suspicious and not fitting in.

But how could I know for sure? Every moment I didn’t act was another moment when someone could get hurt. Better to have the plan ready, so I could employ it when the target was confirmed.

Assuming I could get hold of a truck in the first place, how would I do it? Maybe if I aimed the truck just right and stacked a bunch of bricks on the gas pedal? If he was in a specific place, like the tables in front of Kitten Caboodle … but how could I keep him from seeing it coming, and getting out of the way? How could I limit the collateral damage? Maybe if I caught him at night, drunk at the drive-in theater, or walking home in the dark. The more I thought about it the more I wanted to do it, like a junkie sitting and staring at a hit of meth—just sitting there, waiting, filling up my entire mind. I looked at every truck we passed, wondering how to steal it, how to rig it, how to clean my own DNA off it.

We arrived at the police station only to find it almost as crowded as the crime scene—though most of the people here were in police uniforms. There were too many just for this department; they had local police, state police, and volunteers from all over the region. Most of them were milling around in the parking lot and by the front door as if they were waiting for something—an order or an announcement.

There was an ambulance in the parking lot. That was new, but I didn’t know what it meant. There were no cameras or news crews.

One of the officers stopped us as we tried to walk to the front door.

“Do you have business here?”

“The officer at the church meeting told us to contact him if we knew anything,” said Marci, putting on her most innocent voice. “We were with Jessica a lot yesterday.”

“And that’s it?” asked the cop. “You hung out with the victim? Do you have more than that?”

“Officer Glassman was there,” said Marci, dropping her eyes. I couldn’t tell if she was really embarrassed or still acting.

“Damn Cuddles,” said another cop, walking up next to the first. “Send them through.”

The second officer motioned for us to follow him. He led us past the crowd of police and into the station itself, where we could hear someone yelling in one of the offices. The cop pointed us to the waiting area: seven or eight plastic chairs, most of them already filled with what I assumed were other witnesses. Marci and I sat down, Boy Dog panting languidly at our feet, and I strained to hear the shouting.

“… another one? How the hell am I supposed to explain this?”

The response was too muffled to make out. The first voice shouted again.

“You’re not getting out of this with a transfer, Luke!”

Officer Davis, the one from the church meeting, was yelling at Officer Glassman. “Another one” didn’t refer to the dead body, but to Glassman’s history with underage girls. I glanced at Marci, and she shook her head.

“You want proof the Withered are evil?” she whispered. “It killed the girl instead of the child molester.”

“Listen!” shouted Davis. “I don’t care what excuses you have! I don’t care that you risked your life or got a few cuts or whatever pathetic excuse you’re trying to give me. This town’s ready to explode, and instead of solving their problems now I’ve got to deal with some dirtbag officer and his dirtbag fantasies.” He paused, while Glassman murmured something I couldn’t hear. “Do you think that matters?” asked Davis when he was done. “Of course it was all just gossip—that’s why you haven’t been fired—but this is evidence. If you’re so damn innocent this time can you explain what you were doing with her at 1:30 in the morning?”

“At least he’s as mad about this as we are,” said Marci.

“I’m trying to hear,” I said, but stopped speaking abruptly when another officer walked briskly around the corner, headed straight for us. I looked up, rehearsing my story one last time, but he walked right past us toward Officer Davis’s door. His face was grim, his teeth clenched.

“That’s not good,” said Marci.

The newcomer opened the door, and we caught the second half of Officer Glassman’s muffled argument: “… even talking about this! How is it even an issue? So you don’t believe in bigfoot, fine, neither do I, but then it was a bear, or the biggest wolf you’ve ever seen—the coroner’s report is going to back up everything I’ve said, no matter what you think I was doing with that g—”

“Quiet!” said Officer Davis. I could just barely see him through the door, and he looked furious. I wanted Glassman to keep talking, to say more about the monster he’d seen, but Davis turned to the man who’d opened the door and snapped at him: “I said no interruptions.”

“Unless there was another dead kid,” said the cop at the door. Every head in the waiting room swiveled toward him in unison, and the entire police station seemed to be suddenly on edge, listening. “Now we have.”

“No,” said Davis.

The cop in the doorway shook his head. “A local boy named Corey Diamond just got hit by a truck, in his own bedroom. Dead on impact.”

“Holy mother,” whispered Marci.

“In his bedroom.…” Officer Davis spluttered, trying to find words. “That’s … Dammit. Is it an accident or another murder?”

“That’s the thing,” said the cop. “We don’t know.” He swallowed, like he was nervous. “There wasn’t anybody in it—the truck was completely empty when it hit.”
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“I think someone’s reading my mind,” I whispered.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” said Marci.

I looked around the police station, as if expecting to see a clawed, hairy monster peeking out from around a corner. “It’s the only explanation.”

The entire police station was buzzing with noise, cops and civilians and even suspects in their interrogation rooms, shouting and whispering and arguing and praying. What was going on? Who was behind it? Why were they doing it? Even Boy Dog was barking, little yips and growls of agitation. I felt a pain in my hands and looked down, realizing that I was gripping the armrests so tightly that the skin of my knuckles, chapped from wind and sun, was splitting open across the bones. Someone was reading my mind.

“We need to get out of here,” said Marci again, grabbing my arm.

I felt a sudden burst of anger—how dare she touch my arm!—and pulled away, feeling furious and terrified and guilty all at once. I shouldn’t react like that; Marci was my girlfriend, I loved her, of course she could touch my arm. Then I remembered it wasn’t even her fingers that had touched me but Brooke’s, and I felt another surge of anger, followed just as quickly by another surge of guilt. I shouldn’t feel like this. I couldn’t allow myself to feel like this.

I needed to burn something.

“Close that door!” shouted Officer Davis. “Let’s keep some semblance of propriety in this station!” The cop with the message stepped into Davis’s office and closed the door behind him, and the noise from the waiting room only got louder.

Marci stood up and grabbed my hand with Brooke’s fingers, trying to pull me out of my seat. I clenched my teeth and gripped the armrests tighter, willing my skin to split open, relishing the sharp, tearing pain of it. “John,” she whispered, and I closed my eyes and tightened the muscles in my neck, flexing them so hard my head began to shake. Get out of my head, I thought, get out of my head! I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself. Whoever you are, I thought, I’m going to find you and tear you apart with my bare hands. Do you hear me? I’m coming for you!

Marci tugged on me again and I stood, feeling nauseated at the sudden change in position. Or the anger. Or the helplessness. How could we fight this thing? Whoever it was had pinned us as Withered hunters the moment we’d stepped into town, had been reading our minds and taunting us with body after body, death after death. What other explanation could there be? The people we met, the people I wanted to hurt, were killed in exactly the way I wanted to kill them. And now our only suspect was gone—

I stopped at the front desk. “What happened to the body?” I asked.

The cop at the desk looked up with a frown, both annoyed by my question and confused by it. “What?”

“Corey Diamond’s body,” I said, “what happened to it? Is it still there?”

“You can’t see the body—”

“But can you?” I asked. “Can anybody? Does the body still exist?”

“The hell are you talking about?” asked the cop. “We’re not going to hide the body, no matter how many pieces it’s in. What are you trying to say about us?”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Marci, “come on.”

I let her lead me toward the front door. “It didn’t disappear,” I said. “It’s not a Withered.”

“He’s not a Withered,” said Marci, though her voice had no passion.

“That’s what I said.”

She pushed the door half open, her wrist limp, and stared out through the glass at the crowd of police in the front of the building. They were buzzing like a hive, talking and arguing as much as the people inside were. Some were running toward their cars, others held back townspeople. Was one of them the killer? A cop or a civilian or the driver of that truck passing by? It had to be someone. What did they say the population was, nine hundred? Add in the state police and whatever other drifters and delivery drivers happened to be in town and we could round it off to an even thousand. How many had Attina killed? How many more would he kill if we didn’t catch him? If we just burned the whole city to the ground and took all of them out, was it worth it if we killed the Withered with them? Was there some formula for acceptable collateral damage? Was there enough math in morality to sacrifice a whole town of people?

I needed to burn something. I needed to scream and cry and hack a piece of meat into hamburger.

Marci wasn’t even pushing on the door anymore. “It doesn’t matter,” she said.

Don’t say it.

“It’s gonna kill us too,” she said.

I screamed in my mind, a long, inaudible howl of frustration, and then I swallowed all my rage, all my tension, all my pent-up emotions, choking them down like an owl in reverse, a ragged little bundle of bones and claws and bile, forcing it back down my gullet and pasting a broad, fake smile across my face. Her problems were more important than mine. “You want some ice cream?”

“I just want it to stop,” said Marci.

“It will,” I said, not even knowing what “it” she was referring to. I put my hand next to hers and pushed the door open, hoping that she would push with me, drawing strength from mine, but instead she just let her hand drop to her side. The summer sun beat down like a furnace, and I pulled her gently out into it, one hand on her arm and the other in front of my face trying to shield my eyes from the brightness. Boy Dog shoved past our legs, barking at the sun and heat and noise and everything else, like a tiny personification of the whole town’s restless anger. Marci resisted and I tugged again, whispering gently. “It’s all going to be just fine,” I said. “We’re going to figure out what’s going on—you and me. And we’re going to solve it.” Then, remembering her rage after we killed Yashodh, her indignant fury at the thought that being a good killer was something to be happy about, I changed my tactics. “We’re going to save everybody,” I said. “Three people are gone, but they’re the only ones.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do, because we’re amazing,” I said, leading her down the steps. The cops weren’t even paying attention to us; they were too occupied with other concerns. “I know it because we’re good at this, we’re the best at this; we’re going to save the lives of every single person in this town. All 997 of them, including the cops and the drivers. Everyone. Do you hear me, Marci?”

She started crying.

“Marci, do you hear me? I need you to talk to me. We’re going to save everyone, can you say that? Say it with me: We’re going to save everyone.”

“I’m not Marci,” she sobbed, and she broke away from me and ran.

I bolted after her, forgetting the cops, forgetting Boy Dog, forgetting everything in the world but that one girl, skinny and dirty and afraid. My feet pounded on the pavement, leaping off the curb and onto the dusty asphalt, arms pumping at my sides. Just one girl. I didn’t even know who she was—maybe Brooke, maybe Regina, maybe Lucinda or Kveta or a hundred thousand others I’d never even met. It didn’t matter. She needed my help. She ran toward a car, trying to throw herself in front of it, but it passed too quickly; she ran toward the cinder block wall on the far side of the road, head down like a bull, and screamed a wordless cry as she plowed herself into it, skull first, my fingers just inches too far away to pull her back. She hit the wall with an audible smack and bounced off, reeling and falling. I only just managed to grab her shirt as she fell to the sidewalk, catching her before she hit her head again. She threw up, and I rolled her over to keep the vomit from choking her. Seconds later I was grabbed from behind, half a dozen rough hands yanking me away, pulling me back.

“Don’t take her away!” I screamed.

“Get off her!” shouted one of the cops, and suddenly cops were everywhere, appearing like magic as they caught up to us and surrounded us, misinterpreting Brooke’s sprint and my chase as some kind of abusive scenario.

“She’s a suicide risk!” I shouted.

“Keep your mouth shut!”

“She just tried to kill herself,” I said, grunting as they slammed me to the ground and cuffed me. “If you try to separate us she will kill herself, you have to trust me—I was trying to help her!”

Brooke’s body was still rolling around on the sidewalk, twisting either in pain or a seizure, I couldn’t tell which. She’d hit her head so hard I was amazed she was even conscious. The cops tried to help her, but weren’t sure what to do. I heard one call for an ambulance, and others knelt next to her, speaking in calm, businesslike phrases:

“Are you okay?”

“Was this boy chasing you?”

“Did he hurt you?”

I took another deep breath, trying to calm myself as much as possible. “Please believe me,” I said. I stuck with the name everyone in Dillon knew her by. “Her name is Marci, though she has some mental problems and doesn’t always answer to it. I’m her friend and I was only trying to keep her safe. Part of her mental illness makes her highly prone to suicide.”

I saw someone step out of the shop she’d crashed into, an old man in an apron, and I shouted out to him. “You—you from the store. You’re my witness, okay? This girl is a severe suicide risk, and I have to stay with her, and you just heard me warn these cops, okay? If they separate us, and she kills herself, you can testify it was their fault, okay? Sir, did you hear me?”

“Shut up,” said the cop holding me down.

“Is there anything I can do?” the old man asked the police.

“Just stay back,” said the nearest officer, “we have an ambulance on the way.”

“Bring her some water,” I said, “And all the ice in your store; she probably has a concussion.” The man nodded and went back inside. The cop on my back shoved me against the ground again, frisking me with his free hand.

“He’s got a weapon,” said the cop, pulling Potash’s combat knife from the sheath on my leg. Dammit. “You want to explain this, kid?”

“Officer,” I said, talking to the cop who was trying to help Brooke. “You see her hand? Yes, you—you see her hand? It looks like it’s flailing randomly, but she’s reaching for your gun. Just—just step away, that’s right, and try to hold her down.”

“What’s your name?” asked the cop I’d warned, glancing at me as he grabbed at Brooke’s flailing arms.

“David,” I said. “I’m only trying to help her, you have to believe me.”

“Why’s she trying to kill herself?”

“That’s a very long story.”

“You’ve got time,” said the cop on my back. There were at least six other police officers swarming around us; if Brooke had gotten hold of a gun, she’d be dead. I tried to look her in the eyes, to see how lucid she was, but she was squeezing them shut.

“Just let me die,” she whimpered. “Just please let me die. It’ll all be over and I can start again.”

The cop holding her arms looked at her in surprise, then back at me. “Start again?”

“She’s mentally ill,” I said. “Most of the time she’s fine, but when she gets like this you just have to ride it out. She’ll be okay again soon.”

“She can ride it out in the hospital,” said the cop. “And you in the station, explaining all this.”

The store owner came back outside with a glass of water and a bowl of ice. “Did you hear that?” I asked him. “They’re going to separate us. Remember this when she dies in their custody—you have to testify that I warned them first.”

“Fine,” said the cop, “we’ll take you with us to the hospital.”

*   *   *

It’s sad, when you think about it, how precarious our lives are. Our ways of living. Everything I’d tried to accomplish over the last year, all the secrecy and the hiding and the coping strategies to try to keep Brooke healthy, it was pointless now, everything lost forever in ten seconds sprinting across an empty street. If we’d been somewhere else, the cops wouldn’t have seen us; if I’d been able to grab her more quickly, she wouldn’t have gotten hurt. If I’d had a better plan, or better reflexes, or been a better person.

Now we were in small, regional hospital, locked in a room with the cops keeping watch outside, waiting for the results of an MRI. I was surprised a hospital this small even had an MRI machine, but I wasn’t complaining. Brooke’s unconscious body lay in a bed, her head bandaged and hooked up to softly beeping monitors. Boy Dog was being held in a kennel in Dillon. And somewhere a state police officer was trying to figure out who we were, and then the FBI would come, and they’d take Brooke away, and I’d go to prison or worse. And Attina would keep killing.

Or maybe, as soon as I was gone, he’d stop. Maybe I was the reason he was killing at all.

The hospital was in Crosby, the next town over, larger than Dillon but still rural, still nowhere near big enough that you’d call it a city. The hospital was barely a clinic, with an emergency room and a maternity ward and a handful of other medical services, though it was new enough to have a tiny radiology department. Five or six rooms for patients. It was clean, though. And it was one story, so we could slip out the window and run if it came to that. Maybe it already had, and I was too stubborn to see it. Where could we even go? Dillon was crawling with cops, and everybody would recognize us, so we couldn’t hide there. But I didn’t want to abandon the town, either. If I was the only one who could stop Attina, then everyone he killed before I stopped him was my fault.

My only hope was to convince the FBI, when they finally showed up, to let me go back for another try. My one last wish before … whatever they did to me.

I spent the morning with the door closed. I lit a match, thrilling at the little spark of flame, but the smoke alarm went off almost immediately and the nurse came in to take my matchbook away. So even that was gone.

Somewhere in the afternoon—about six hours into our stay at the hospital—I heard a knock on the door. Whoever it was didn’t wait for an answer, but opened it just a second later.

“Iowa,” I said, recognizing him immediately.

The man who’d followed us through Dallas paused in the doorway, taken aback at the statement. “Iowa?”

“The plate on your car,” I said. “That sneaky black SUV that didn’t look remotely like an FBI vehicle.”

“Technically it wasn’t,” he said, closing the door behind himself and sitting in the room’s other chair. “It was a rental. But I’m stationed in Lincoln, Nebraska, so an Iowa plate isn’t all that surprising.”

“Wow,” I said. “What do you have to do wrong to get stationed in Lincoln, Nebraska?”

“Specialize in serial killers, apparently,” said Iowa. He stood up again and stepped toward me, holding out his hand. “Agent Mills. Big fan of your work.”

I let his hand hang there, unshaken. “What kind of work are we talking about?”

He held his hand out another moment or two, then shrugged and went back to his seat. “John Wayne Cleaver, special advisor to Agent Linda Ostler, and a key member of Task Force Goshawk, charged with a mission so secret I’m not even allowed to state it out loud in this room—though I assure you I’m very familiar with its particulars.”

“Goshawk?”

“Some kind of a bird,” said Mills. “I didn’t name it.”

“It’s better than Boy Dog,” I said.

“Your record with Agent Ostler was sketchy but acceptable,” said Mills. “You talked back to your superiors, you pushed every button and boundary and envelope you ever came across, and you actively antagonized some members of your team, including and most problematically the therapist assigned to your unit, but you always got the job done. You enabled more … how can I put this without spilling state secrets … more ‘apprehensions of nonstandard targets’ than the entire US government had managed to achieve in the several decades prior to your term of service. You were on track for a commendation and a hefty pay bump before Fort Bruce.”

“How much of a pay bump?”

“You keep focusing on the least important part of every sentence I say.”

“My therapist used to say the same thing.”

“I’m beginning to understand a lot of the personnel reports I’ve read.”

“Do I want to know why you’re here?” I asked.

He shrugged again. “Probably. Your personnel reports suggest that you want to know everything.”

“Do I get to?”

“How much time do you have?” asked Mills. “The reasons I’m here are a very long list.”

“Well I’m not going anywhere, as far as I know,” I said. “Start with where I’m going next.”

“I’m afraid we have to start several months before that,” said Mills. “Tell me about Fort Bruce.”

“Nice place,” I said. “Kind of big for my tastes, though. And pretty dangerous now that the entire police force has been slaughtered by a supernatural monster.”

“Can we do this without the sass?” asked Mills.

“I guess so,” I said. “But it’s really the only part I enjoy.”

“The last anyone heard of your team in Fort Bruce was Dr. Trujillo calling to say that a combined operation with local police had gone wrong, and a Withered army was running wild through the city. When we arrived on the scene ten hours later there were more than thirty dead humans and what we surmised to be the remains of two dead Withered. You and Brooke were the only survivors.”

“How did you know we’d survived?” I asked. “Maybe we’d just been eaten by the monsters.”

“Most of the team assumed as much,” said Mills. “I was the one who noticed that one of the human bodies had received a makeshift ‘embalming’ with eighty-seven-octane gasoline. That didn’t prove anything, but it sure suggested a lot of really wild possibilities.”

“The most lurid of which,” I said, extrapolating the likely story, “was that I had gone full psycho, betrayed my team, and left a gruesome calling card to announce the beginning of my serial-killer career.”

“Now it sounds like you’ve been reading my personnel reports.”

“How true do you think that version is?” I asked. “Measured in the number of armed marines waiting in the hall to ‘apprehend’ me?”

“Three,” said Mills simply. “Plus two more outside. Which is not nearly as many as there could have been.”

Brooke groaned, and we looked at her in unison. She moved her hand—more of a twitch than a conscious movement—and moments later the nurse bustled into the room.

“The MRI results are looking really clean,” he said, studying the monitors and tapping a pen against his cheek. “It’s practically a miracle. Now it looks like your girl is waking up.”

“Woman,” I said. Mostly just to bug him.

Brooke took her time regaining consciousness, and with the nurse in the room Mills and I couldn’t talk freely. Mills caught my eye at one point, nodding toward the door, but I ignored him and looked back at Brooke. If they were going to separate us, they were going to have to do it by force.

“Hey there,” said the nurse, shining a small penlight in Brooke’s eyes. “Are you waking up now? Can you hear me?”

“Where am I?” asked Brooke. Her voice was raw and ragged.

“You’re in a hospital,” said the nurse. “You hit your head pretty hard. Do you remember that?”

“My head,” said Brooke, and she tried to touch her bandage with her palm. A thick leather restraint stopped her hand just a few inches above the bed railing, and she rolled her head to the side to look at it, squinting her eyes in the bright light. She tugged on the restraint again, as if not comprehending its purpose, then tested her other arm and found it was restrained as well. She sighed and closed her eyes again. “Severe suicide risk,” she said. “Yeah, I remember.”

“I’m right here with you,” I said, raising my voice a bit to make sure she could hear me.

She smiled. “John.”

“His name is David,” said the nurse. “Do you remember Da—”

“She’s always called me John,” I said. “It’s okay.”

The nurse nodded, glancing at Agent Mills as if he was trying to put us all together, like a puzzle. He looked back at Brooke. “Okay, sweetie, we’re going to do a few more quick memory tests if that’s all right. You hit your head pretty hard and we want to make sure you didn’t scramble your noodles. You recognized John’s voice and that’s great—can you tell me your name?”

“No.”

“Your name is…” the nurse began, but he stopped talking as a wide, wicked grin spread across Brooke’s face. Her eyes were still closed. The nurse nodded. “I get it, sweetie, you’re just playing with me. Let me rephrase the question: do you know your name?”

“Some of them.”

“Start with the first one.”

“Uh uh uh,” said Brooke, her voice somewhere between playful and taunting. “That’s a secret.”

“You can tell me, honey, I’m a nurse.”

“You’re not going to get anywhere with this,” I said. I’d seen this side of Brooke before, and it wasn’t Brooke at all.

The nurse shot me a glance. “I have to test for brain damage.”

“Physical damage is not her problem,” said Mills. “Put in terms you’re familiar with, she has dissociative identity disorder. Ask her name, her age, where she’s from, any of the standard questions, and you’ll get a dozen different answers. Sometimes more.” He pulled out his badge and held it up, establishing his absolute authority over the situation. “You’re going to go out in the hall and mark this test as done, and you’re going to mark the results as positive.”

“Negative,” I said.

Mills frowned. “Whichever one means she’s healthy and doesn’t have any memory loss.”

“So, negative,” said the nurse.

“This is why I didn’t go into medicine,” said Mills. “You make no sense at all.” He opened the door. “Thanks for your service to the United States government.” The nurse left, and Mills closed the door.

“Would my pay bump have included a badge?” I asked. “Because what you just did looks super fun.”

He slipped his badge back into his suit coat and walked to the side of Brooke’s bed. “So,” he said. “Are you going to tell us who you really are?”

“I’m an innocent little girl,” said Brooke.

“He knows everything,” I said softly. “You don’t have to hide.”

“In that case,” said Brooke, opening her eyes and flashing another toothy grin, “he knows exactly who I am.”

Mills stared at her, trying to think, and then stepped back in shock as the realization hit him.

Nobody laughed.

“You’re…” said Mills. “I … didn’t think I’d ever get to meet one.”

“I can’t hurt you,” said Nobody, and her grin faded slowly away. “I’ve been dead for two years.”

Mills shuffled backward another half step, and I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of satisfaction at his discomfort.

“You wanted to know what happened in Fort Bruce,” I said. “Now that you’ve met Nobody, you might actually be ready to hear it: the cannibal we were chasing turned out to be a sort of Withered king named Rack. He didn’t have a face or a chest or a heart, but he could use hearts to talk to us the same way Nobody used bodies to get around. They’re like parasites on the rest of the world, using humans as food and tools and even hiding places. He recruited one of our team to his side with the promise of money and power, but I was able to kill him by stabbing that teammate in the chest, filling his heart with gasoline, and then poisoning Rack with it when he tried to recruit me.”

“That’s…” said Mills. He seemed too squeamish to finish his sentence, so I continued.

“We left without telling anyone where we were going because we didn’t want anything like Fort Bruce to ever happen again. We lost that many people because our methods were too obvious: you can’t wage a war against someone without that someone noticing. The Withered noticed us and they fought back. I’d been telling Ostler since the beginning that I needed to do this alone, my way, and then all of a sudden I was the only one left alive so I took my chance and ran with it. Nobody and I have killed just as many without the help of Task Force Goshawk as we ever killed with it, and we’ve done it without anything like another Fort Bruce. You have to see that this is the best way to do it.”

“That’s not the way our government does things,” said Mills.

“Effectively?”

“Unsupervised,” said Mills. “We can’t just have you running around killing people.”

Nobody snorted. “So you’d rather have the Withered running around killing people?”

“A trained agent with decades of experience might earn the kind of autonomy you’re asking for,” said Mills. “Agent Potash might have gotten it. But you’re an eighteen-year-old serial killer and his dead demon girlfriend. Are you crazy?”

“Technically,” I said.

“You light fires everywhere you go,” said Mills. “How do you think we’ve been tracking you? And even if you don’t cause anything on the scale of Fort Bruce, you still cause problems and you still cause deaths. What are we supposed to tell the people of Dillon? ‘It’s okay, don’t worry about the deaths and the arson, our best teenage sociopath is on the job.’”

“Wait,” I said. “What arson?” I’d been desperate to light a fire all day, but hadn’t lit so much as a match my entire time in Dillon. Oh no.

“What do you mean, ‘what arson?’” asked Mills. “The fire you lit this morning. The one that helped me find you so fast—I was already halfway from Dallas when the state police called me.”

“I didn’t light any fires,” I said. “It has to be Attina.”

“Who?”

“The Withered we’re hunting,” I said. “He’s reading my mind somehow.”

“What did he burn?” asked Nobody.

“The church,” said Mills. “Burned it right down to the ground.”


 

19

Agent Mills kept us in the hospital overnight, locked in the room. The nurse came to visit us every now and then, though he was always accompanied by a cop from the hall, and they never took off Brooke’s restraints. I don’t know how much the nurse knew, but the cops were on edge and that put him on edge. I sat in the corner and ignored them, focusing on the bigger problems: we still didn’t know what Mills was planning to do with us, and meanwhile Attina was only getting more dangerous.

We had to stop him.

“It doesn’t make sense,” I said.

“He’s reading your mind,” said Nobody.

“Probably,” I said. “Can he do that?”

“I don’t know what he can do,” said Nobody. “I don’t have any memories of him at all, just the notes from Forman’s book.”

“What did the notes say?”

Nobody shrugged. “‘Last seen in Dillon, Oklahoma,’” she said. “‘Probably useless.’”

“So far he’s shredded two kids, turned into bigfoot, crashed a truck with his mind, and burned down a church,” I said. “That doesn’t sound useless to me.”

“Because you have no ambition,” said Nobody. “All you want to do is kill loners in dead-end towns, and Attina apparently excels at that. But Forman was working with Rack, and they wanted to raise an army.”

I bristled at her comment but kept my response impersonal. “And you think a telepathic bigfoot wouldn’t be useful to an army?”

“Apparently they thought so,” said Nobody. “We just have to figure out why.”

“Great,” I said. I rubbed my face and eyes, still on edge from last night and this morning, and everything bad that could possibly happen all happening at once. I needed to burn something, or break something, or scream, or cry, or jump up and down. I felt like a soda can that’d been shaken and shaken, relentlessly, for hours. The pressure was building and building and had nowhere to go. I had to let it out somehow.

Except I had to keep it under control, especially now that Mills was here, or the FBI would lock me up and take Brooke away forever.

I stood up to walk around. “Okay then, let’s figure this out. Why does he do it?”

“Kill?” asked Nobody. “Burn things? Read your mind? You’ve got to be more specific.”

“Why does he…” I shook my head. “Let’s go back to basics. What does he do that he doesn’t have to do?”

“You always ask that.”

“Because it’s always important,” I said. “You want to get in somebody’s head, you figure out what he’s choosing to do.”

“That’s why I love you,” said Nobody. “You always know exactly what to do.”

“You don’t love me,” I said. “You’re a fragmented memory trapped in a broken mind.”

“Is that all Marci is, too?”

I clenched my hands into fists. “Don’t talk about her.”

“Or what, you’ll hurt me?”

I gritted my teeth, hating every second of this conversation. “No.”

“Then stop making idle threats,” she said. “It’s the sign of a weak mind. Now start solving this problem.”

“Attina is choosing to murder people that we talk to,” I said. “In exactly the ways I want to do it.”

“And he’s lighting fires you want to light, too,” said Nobody.

“Everything he’s done…” I said. “No, wait. It’s not everything.” I looked over at her. “I didn’t want to kill Jessica.”

“Are you sure? You want to kill a lot of people.”

“I didn’t think anything bad about Jessica,” I said. “Officer Glassman, sure, but he’s not the one that got killed.”

Nobody sat up straighter in her bed, as much as her wrist restraints would allow. “What if he was the target, and she just got caught in the crossfire?”

“So we’re looking at a Withered who can fail,” I said, nodding. This was finally getting us somewhere. “Attina attacks teenagers because he can’t take down a full adult.”

“Maybe he’s small,” said Nobody.

I shook my head. “Officer Glassman said he was bigfoot,” I said. “So he’s either lying to make himself look better, or Attina’s somehow huge and weak at the same time.”

“Maybe he has a weakness that isn’t physical,” said Nobody. “Maybe he’s … I don’t know, afraid of people, or afraid of authority. Or he’s afraid of loud noises—did Glassman get any shots off with his weapon?”

“No guns were fired,” I said, remembering the sounds of the attack. “Just three screams. I … don’t know why.”

“Maybe he can incapacitate his victims,” said Nobody, “which is how he was able to kill Derek so quietly.”

I shook my head again. “Corey wasn’t incapacitated, just surprised. In fact, all three victims were killed in completely different ways—and if the methods aren’t consistent, they aren’t important. He kills however he can, in whatever method gets the job done. Or, I suppose, whatever methods he gleans from my head. But the point is, we shouldn’t be looking at how he kills, we should be looking at how he chooses who to kill. Why go after people I’ve thought about hurting?”

“To help you?” asked Nobody. “This is a demon who didn’t do anything for decades, at least, and then started killing almost immediately when we showed up in town. You have a very attractive mind, with a strong sense of purpose, and maybe that got his attention. Look at me: I threw away everything I had to be with you—I changed everything I did—”

“You didn’t change anything,” I said. “Your obsession with me was just one more link in a very old chain. You saw something you wanted and you tried to take it, just like you did with Marci and Brooke and all the others. This is different.”

“Don’t brush me off like that,” Nobody growled.

“You’re not real,” I said, pointing at her harshly. “I’ll tiptoe around the other personalities but not you. You’re horrible. And you’re in wrist restraints so you couldn’t kill yourself if you tried.”

“I can break this body, though,” she threatened. “No matter how they try to bind it.”

I stared at her a moment, furious at what she’d done to Brooke, at what she was threatening to do, almost daring her to try something but knowing that anything she did, or that I did to her, would only hurt Brooke worse. Finally I turned away. “We need to talk to Officer Glassman.”

“Why?”

“To find out what really happened. To see if he’s lying about bigfoot. Too much of our knowledge about this case depends on the shouted testimony of a man trying to defend himself from a pedophilia charge.”

“I wish Attina had killed him,” said Nobody.

“Be careful what you wish for,” I said. “Wishes are coming true a lot more often than they should.”

*   *   *

Agent Mills knocked on our door the next morning and let himself in as I squinted and straightened in my chair. I’d fallen asleep and dreamed about nothing.

It was the best dream I’d had in ages.

“Rise and shine,” said Mills. “Time to get on the road.”

“Where are we going?” asked Nobody.

“Iowa,” said Mills. “Just kidding, we’re going to DC. You’re both going to be debriefed by some very important people before we decide what to do with you.”

“We need to go to Dillon,” I said.

“To interrogate witnesses?” asked Mills. “To solve an unsolvable crime?”

“We just want to get our dog,” I said, “but sure—we can interrogate people while we’re there, if you want to. Let’s start with Officer Glassman.”

“He’s already been questioned,” said Mills.

“Not by anyone who knows what they’re doing,” said Nobody.

“I’m offended,” said Mills.

“Did you ask him about the bigfoot reference?” I asked.

Mills put his hand on his chest. “I might be the only law enforcement representative who will ever take him seriously about that,” said Mills. “So yes, I thought asking about bigfoot was the least I could do. And I believe him, too; whatever attacked him was huge and inhuman. Despite what the dead girl says, I do know how to question somebody effectively, and I know how to interpret their answers.”

“Good,” I said. “So did you ask him how he survived?”

Mills frowned. “What do you mean? His harrowing tale of violence and bravery is all he wants to talk about. He doesn’t have a great answer about whatever he was doing there in the first place, but when the monster came for the girl he fought with it, sustaining multiple injuries to his arms before it knocked him aside and killed her.”

“But does that add up for you?” I asked. “Why did the Withered target Jessica and not Glassman? Every other victim was male. Every other victim was in his room alone. Every other victim was someone I wanted to kill.”

“You’re admitting that pretty freely,” said Mills.

“Something’s wrong,” I said. “You said serial killers are your specialty, right? So you’ve been trying just as hard as we have to put together a psychological profile that explains all three murders and the arson, but you can’t. We don’t have enough data yet. Jessica’s death doesn’t fit.”

Mills stared at me a while, then looked at Nobody. “He’s very intense.”

“And he’s taken,” said Nobody. “Hands off.”

Mills looked back at me, sucking on his teeth. He sighed. “I’ve been studying you too long to deny that you’re good at this job. If I can buy you two days, can you figure something out?”

“Sometimes it takes months,” I said.

Mills shook his head. “Two days.”

“Three,” I said. “Keep us here through Sunday at least.”

“Why Sunday?”

“Because nobody started dying until we went to church,” I said. “And now the church burned down.”

“As I told him last night,” said Nobody, “he has a very attractive mind.”

Mills brought in a female police officer to watch Nobody while she changed; he and I waited outside, and he bought me some peanuts from the vending machine for protein. A few minutes later the officer emerged with Nobody, Brooke’s wrists handcuffed behind her back, and we walked outside to Mills’s black SUV, which was dinged up from the accident in Dallas.

“No armed marines?” I asked.

“Your psychological profile suggests that you’ll avoid a physical confrontation at any cost,” said Mills, opening the back door of his car. “It also suggests that you distrust authority figures enough to believe any unfair thing they tell you. Made you pretty easy to keep in line.”

Was I really that easy to fool? I glanced at the familiar license plate: 187 RCR, Mills County. My head snapped up to look at him, cheerfully helping Brooke into the car: Agent Mills. I considered him with new wariness and got in the backseat without speaking.

Mills put Nobody in the passenger seat, where he could keep an eye on her, and cuffed her to the door handle. He chatted idly as we drove, asking my theories about the church and its relationship to the killings, but I didn’t answer. I didn’t think the church itself was a part of this at all, aside from the simple fact that it was the one thing, in all of Dillon, Attina had decided to burn. That meant it was important to him somehow, but I didn’t believe there was anything beyond that. I’d only mentioned it to Mills because I knew it would pique his interest, and I wanted to stay in town as long as I could.

Put that in your psychological profile, smart guy.

We arrived in Dillon about two hours later and Mills took us for a spin past the burned-out hulk of the church before doubling back to the police station. The whole church lot was blocked off with wooden barriers and police tape, and the singed grass was covered with stacks of recovered hymnals and chairs and anything else that hadn’t burned. I recognized several people from the town picking through the wreckage: Sara, Ingrid, Paul, and even Beth, though she was too frail to walk through the debris and had been relegated to sitting on the sidelines, pointing at things with her cane. She participated in everything, in spite of her age. I wondered about Paul: what had brought him to the church to help, without Brielle? Presumably she was still mourning for her sister somewhere, but if Paul was her boyfriend, why wasn’t he with her? And why wasn’t he in mourning for Corey?

“What do you do when a friend dies?” I asked out loud.

Mills looked over his shoulder at me, curious. “You … cry, I guess. Give your condolences to the family. I don’t know, why do you ask?”

“Because I don’t react the way other people do,” I said, “so I don’t know if what I’m seeing is strange behavior or not.”

“What are you seeing?”

“Paul was back there at the church,” I said. “Corey and Derek were his best friends, and yet he’s right there, plugging away.”

“That’s not … automatically weird,” said Mills. “A lot of people deal with grief by throwing themselves into manual labor. Or helping others. Paul’s doing both, that’s … probably healthy.”

“So where’s Brielle?” I asked.

“Some people don’t do service and labor,” he said. “I don’t think you can catch a murderer just by looking at who turns up for a recovery project.”

“Are you sure?” asked Nobody. “How many murderers have you caught?”

Mills didn’t talk for the rest of the trip.
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Agent Mills walked us straight to the front desk of the Dillon police station. “Hi,” he said, flashing his badge, “I’m Agent Peter Mills with the FBI. I need to speak with Officer Glassman.”

The receptionist looked at him, then at Nobody and me—me looking completely disheveled, and Nobody in handcuffs. She looked back at Mills. “What is this about?”

“Just some follow-up questions to Jessica Butler’s murder,” said Mills. He waved at us dismissively. “Don’t worry about them, just give Glassman a call or … whatever you do to summon him.” He wiggled his badge again, as if to underline his authority.

The receptionist sighed in relief. “It’s about time we got some help around here. Are there more of you coming?”

“Soon, I hope.”

“Best news I’ve heard all week.” She dialed, and we waited.

She cocked her head, listening, then hung up the phone again. Her voice was painfully apologetic. “I’m afraid he’s not answering, and that’s the only number I have for him. Do you want me try … I don’t know, anything else? Just say the word and you’ve got it.”

The cops in Fort Bruce had hated working with our team, feeling like we were stepping on their toes and throwing our weight around, but this station seemed practically overjoyed to have Mills.

Mills smiled. “Was that his home phone or his mobile?”

“Mobile,” said the receptionist. “His home is in Tulsa. He’s staying with his sister while he’s in Dillon—ooh, let me call her.”

“Thanks,” said Mills. We waited, but after a while she shook her head again.

“No answer there, either.”

“We know his sister,” I said. “Let’s go look in person.”

Mills smiled at the receptionist a final time, thanked her for her help, and led us back outside. “Is it close?” he asked. “We could just walk.”

“You’ve got my best friend in handcuffs,” I said. “You don’t get to parade her around like a freak show.”

“Your best friend is a demon?” he asked.

“Well look who’s Judgy Judgerson all of a sudden.”

“I don’t mind the cuffs,” said Nobody.

“I do,” I said, shooting her a quick, worried glance before looking back at Mills. Was she getting depressed again? “You take them off, or we go in a car.”

“Car,” said Mills, and prodded us back toward his SUV. “The demon and I aren’t best friends yet.”

We drove the four blocks to Sara Glassman’s house, and I was surprised to see two cars in the driveway: Sara’s little sedan, and a police car. I glanced at the clock on the SUV’s dashboard. “10:27,” I said.

“Does that mean something?” he asked.

I looked at the cars again, and then at the house. “It means they’re not asleep—maybe one, maybe, but not both. And we didn’t see them at the church cleanup project.”

“They could have walked somewhere,” said Nobody.

“And if we’d walked we could have walked past them,” said Mills.

“Coulda shoulda woulda,” I said, stepping out onto the sidewalk. The house looked quiet, the windows were closed, leaves on surrounding trees rippled softly in the wind. I walked up to the porch, not waiting for Mills to uncuff Nobody from the car door; if I was quick, I might have a chance to talk to the Glassmans before Mills caught up. I knocked loudly and listened for footsteps. No one came. Mills and Nobody walked up the front walk, and I knocked again. They climbed the stairs and stood beside me, and Nobody held up Brooke’s cuffed wrists.

“At least they’re in front,” she said. “I can catch myself if I trip.”

“I can change that if I need to,” said Mills.

No one came to the door.

Nobody leaned forward and tried the door handle; it pushed right open. “That’s lucky,” she said.

“Is it?” I asked, and I stepped inside. The whole situation was looking more and more ominous.

“We’re with the FBI now,” said Nobody. “Can we go in there without a warrant?”

“He can’t,” I said, scanning the room quickly. “You and I are not currently employed by a law-enforcement agency.” The living room was mostly how I remembered it—not messy, but full of organized clutter.

“Ms. Glassman?” called Nobody, stepping in behind me.

Mills stepped in as well. “Seriously, guys. I’m pursuing two teenage fugitives through a town where three people have been murdered—I have enough probable cause to start breaking down walls if I want to, let alone come inside and look around.” He picked up a newspaper. “Yesterday’s date.”

“I didn’t see a new one on the porch,” said Nobody. “They must have already—” Something soft and small thudded into the porch, and she glanced outside. “There it is. Paper boy’s passing on his bike.”

“They wouldn’t leave their door open overnight,” said Mills, “so obviously they opened it up this morning and went for a walk.”

“Through the close-knit neighborhood that thinks he’s a pedophile,” I said, moving into the hall. “Somehow that doesn’t seem high on the list of possibilities.”

“Neither is a twisted double murder,” said Mills. “You jump to your conclusions, I’ll jump to mine.”

I turned the corner into the kitchen, and there they were: him in his uniform, her in a blouse and skirt, seated at the kitchen table—face down in their plates of food. Their hands hung limply at their sides. I stepped closer and looked at the dish on the table: some kind of casserole, brown and dried out. They’d been here since dinner last night, at least.

“Holy mother,” said Nobody, rounding the corner behind me.

“What did you find?” asked Mills as he stepped into the doorway behind her. “Oh, eff this whole thing.”

“Eff?” I asked, and I touched Sara’s arm, testing the movement in the joints; she bent easily at the elbow and shoulder.

“We don’t all talk like we’re on The Wire,” he said. “Stop touching them, this is a crime scene.”

“That’s why I’m touching them,” I said, letting go of the arm. “Rigor mortis has already come and gone; they’ve been here fourteen, maybe only twelve hours.”

“Rigor mortis takes longer than that,” said Mills.

“Not in this heat,” I said. “Trust a mortician.” I bent down to look at their heads, but straightened immediately when I saw Mills pull out his phone. “Don’t call it in yet.”

“Of course I’m going to call it in.”

“This is our only chance to examine the bodies,” I said. “And no, don’t say that the police have a forensics team to do that for us, because you know they won’t find everything we will. They don’t know about the Withered, or anything supernatural—they might skip over a dozen vital clues because they don’t know what they’re looking for.”

Mills held the phone in front of him, then sighed and put it away. “Fine,” he said. “You’ve got twenty minutes.”

“You can give me way more than that,” I said.

“Every house on this street saw us park and come inside,” he said. “If there’s more than twenty minutes between us entering and us calling the police, it’s going to look suspicious as hell.”

“Easy,” said Nobody. “This isn’t The Wire.”

Mills sneered at her, and I looked back at the bodies. Twenty minutes.

Come on, bodies. Talk to me.

I was never more comfortable than when I was around dead bodies. They were calm, they were predictable, they were everything that put my mind at ease. Trying to decipher the vagaries and intricacies of human interaction was exhausting, like running a marathon with your mind. But puzzling over a dead body was relaxing, like a crossword or Sudoku. What were these bodies telling me?

They were face down in their plates—not just head down, but literally face down, as if they were looking at their plates when their heads lowered. Sara’s plate was covered with the cascade of her hair, black streaked with gray; I lifted some strands of it and saw that her head and plate seemed the same as her brother’s. There didn’t seem to be any force of impact on the food, which you might have seen if their heads slammed down. So they lowered their heads slowly, and straight forward.… I repeated the motion with my own head, seeing how it felt. “They fell asleep,” I said.

“Why?” asked Mills.

“I’m working on that.”

Nobody lifted Officer Glassman’s arm. “Why are their arms hanging straight down?”

“Because they’re … ah—” I almost said because they’re asleep, but that only described the current position, not how they got in that position. What had their hands been doing when they fell asleep? No one eats with their hands straight down at their sides; they’d be up on the table, or maybe resting in their lap. I looked at the silverware—it was scattered across the table, like it had been dropped haphazardly. Two knives, two spoons, and a fork. “Where’s the other fork?” I lifted the other side of Sara’s hair, but it wasn’t under there.

“Here,” said Nobody, stopping to pick it up from the floor under Sara’s chair. She handed it to me with her cuffed hands and scrunched her nose into a sniffing scowl. “It smells.”

I held it close to my nose; it smelled strongly of chemicals, like maybe a cleaning solution. “It’s not bleach, but it’s something like that.”

“Poison in the food?” asked Mills.

“The smell’s too strong,” I said. “They’d have known it was there.”

“Unless the food was smellier than the chemicals,” she said. She leaned in over the table, looking closer at the casserole. “Fish? And curry powder.” She sniffed again. “Pakistani.”

“How can you possibly know that?” asked Mills.

“I’ve been Pakistani a couple hundred times,” said Nobody. “Whoever used the curry didn’t know how, though. It smells awful.”

“That happens when you lace your curry with detergent,” I said. I grabbed Officer Glassman’s head and raised it, revealing his face covered with flecks of rice and herbs and his mouth full of a thick, white froth.

“Drain cleaner,” said Mills. “I’ve seen that effect before. There’s no way they would have just dozed off like this, though—swallowing drain cleaner is horrifically painful. It eats you apart from the inside.”

“Then there’s probably a sedative in there as well,” I said. “One drug to knock them out, another to kill them, and strong, smelly food to cover it all up.”

“Why would a Withered kill with poison?” asked Nobody. “Doesn’t he have claws or … maybe teeth? Jessica and Derek were cut to ribbons.”

“But Corey was hit with a truck,” said Mills. “It’s different every time.”

“More to the point,” I said, “why would he use poison when I never would?”

“Not everything is about you,” said Nobody.

“But almost everything here has been,” I said. “Jessica’s death stood out because it was the one idea that didn’t come from me. Now neither does this. I think we have to consider the possibility that we’re looking at two unrelated cases.”

“A Withered that’s reading your mind,” said Mills, “and a pedophile hunting little girls. Which makes this a revenge killing.”

“Murder-suicide?” asked Nobody. She looked at the scene, frowning. “Sara gets fed up with his crap and decides to take them both out, out of guilt for not stopping him earlier?”

“You have a one-track mind,” I said. “There’s no way this is suicide.”

“Why not?”

“You saw this kitchen when we ate here on Sunday—it was covered with dirty dishes she’d used in cooking. The same when we helped bring back pans and plates from the town meeting. Sara leaves the dishes until after she eats, habitually. So if she’d cooked this meal the kitchen would still be messy. Somebody else cooked it.”

“Or the killer cleaned the kitchen,” said Mills. I glared at him, and he held up his hands. “I’m just saying. Weirder things have happened.”

“Sara loves cooking,” said Nobody. “Why would anyone have to cook for her?”

“Because there’s a meal-share program for the out-of-town police,” said Mills, snapping his fingers. “I saw the sign-up sheet on the wall at the station. Hang on.” He dialed his phone and held it to his ear, waiting while it rang. “Hi! This is Agent Mills again, I believe we spoke earlier today? That’s right. Absolutely charming. Listen, I have one more question about Officer Glassman, if you don’t mind. Who was on the list to feed him last night? Yeah, I can wait.” He looked at us. “She’s checking the chart. Set that down really carefully so they can’t tell we moved it.” I set Officer Glassman’s face back into his plate, trying to match the impression in the food exactly. “Whoa,” said Mills suddenly. “Are you kidding me? What idiot set that up?” Nobody and I looked at each other, then back at him. “Okay, well, my apologies first of all, and second, you’re going to want to send some black-and-whites to pick her up immediately, and then send some more on over to the Glassman residence. That’s right. As soon as you can. And then pack up your desk, because you’re fired—I know I don’t have the authority, and I’m sorry, but the writing’s on the wall after that food chart you put together. Thanks, bye-bye.”

He looked at us, shaking his head. “This casserole came from Brielle Butler, Jessica’s sister.” He shoved his phone into his pocket and walked back out toward the porch. “Effing eff.”
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Brielle was at home when the police arrived, planning Jessica’s funeral with her parents and little brother. We weren’t there for the arrest, obviously, but we were back in the station by the time they brought her in. They were surprisingly gentle with her. I’d always heard that cops got really rough with people who kill other cops, but I guess they hated traitorous cop pedophiles more, just like Marci had said. They practically treated her like royalty.

Not that this made Brielle any less arrested.

“She looks sad,” said Nobody. I glanced at her warily, studying her face; those kind of dreamy, semilucid statements often marked a change in personality. Had the sight of Brielle brought this one on? Did the nature of the trigger affect which new girl would take over? I looked back at the closed door of the interrogation room, wondering who would be sitting beside me in a moment. Marci again? One of the others? Or someone completely new?

Agent Mills sat down beside us. “The chief’s assistant swears she changed the food rotation at the last minute, precisely because she didn’t want the Butler family making food for the Glassmans—not that she thought they were capable of poisoning anyone, obviously, but because she didn’t want to torture them with the association. Swears up and down she canceled the meal completely. Brielle and her parents insist the same thing.”

I glanced at Nobody again. She was staring intently at her hands. “So who made the food last night?”

“The community volunteer in charge of the food rotation was, you guessed it, Sara Glassman. So we don’t know who she picked in the last-minute switch. We can search her house for a written record as soon as the forensics team is done with it, but barring that, our only chance of tracing the food is if someone can identify the casserole dish.” He leaned back in his chair, rubbing the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. “I miss the days of BTK.”

“You look too young to have worked BTK,” I said. “He was caught years ago.”

“True,” said Mills, “and thank you. But I was in college during that whole final thing, when he came out of retirement and sent new letters and all that stuff with the floppy disk and the DNA. That’s why I went into serial killers in the first place—because that investigation was brilliant. Start to finish. The people involved, the procedures they used, the combination of new technology and old school legwork; that’s what I wanted to do. And so I studied and I graduated and I joined the FBI—and it’s gross and full of dead bodies and sick minds, but it’s awesome, you know? I’ve read your file, I know that’s what got you hooked, too. Looking at a crime and using all those pieces to crawl into someone’s head. Like you did with the Glassmans.”

“And then they saddled you with me,” I said.

Mills smiled thinly. “And nothing ever made sense again.” He pointed at the closed interrogation room, where Brielle was waiting in hopeless terror. “She would have made sense: angry sister wreaks horrible vengeance. The narrative works. You know what they found when they picked her up? That cop with the mustache, right there by the desk, he told me the whole story. She kept saying ‘How did you read my journal? How did you read my journal?’ So they found the journal, and there was the whole plan: she hated Glassman and she wanted to kill him. She even laid out the poisoning thing, all right there in ink on paper. And yet the chief’s assistant canceled the meal, and the family spent the entire afternoon and evening at the church cleanup with dozens of witnesses. She has the perfect motive but the perfect alibi.” He sighed. “And not a speck of curry powder in the kitchen. We have a tiny town with five murders in under a week, and none of them make sense, and the best suspects end up as victims, and nothing makes sense. I’m literally starting to wonder if there’s a gas leak in town, because everyone’s crazy.”

“No, I’m not,” said Brooke’s body. She looked mostly asleep.

“Everybody move,” said a voice, and we looked up at the crowd of cops and detectives and secretaries, which were no longer milling or arguing, but moving in a single direction. Mills and I stood up.

“What’s going on?” asked Mills.

“Town meeting,” said the cop with the mustache. “Davis wants to talk to everyone again, tell ’em to stop taking matters into their own hands and let us work.”

I pointed at the interrogation room. “What about Brielle?”

“Released to her home,” said the cop. “Too much evidence in her favor.”

I watched him turn and walk out the door, then looked back at Brooke. “You awake?”

“Huh?” she looked up.

I took one of her cuffed hands, both to help her to her feet and to help her feel at ease for my next question. “Who are you?”

“The one and only,” she smiled. “Original flavor.”

“Welcome back,” I said, pulling her up. I was relieved to have Brooke again, but couldn’t help but feel a pang of loss that she wasn’t Marci. Would Marci ever come back? Or had I finally lost her for good? The thought made me feel awful, like I’d just killed a puppy. It was Brooke’s body, and it should be Brooke in charge of it. I was a horrible person for even thinking about anything else, let alone wishing for it. I kept my voice even and changed the subject. “Do you remember Agent Mills?”

Brooke looked at him, pursing her lips. “Iowa?”

“One license plate,” said Mills. “Come on, I’ll drive us to the meeting.”

“Take off her cuffs first,” I said. “No more demon, no more cuffs.”

Mills stared at us a moment, then sighed and pulled out his little silver key. “Just three days, you said. Just give us three days.” He pulled the cuffs away and slipped them in his pocket. “Now I’m screwing with crime scenes and untying a demon.”

“I’m not a demon,” said Brooke, rubbing her wrists. She stopped suddenly, cocking her head to the side. “Was I Nobody again?”

“You’re always yourself,” I said calmly, leading her to the door. “Deep inside, you’re always you.”
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With the church burned down the meeting was held in the local school, which had a large gym for basketball games but no efficient way to cool it in the summer. Brooke and Mills and I pitched in pulling out bleachers and setting up chairs as the townspeople slowly heard the news and started trickling in. None of them were happy, and many of them were terrified. A lot of the people I’d seen with families last time were now here alone, having left their kids and spouses at home. No one wanted to be outside. Ingrid had to drag Beth practically kicking and screaming. Almost a full hour after we arrived the meeting began, and Officer Davis stood in the center of the basketball court to speak.

“Thank you all for coming to another meeting,” he said. “I assume most of you have heard the news about the latest deaths, but I wanted to make sure you heard it from me, as an official, credible source. No gossip and no backbiting. At approximately 10:30 this morning the Glassman family, Sara and her brother Luke, were found dead in Sara’s home. They appear to have died sometime last night. Some form of poison appears to be involved, but I want to stress that it is too early for me to speculate on exactly what happened, or how, or why. I urge you to show the same restraint.”

“You’re supposed to be keeping us safe!” shouted a man in the front row. The crowd was restless, some muttering, some shaking their heads. Their terror was quickly turning to anger, now that Officer Davis was making himself a focal point.

“That’s what I want to talk about next,” said Davis, shouting over the low rumble of voices. “Just stay calm, stay calm. Let me talk.” The room quieted. “That’s exactly what I want to talk about next.”

“I’m sweltering,” Brooke whispered, fanning herself.

“Just listen.” I wiped the sweat from my forehead and watched Officer Davis carefully.

“As you know,” he said, “this town has had five deaths in less than a week. We have no clear evidence linking any of them to each other, and one of them might even have been an accident, but the fact remains that this volume of deaths has very few precedents. The nature of those precedents suggests two courses of action, and I’m afraid you’re not going to like either of them.”

“It’s too damn hot in here!” shouted a frail voice behind me. The crowd looked over, and I turned to see Beth standing in the back row, shaking her cane. Ingrid tried to pull her back into her seat.

“Well,” said Ingrid, laughing drily, “everyone’s thinking it.”

The crowd laughed with her, some of the tension broken, and Beth eventually started laughing too. I looked back at Davis and hoped the laughter would ease the blow of whatever he said next.

“Number one,” said Officer Davis. “The presence of a possible spree killer, or even a mass murderer, has garnered national attention. This is good because it means the cavalry is coming: within the next twenty-four hours we will have national guard, active army, and the police SWAT team in from Oklahoma City. Do any of you remember the manhunt for the Boston bombers? That’s the kind of protection we’re talking about—dozens, if not hundreds, of boots on the ground, patrolling your city and rooting out this killer. You’ll be as safe as we can make you.”

“Dammit,” I whispered. “We’re going to get another Fort Bruce.”

“Boston was a lockdown,” said a woman in the crowd. “Are you going to trap us all in our homes?”

“That’s the bad news,” said Officer Davis. “There are only two ways to keep you safe in a situation like this, and if we evacuate you, we’d just be letting the killer slip out with you. We have to keep you here and, for your own safety, we have to keep you under lockdown.”

“No one’s told me about this yet,” whispered Mills, pulling out his phone. “Excuse me.” He got up and walked to the door, holding the phone to his ear.

“This is going to get ugly,” said Brooke. By the murmurs in the crowd I could tell they had similar thoughts. Even Beth was cursing under her breath, more harshly than I’d have expected.

“I know you’re not happy about this,” said Officer Davis, “but please remain calm. We will be bringing in food and water and other emergency services. While you remain—”

“What about our jobs?” a man asked.

“You get a day off,” said Davis.

“You can’t call in sick to a farm,” growled another man.

“I understand that this is difficult,” said Officer Davis. “But what do you want us to do? Martial law will give us the breathing room to catch this killer before any more of you die. We’re doing this to protect you.”

“You’re doing this to control us!” shouted Beth, and the crowd shouted in agreement. A mob was forming, and she was their voice.

“We have leads we are following as we speak,” shouted Officer Davis. “Chemical samples from the Glassman’s house. Footprints and weapon marks from the attack on Jessica Butler. Forensic data from the truck that crashed into Corey Diamond’s bedroom.”

“What’s to stop another truck from crashing through my window?” shouted a man in the back. “You can’t even keep us safe in our homes!”

“If anyone is on the street they will be seen,” Davis shouted. “If anyone starts a truck or walks through an alley or even picks up a weapon, they will be seen.” He pounded his fist as he talked. “Do what we tell you and no one will get hurt. And for the love of God, do not take the law into your own hands. Don’t open your doors for anyone but my men, but don’t shoot anyone, either. I know you all have guns and I want you to be able to protect yourselves, but if people start shooting each other through their windows I will come down on you like the hammer of heaven. Stay in your homes, enjoy your vacation—mandatory as it may be—and let us do your jobs. The army gets here tomorrow, but martial law begins in one hour. Meeting adjourned.”

“This is terrible,” said Ingrid.

“It’s a necessary evil,” I said. “Go home and get Beth home and just do what they say.”

“Are you coming?” asked Ingrid.

“Maybe just to stop by for our clothes,” I said. “I’m sorry I don’t have time to explain.”

“Marci?” asked Ingrid, looking at Brooke.

“Not anymore,” said Brooke.

Ingrid frowned, confused by the response, but took Beth’s hand and joined the crowd walking slowly toward the door.

“This is our chance,” said Brooke. “Mills is gone, so we can hide and get away from him.”

“We need him,” I said. “He’s our only way out of this town.”

“You want to leave?”

“I want to kill Attina,” I said. “But first I want to get you out of here.”

“No,” said Brooke.

“No arguments,” I said. “Getting you out is the number-one priority. There he is.” I grabbed Brooke’s wrist and pulled her toward Mills, who was talking to one of the local men.

“… don’t take the law into their own hands,” the man muttered as we came up behind him. I recognized him from somewhere. The church, maybe? Of course: it was Randy, the man in love with Sara. He seemed practically red with rage. “What do you think that Butler girl was doing?” he demanded. “Someone oughta pour some Drano down her throat, see how she likes it.”

“Agent Mills,” I said, “can we speak to you in private?”

Mills gratefully excused himself from the conversation, leaving Randy to rant at the next person who came by, and walked with us toward the nearest door. “Do you have something?”

“You were right,” I said. “Everyone in Dillon is crazy.”

“What?” asked Brooke.

“Not real crazy,” I said. “Gas-leak crazy.” I glanced at the other people and police still filling the room, too close for me to say my true suspicions out loud. “In a manner of speaking.”

Mills hesitated a moment, then leaned in as well. “You think the Withered is making people crazy?”

“The one we’re hunting is named Attina,” I said. “Brooke doesn’t remember his powers, and we’ve been wracking our brains trying to figure them out based on the killings, but what if Attina’s not doing any of it personally? What if he’s making other people do it?”

Mills nodded. “So we can’t find a unifying theory that ties together all five deaths, plus the arson, and you think maybe that’s because there are multiple killers and thus no consistent reason or method. Or, I suppose, the alleged craziness is the consistent reason.”

“It makes everything work.”

“Only in the barest sense,” said Mills. “You tell any cop in the country that their murder case is caused by ‘everyone just going crazy all at once,’ and they’ll laugh in your face. It’s not evidence. It’s not even circumstantial evidence.”

“A gas leak would be evidence,” I said, “if you could find one. Maybe Attina is a supernatural gas leak. He sits here in the town, minding his own business, but then something sets him off and he starts … leaking ‘crazy.’ He starts emitting violent tendencies into the air, like a psychic broadcasting station, and people just start hurting each other.”

“And Glassman’s bigfoot?”

“A lie to cover himself,” I said. “He’s probably the one that killed Jessica, overcome by Attina’s influence, and when he snapped out of it he made up that story to explain it.”

“Maybe he was hallucinating while he did it,” said Brooke. “Maybe he thought Jessica was a monster and that’s why he killed her.”

Mills looked around the room. “So who is it?”

“If it works the way I’m thinking,” I whispered, “it may as well be all of them.”

Mills clenched his teeth, looking around the room, then looking back at the closed interrogation room. “It’s not enough.”

“You have to get Brooke out of here,” I said.

“No,” said Brooke again.

Mills looked at me through narrowed eyes. “You want to leave? I thought you were going to posit some brilliant method of catching the Withered.”

“We’re in a town where random people are killing each other for random reasons,” I said. “This is not a town we want to be in.”

“But you’re supposed to be the idiot who runs into the mouth of hell every time it opens,” said Mills. “Your psych profile’s pretty clear about that: you don’t abandon people while a Withered picks them off.”

“Why else are we even here?” demanded Brooke.

“I’m staying,” I said. “But Brooke is … Listen. I have been alone my entire life.” I don’t know why I was telling him this, but it just came spilling out. “Even when I had people looking out for me, caring for me, doing everything they could to help me, I was alone because I thought I was alone. I acted like I was alone. I hated my life and myself and everything else, but now … somewhere…” I couldn’t say it in front Brooke—that somewhere inside of her was the only person I’d ever loved. That I was saving Brooke because of Marci. “Listen,” I said again. “When I’m with her I’m myself, for the first time in my entire life. She makes me, me. And I’m not going to lose her again.” I looked Mills right in the eyes. “Not to some lunatic town full of human booby traps just waiting to go off and kill someone. We can’t predict how it’s going to happen, or where, or by whom, so we get her out, we get her safe, and then I find this Withered and I make it stop.”

“Do you have a plan?” asked Brooke. Her voice was thin, but determined.

“I’ll make one when you’re safe,” I said firmly.

Mills shook his head, biting his upper lip as he looked around. “The cavalry are coming,” he said. “I just talked to DC—everything Davis said is true and it’s already in motion. This town is about to become the safest place on the whole frigging continent.”

“Are you not listening to me?” I asked. “You’re going to bring a bunch of men with guns to a place where people are randomly turning into murderbots? And you think that’s safe?”

“We can’t prove that’s what’s actually happening,” said Mills.

“You want to risk another Fort Bruce on me being wrong?” I asked.

Mills shook his head again. “Nuke it from orbit,” he muttered. “That’s the only way to be sure.”

“I was in that movie,” said Brooke.

Mills looked at her, blinking, then back at me. “Do you need to get anything first?”

“Her clothes,” I said. “And Boy Dog.”

His eyebrows rose in disbelief. “Does he make you, you, too?”

“I will kill you with my bare hands,” I said. “I don’t hurt animals or allow them to be hurt by inaction. I have rules that keep me controlled and you safe. Get my dog out of this town, or I cannot describe to you the cataclysmic ways I will make you regret it.”

Mills stared at me, then shook his head and walked toward the door. “Come on, then. And next time you see Nobody, tell her I put the cuffs on the wrong psychopath.”

We gave him directions to Ingrid’s house, and he drove in silence, presumably second-guessing this entire plan. Was he really going to just let me go? Could he possibly explain it to his superiors? Or was he going to go back on the whole thing at the last minute?

“You have to stay with her the entire time,” I said. I was in the front seat, Brooke was alone in the back. “Leave her alone for two seconds and that might be the two seconds a different personality takes over.”

“I’ll keep her safe,” said Mills. “And you have my rock solid guarantee on that because I know it’s the only way I’m getting you back again.”

“He’ll hold me hostage for your return,” said Brooke softly.

She sounded betrayed, but worse, she sounded resigned. Something horrible had happened, and she didn’t have the will to fight it. I didn’t how to respond to her, so I turned back to Mills. “Keep her away from anything that can be used as a weapon. She tried to slit her wrists with a screw from a table leg once.”

“I don’t want you to leave me,” said Brooke.

“I won’t,” I said. “I’m not. This is just like the shower at the truck stop, okay? You do one thing while I do another.”

She smiled wistfully. “I knew we missed our chance back there.”

“We’ll get another,” I said, feeling a wave of heat pass through my body. I wondered if I was blushing and what Mills was thinking, but I pushed that away and focused on Brooke. “I’m the one who walks into hell, remember? They can’t take you anywhere I won’t come to find you. I will always protect you, no matter what.”

At that moment, something massive hit the car, blocking out the light in my side window, and before I could see what it was the car was spinning out of control, swerving to the side. Mills yelled something incoherent, scrambling at the wheel, and then we slammed into something else and the airbags exploded, punching me in the face and knocking all the air from my lungs.

I blinked, stunned and deafened and trying to remember where I was. My seat moved, jostled by something, and then my window went dark again. The air was full of powder from the airbags, drifting and swirling in front me. Sounds returned slowly. A scream. A metallic rip. Another scream.

Brooke.

I tried to turn around to see her, but my seatbelt had locked itself tight. I swatted at the deflating airbags, trying to reach the buckle. When I finally released it I twisted in my seat, looking behind me. Brooke’s legs were leaving the car, almost as if she were flying. Or being pulled. Something huge was still blocking my window, I couldn’t tell what it was. I fumbled with the door handle and lock, desperate to get outside, screaming Brooke’s name. The door opened suddenly and I spilled out onto the road. I looked up.

A massive beast towered over the car, Brooke held tight in its powerful claws. It wasn’t hairy or scaly, but it had thick, rough skin, like a rhinoceros or a … a dried lake bed. I couldn’t even tell if it was flesh or mud. It roared when it saw me, clutched Brooke close to its chest, and ran.

And disappeared.
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We were wrong.

I looked around the street; our car had hit a tree just a block from Ingrid’s house, and the street was full of people and other cars, all on their way home from the town meeting, all of them frozen in shock. I jogged a few steps in the direction the monster had gone, still reeling from the accident, and saw that people in that direction were still screaming and shying away from something I couldn’t see. The monster was still there, it was just … invisible, somehow, to people who were too far away from it. I sprinted after it as fast as I could, desperate to catch up, but the town was small, and I reached the end of it in just a few blocks. The monster was gone. With no people left to see it, I had no way to track it.

And I had no idea how to find it because everything I’d thought I knew about it was wrong.

Jessica’s death had seemed so different from the others, and I’d been certain that Officer Glassman was lying about the “bigfoot,” and yet here it was. There was no supernatural gas leak, there was an actual monster with actual claws. Glassman’s apparent lie was in fact the only useful testimony we’d gotten the entire time. And now he was dead.

I turned and walked slowly back into the center of town, my mind racing through the facts, trying madly to reorganize them into something I could use. Why had it taken Brooke? Why had it run from me? Did it think she was still Nobody and want to talk? Did it know I was hunting it and want to get away? But why not just kill me? Unless it really couldn’t. That had been our first theory with Jessica and Glassman—that the monster had come for him and killed her as collateral damage when he fought back. Maybe his death two days later was the work of the same monster coming back to finish the job—and maybe that’s why it had used poison, since the physical attack had failed the first time. But who would want to kill Glassman? If the stories about him were true, there might be plenty of people in town who wanted to kill him … but why would a Withered want to kill him? What did it gain? Especially since most of the rumors about him were apparently just rumors. He visited his sister all the time, and no one had ever tried to kill him before. What had changed?

The answer was obvious: Jessica had changed. Six years ago she’d been eight, now she was a pubescent fourteen. And while she wasn’t the only fourteen-year-old in Dillon, she was the only one he’d leered at. The only one he’d confronted directly. The only one with an older sister who swore to kill him.

Brielle had a motive for both attacks and had threatened to carry them out. Was it her? If she’d attacked Glassman and ended up killing her own sister accidentally, it would make her even more likely to come after him a second time, and screw the collateral damage like Glassman’s innocent sister. It made sense. Brielle’s boyfriend, Paul, was the only one of the group who hadn’t been killed, so that strengthened the theory a little more. She’d had an alibi for yesterday’s attack, but if she was a Withered who could change shape and turn invisible, who knew what else she could do? She was my best lead, and I had to follow it.

I was still a few blocks from Mills’s car. A group of people were gathered around it, but at that distance I could barely even count them, let alone see what they were doing. Was he dead? Injured? Had they called an ambulance? I turned sharply to the side, taking another street. This would be easier without him looking over my shoulder. I could do it my way. I stopped the first person I passed on the sidewalk, a middle-aged woman who was clutching her hands to her chest as she walked quickly toward her home, her eyes wide and darting around for danger.

“Excuse me,” I said. I kept my voice calm and nonthreatening. “Do you know where the Butler family lives?” Brielle wouldn’t be there if she was the monster, but her family would, and I had to find out what they knew if I had any chance of killing this Withered.

“They’re 30, um, 32 Willow.”

“Thank you.”

She kept walking, and I hurried on my path. We only had about thirty minutes left before Officer Davis started his lockdown. If I was going to do anything with the information I hoped to collect, I had to work fast. Willow Street was just a few blocks over, on the far side of Main, and I found number 32 just a couple of blocks later. It was a single-story home with a narrow front but stretching back into a long yard. The street was empty, the doors were closed, and the curtains were drawn. No one would see what I was about to do.

I needed to get information fast if I was going to save Brooke’s life. I didn’t have time for finesse or subterfuge or a drawn-out investigation. The monster holding Brooke might kill her at any moment. If the Butler family had any clues that might help me, I was going to get it out of them as quickly and efficiently as I could. It was not going to be pretty.

The cops had taken my knife when they’d taken Brooke to the hospital, so I walked down the road a bit, looking in the windows of trucks. Sure enough, the second one had a gun rack with a pair of hunting rifles. God bless these rednecks. I tried the door, but it was locked; I walked around to the passenger side, hoping I wouldn’t have to break a window, and sighed in relief when the handle turned. I unsnapped the straps on the nearest rifle, a long hunting model like the one Derek had held. I pulled a pack of ammo from the glove compartment and loaded it quietly as I walked to the door of the house. I hated guns. They were messy and loud and impersonal. But they were scary as hell.

Ding-dong.

I listened for footsteps and rang again.

Ding-dong.

I heard a voice and hid the rifle just out of view behind the door jamb. A man opened the door partway, stopped after a few short inches by a metal chain.

“What do you want?”

“Hi, sir, my name’s David, and I’m a friend of Brielle’s. Is she home?”

“We’re not interested in visitors right now.”

“I know, sir, and I know Officer Davis told everyone not to let people in their homes, but the lockdown hasn’t started yet and this will only take a minute. I know you’ve gone through a lot lately, and I know it’s hit Brielle really hard, so I brought her a little something to cheer her up. It’ll only take a minute.”

Mr. Butler stared at me moment before speaking. “You’re that new guy just passing through town, right? With the girl?”

“That’s right, sir. I met Brielle at church.” Thank you, Marci, for insisting we go to church.

“Yeah,” said Butler, “I remember. You had that great dog. Basset hound?”

“That’s right,” I said.

“I love those dogs. And I do remember Brielle saying she liked you. Where’s your girlfriend?”

“She’s with Ingrid.”

“All right then,” he said. “I guess if it’ll only take a minute.” Apparently he thought Brielle was home, which fit with my theory that she could fake her own alibis—an invisible Withered could slip in and out with no problems. Or maybe she really was home, and the Withered that had Brooke was someone else, and I was terrorizing this family for nothing. No, I thought, not for nothing. For information. He closed the door, and I picked up my rifle, and when he opened it again without the chain I smashed him in the face with the butt of it, breaking his nose and pushing him back inside. He cried out, clutching at his face, and I hit him again, in the knee this time, knocking him to the floor. I closed the door.

“What the—?” He writhed in pain, trying to get up, and I leveled the rifle at his face.

“Quiet.”

He shut up instantly.

“Call your wife,” I said. “Keep your voice as calm and easy as possible or I will shoot you in the face and get her myself. Do you understand me?”

“Are you going to kill us?”

“No,” I said. “But I’m going to bind you, and possibly torture you. No pun intended.”

“Pun? What’s wrong with you?”

I paused, thinking. What was wrong with me? I never acted like this. Or at least I hadn’t since …

 … since I’d been with Brooke. She kept me sane, and she was gone. I’d snapped more quickly and completely than I’d thought possible.

And I’d do a lot more before I was done.

“I promised a friend I’d walk through hell to get her back,” I said. “Don’t make me bring you with me.”

He nodded. I prompted him with the rifle, and he called out in the calmest voice he could muster: “Honey? Can you come into the living room for a minute?”

We waited in silence, and when Mrs. Butler walked into the room she yelped in shock.

“Stay quiet,” I said. “Do exactly what I say or I will kill him. Do you understand me?”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Answer my question or I will demonstrate my seriousness.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I understand you.”

“Who else is in the house?”

“Just the kids,” she said. “All three—” she broke down, sobbing. “Both of them.”

“Call your son,” I said. “Don’t let him think that anything is wrong.”

She hesitated a moment, then said, “Noah!” Her voice quavered, and I raised the rifle—just a millimeter, to get her attention—and she called out again. “Noah, honey, can you come into the living room?”

This is where it got tricky. If Brielle was home, and if she was a Withered, she could walk in at any moment and kill me. I had a gun, but that was all posturing; I was a horrible shot. Glassman had fought off the demon, but I didn’t have the physical or combat training he did. I had to work quickly and hope I could learn something valuable before the Withered came back.

A short kid, maybe eleven years old, ran into the room, freezing when he saw his bloody father, and me with the rifle. “What?”

“Don’t shout, talk, or do anything stupid,” I said to the boy. “Get down on the floor, face down, and put your hands behind your head. Mrs. Butler, tie him up.”

“Why are you doing this?” asked Mr. Butler.

“Because I need information,” I said, “and I don’t have time to deal with you trying to fight back while I get it. Ma’am, tie him up. Use your husband’s dress shirt—those tear into strips really well.”

“You want me to take my clothes off?” he growled.

I pushed the rifle toward his face, and he stopped talking. “I want you to tie each other up before I just get fed up with how slow you are and shoot you instead.”

“Okay, okay,” said Mrs. Butler, walking quickly toward her husband. “I’ll do it, just don’t shoot anyone.” She pulled off Mr. Butler’s shirt and started tearing it into strips. Noah was crying on the floor.

What was I doing? This isn’t who I am. This isn’t who I wanted to be. I was doing this to help them, to kill a Withered who was murdering this town faster than we could even process the evidence. Derek Stamper wasn’t even in the ground yet, and already the morgue was overflowing. What I was doing was right and good, but … was this really the only way? Was it even the best way? That boy on the floor would remember this for the rest of his life. He’d have counseling and flashbacks and who knew what other trauma symptoms. Childhood victims of violent assault showed a tendency toward violence themselves—not all of them, but enough for me to wonder: was stopping one monster really worth it, if all I did was make another?

It’s not the same, I told myself. I can’t think like that. Giving one kid some bad nightmares and a short temper was nothing compared to the horror that was stalking this town. That was holding my best friend, my only friend, my only hope of ever finding the rest of the Withered and stopping them once and for all. Surely her life, in those terms, was worth at least three others. Surely it was worth far more. Was there an exact number somewhere? How many people would I bind or torture or kill before it became too many, and I had to let Brooke die? I was stymied, as always, by the math of morality. I couldn’t murder my way to peace.

“Done,” she said.

“Now tie up your husband,” I told her. “And make the knots tight. Killing you would break my heart, but it’s not like I’m using it for anything.”

She tied up her husband, binding his ankles, then tying his hands tightly behind his back, before propping him in a corner with their son. I used the last few strips of cloth to tie her hands and ankles as well, and then stepped into the kitchen to look for a knife. They always felt better than guns. There was a knife block on the counter. I pulled out a large, broad-bladed chopping knife and tested the edge. They kept their knives sharp. I took it back into the living room and held it up. “It’s a cleaver,” I said. “You don’t know why that’s funny, but trust me.”

“You said you wanted information,” said the father. “Just ask your questions and leave us alone.”

“Has your daughter been acting strange lately?”

“She’s heartbroken,” said the mother. “All of us are.”

“Does she act guilty at all?”

“Why would she act guilty?” asked the father.

“Yes or no?” I asked.

“No,” said the mother. “Nothing that happened to Jessica, or to that bastard Glassman, was her fault.”

“What about before that?” I asked. Attina hadn’t been born as Brielle—she’d taken her over at some point, killing the real girl and assuming her shape and identity. “Think back months,” I said. “Three, four, maybe as many as seven years. Was there a moment when her behavior changed suddenly?” I thought about Marci and Brooke and the adjustment period each had gone through when Nobody took over their bodies. “Did she go through a few days of complete isolation, cutting herself off from the rest of the world? It would have been followed by markedly different behavior. Has Brielle done anything like that?”

“You mean … puberty?” asked the mother. “I don’t understand what you’re looking for. What are you going to do to my baby?”

“If she’s still your baby,” I said, “nothing at all. Can you think of a sudden shift in her behavior or attitude or even her food preferences, something you can’t attribute to puberty? Like one day she suddenly stopped listening to the same music she used to love, or she changed all her friends at school?”

“Every teen goes through that,” said the father. “I did it, you probably did it as well. I don’t know what you’re getting at, or what you want from our family, but there’s nothing wrong with Brielle. She’s a wonderful person.”

Just like I feared—puberty was so volatile anyway, it was the perfect time to jump in and take over a life. They couldn’t prove that she was or wasn’t a Withered; I needed more information.

“I can see this is getting us nowhere,” I said. “I’m going to gag you now and go take a look at her room. Mrs. Butler will come with me, so you two stay completely still or she will not be coming back. No moving, no talking, no calling for help, no crawling for the door. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” said the father, and the boy echoed him softly. I ripped strips from a throw pillow and gagged the two males, then sliced away the ties from around the mother’s ankles. The blade carved through the shirt with a smooth, delicious, ripping sound, and I had to hold myself back from cutting anything else. One, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen— That only made me think of Brooke, lying unconscious in a bad motel. Focus! I backed away, breathing deeply. When I had myself under control again I gestured with the knife for the mother to stand up. “Lead the way and don’t do anything stupid.” She led me through the kitchen and down the hall; I grabbed the rifle as we walked past it.

“It’s here,” she whispered, stopping at the end of the hallway. “She shares it—shared it—with Jessica.”

“Open it.” I kept my voice quiet as well, just in case she was home already—crawled back through the window after kidnapping and killing Brooke.

If Brooke was already dead, I didn’t even know what I would do.…

Mrs. Butler opened the door softly, pushing it slowly and stepping inside. I followed her closely, keeping the knife by her back and the rifle ready in my other hand, bracing myself for another attack by that towering, inhuman Withered—

And then Mrs. Butler screamed, a long, horrible wail of abject despair. I pushed her forward so I could come in past her, and she dropped to her knees shouting “No no no!” at the top of her lungs. Brielle was sprawled haphazardly on the floor, limbs limp and lifeless. I walked toward her, not believing my own eyes: she was Attina. She had to be. All the clues made sense. And yet here she was, as dead as the others. No ashy sludge anywhere. The window was broken, the sill gouged with claw marks. A Withered had definitely been here, even if it wasn’t Brielle. I saw something white by her lips, and bent down to look. The smell of drain cleaner was so strong it made me gag. Foamy bubbles mixed with blood dribbled from her mouth, eating away at the carpet beneath. Her eyes were open, wide and terrified.

“Call the police,” I said.

“What?”

“It’s a revenge killing,” I said. “Whoever killed her did it the same way Glassman died. I heard someone talking about it at the meeting: ‘Pour some Drano down her throat and see how she likes it.’” I stared at the body, too stunned to move. “Word for word.”

“You tortured my family!” she screamed.

I looked down at the knife and the rifle in my hands, at the makeshift bindings so tight around her wrists they were rubbing her raw. “I’m … sorry.”

“Get out of my house!”

I looked back at Brielle’s body. Someone had filled her with drain cleaner that was eating her away from the inside. Enough to kill her where she stood. Randy was the man’s name—he was in love with Sara and he’d told Agent Mills he wanted someone to hurt Brielle in the same way. And now someone had. Why? That’s the part that never made sense: why? The monster I’d seen had teeth and claws—why did it use drain cleaner? Why did it use chemicals on Brielle and knives on Derek and a truck on Corey? And why avenge a death Brielle hadn’t even caused? What could the Withered possibly gain from killing people other people wanted dead?

Oh.

Oh no.

“We were so close,” I murmured. So close. But it wasn’t the Withered making the rest of the town kill, it was the other way around. The town was making the Withered kill. Randy wanted vengeance for his lost love, wanted Brielle to suffer the same way Sara had, and so Attina had done it. Brielle wanted Glassman to die for attacking her sister, fantasized about poisoning him for revenge, even went so far as to write the whole thing out in her journal, step by step … and so Attina had done it. I’d wanted to light a fire and Attina had lit one. I’d wanted to hit Corey with a truck so Attina hit him with a truck. Officer Glassman had leered at underage girls for years, trapped by a desire he didn’t dare to act on, but he’d wanted it so bad, wanted to dominate Jessica so completely, that as he watched outside her window Attina had leapt up and done the job more horribly and completely than he’d ever intended. And all of it, every death, every attack, every last catastrophe this town had seen, had started when I wanted to cut Derek into pieces. We never would have done it on our own, but Attina did. Attina had sensed it or felt it or known it, through whatever awful mechanism that lurked inside his mind, and he had done everything. Attina was a mirror, a perfect reflection of the community’s unspoken desires. It had been dormant for decades, maybe since the beginning of the town, hurting no one because no one in Dillon wanted to hurt. And then I arrived.

And unleashed hell.

“Get out of my house,” Mrs. Butler growled.

I moved the knife less than an inch from her face, still staring at Brielle’s corpse. “The Withered are defined by what they lack,” I said, thinking out loud. I could figure this out. Every Withered made perfect sense within its own reality, and now that I knew what that reality was, all I had to do was follow the logic. “Nobody didn’t have a body, so she stole them from other people.”

“What?”

“Elijah didn’t have memories. Rack didn’t have a heart. Forman didn’t have his own emotions, so he felt everyone else’s. Attina uses other people’s will, their ability to choose and act, which means he doesn’t have his own. It’s an empty vessel, a hollow shell, a spineless nothing who has no desires, no wants, no self-interest. Someone who fits perfectly into this town because it always wants exactly what everyone else does. A pushover—no … a mascot. Attina is the most representative example of Dillon life. It goes to church. It participates in community events. If you want food it makes food; if you freak out in a town meeting, it freaks out. If you want to hide or cry or complain, it—of course. Beth.”

“Beth?” whispered Mrs. Butler. She was trembling in terror. “Beth Gleason?”

“‘It’s too damn hot,’” I said, repeating her words from the gym. “‘Everyone was thinking it anyway.’” I pulled the knife away from Mrs. Butler’s face. “I wanted to get Brooke out of Dillon, so she took Brooke out of Dillon. That’s why she ran—she wasn’t afraid, she was protecting the person I wanted to protect. Ingrid came right out and told us: Beth will go along with anything.” I looked at Mrs. Butler. “Where would Beth go outside of town? If she needed to get away?”

“I…” Mrs. Butler swallowed, looking at the knife still inches from her face, too emotionally battered to think straight. “I don’t know. Maybe one of the old farms?”

“There’s a lot of them,” I said, remembering our ride into town the first night. We’d passed a dozen or more farms, all spread out in the flat land around the town. “Do you know which one specifically? Somewhere she’d feel familiar and safe.”

“Are you saying she … that she did this? That Beth killed my girls?”

I looked at the clock on the wall: time was up, and the lockdown was in place. I’d have to be as stealthy as possible. “I know you think I’m crazy and evil and you have no reason to trust me.” I opened the window to slip out that way. “But yes. Beth killed your girls, and I’m going to go kill her.”

“She has an old farm,” said Butler, wiping her eyes and fixing me with a grim expression. “She hasn’t lived there in thirty years, not since her husband died, and she sold all the surrounding land but kept the house. Uses it for barbecues and church parties.” She pointed north with a trembling finger. “Take Main Street about two miles, then turn on Barkwood Road and look for the mailbox with a rooster on it. It’s about another two miles.” She gritted her teeth, her fear coalescing into sudden, fierce anger. “Make it hurt.”
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Beth Gleason. She stayed in the background, she did what she was told. She went to church because everyone went to church, and when Marci and I had talked during the sermon she’d shushed us, not because she wanted to but because everyone else wanted to. They were all looking at us, but Beth was the one who said it. In today’s town meeting everyone had been angry, but it was Beth who’d said it. She was the personification of the community as a whole—and ever since Brook and I had arrived, that community had been tearing itself apart.

Everyone thinks dark thoughts sometimes. Did mine finally set her off because … they were more intense? More single-minded? Other people thought about hurting each other, but Attina didn’t absorb thoughts, she absorbed intentions. The will to act. I was the only one in town with the true, unmitigated desire to kill someone, and the clarity of purpose to actually go through with it. Brooke or Marci or whoever it was at the time would always calm me down, but Attina didn’t have that. She had all my rage and nothing to hold her back.

I had to hurry.

The town was quiet, already on lockdown, but without the large influx of troops coming the next day, it was still relatively empty. They couldn’t be everywhere at once. I walked softly down the side of the Butler house, just far enough to peek out at the street. A cop car drove by, and I ducked behind the Butler’s garbage can. The car was moving south, away from where I wanted to go, but I couldn’t risk going right out in the road. I slinked back into the yard and started hopping fences.

The yard north of the Butler house was well-groomed, the lawn cut short and clear of any toys or benches or trees. With no cover to hide in I ran to the next fence without stopping, dumped my knife and rifle over the top and hauled myself over after them. This yard offered more concealment and I was able to crouch behind a small garden shed to get my bearings. Most of the people, I hoped, would be looking out their front doors rather than the back—this made it easy to jump from yard to yard, but my next fence vault would take me to a north-facing home and I would have to run out the driveway and across the street directly toward another row of houses. Anyone looking out would be certain to see me. But what would they do about it?

Most of the people in the town were armed—the unlocked truck with the gun rack I’d found was proof enough of that. If someone saw me running toward his house with a butcher knife and a rifle, would he see me as a threat or as another concerned, armed citizen? My best chance at avoiding trouble was to act like the latter, and walk slowly across the street as if I belonged there. It was a strategy that had always worked in the hallways at school: look like you have a hall pass and most people won’t ask you for one. Would it work here as well? Not with the cops, but maybe with the locals. Most of them were furious about the lockdown as it was; they might even see me as a vigilante hero.

Or, you know, shoot me.

I made another sprint to the next fence, threw myself over, and lowered to a crouch. Here was a driveway leading straight out to the road, but I had to check for police first. I crept forward, peering out and looking both ways. No cops. I slipped the knife into my leg sheath—a poor fit, but better than nothing—and then composed myself, carrying the rifle like a soldier on patrol and walking across the street like it was my job to be there. Halfway across I noticed an old man watching me through the open curtains of a house to my right. I saluted him and then immediately regretted it, wondering if it was too much. A wave would have been better. He did nothing, and I reached the next driveway and went back into hiding.

I crossed the rest of the town this way, jumping fences and hiding from cops. On the last street I had to wait almost ten minutes, crouched behind an old truck, while a police officer talked to a homeowner barely ten feet away. He asked if the man had seen anything and told him to stay inside. When the man left I held my breath, not daring to make even the tiniest sound. The cop got in his car and I moved around the side of the truck, out of sight from the street. He drove away, and I watched. The instant he disappeared around the corner I set out across the street.

“Not supposed to be out here,” said a voice. I turned and saw the man the cop had been talking to, standing in his open doorway.

“Just watching for trouble,” I said, gesturing with the rifle. “You really trust them to keep you safe?”

“Not at all,” said the man, and he showed me a rifle of his own, just inside the door frame. I nodded, and he nodded, and I crossed the street.

Two yards later I was in a field of corn that was nearly shoulder high.

I stayed in the field for a ways, counting my steps and trying to calculate how many of them would make a mile. My steps were about two feet, maybe two and a half, which meant … twenty-six-hundred-something steps? I counted out two thousand, figured it was far enough, and then cut west to the main road, following it the rest of the way to Barkwood. There were no cops out here, and no traffic; I wondered if the police had barricaded the roads into Dillon as well as out. I realized Mrs. Butler hadn’t told me which way to turn on Barkwood, right or left, but when I reached it I saw that left was the only choice. I turned and walked a few more miles, passing a couple of farmhouses. The sun was still high, but both houses had lights on. I’d come back to them later if I didn’t find Beth in the rooster house.

And then I reached the rooster house—an old abandoned-looking farmhouse with patched shingles and a dead, sun-scorched lawn. The rooster on the mailbox looked like an old weather vane, rusted and bent and bolted to the top of the mailbox by a stick of old wood. It was at least a half a mile to the nearest neighbor.

I listened and heard crying.

I gripped the rifle tighter. I still didn’t know how to kill this thing. Did it regenerate? Could it sense me coming? Would my own determination to kill it make it, in turn, determined to kill me?

Two voices crying now. Why two?

Because Attina had no will of her own and only wanted what the people around her wanted. And the only person around her now was Brooke, and there was one thing Brooke wanted more than anything in the world.

I almost started crying with them.

I crept forward, the dead grass crunching softly under my feet. The front windows were closed, the blinds drawn, but I found an unblocked window on the side. I stood on my tiptoes to peer inside, but the room and what little I could see of the hall beyond were empty. Not even much furniture, just a folding table and some old napkins. An old family house they only used for parties. I moved to the next window, listening to the wails as they varied in pitch—now softer, now louder, and suddenly a cry of pain and a whoop of terror. The second window I looked in revealed a view as empty as the first, so I moved to the back of the house. The door was locked. I went to the next window but stopped, seeing a glow by the stump of a dried-out tree. A basement window. I laid down on the dry grass to look inside, and there she was: Beth Gleason, eighty years old if she were a day, in the same old blue dress I’d always seen her in. Her hands, arms, chest, and entire lower body were covered with blood. I almost cried out, terrified that it was Brooke’s blood, that I was too late to save her—but no. The inside of Beth’s forearm held a long, deep gash, from elbow to wrist, sloughing out blood like a shaken trough. And then the gash healed, and the blood dried, and Beth wailed in despair and grabbed a pair of garden shears and slashed it open again. She bled, and screamed, and healed. Over and over.

She was trying to kill herself.

It was all Brooke wanted—the bottomless pit at the base of her mind, the horrifying legacy of Nobody. The Withered wretch who’d killed herself a hundred thousand times. Every setback seemed to trigger a new despair, and I’d pulled her back from the brink of more suicides that I could remember. When Attina had captured her, when she’d been separated from me, when it seemed that all was lost, she’d gone right back to it again, like the comfort of an old blanket, and Attina had been powerless to resist. She had no will but what she borrowed from others.

I had to act fast, before she borrowed one from me.

I tried the back door again, kicking it a few times, until finally giving up using the rifle to shoot the doorknob. The sound was deafening; I hoped that Attina’s single-minded obsession would keep her from caring. In the depths of depression, Brooke wouldn’t care—it might actually make her worse. Please let Attina be the same.

The stairs to the basement were right inside the back door, long and narrow. The rifle would be useless in those cramped quarters, so I left it by the wall and pulled out my knife, advancing slowly down the stairs with the blade in front of me. It didn’t have the strength of Potash’s old combat knife, but it was sharpened to a razor’s edge, and it might buy me a few precious seconds, if nothing else. I reached the basement with my ears still ringing, the crying women only barely audible, and rounded the corner just in time to see Beth gash herself open again, bleeding copiously. The pool of blood at her feet covered nearly the entire cement floor of the basement, trickling in a steady stream down the drain in the center. How long had she been doing this?

How could I get away from her once this obsession cleared?

Attina ignored me, and I stepped through the sticky red mess to where Brooke was tied to a chair, watching the whole thing and numb with despair.

“Just let me die,” she mumbled. “Just let me die.”

“I will,” I said. I needed to keep her sad, to keep her will for death as strong as possible. “I’m not here to save you—it’s impossible to save you. You’ve been lost for too long.”

“I know,” she sobbed, “just let me die.”

I cut her loose from the chair and helped her stand. She groped for my knife but I held it away in my left hand, holding her tightly to my side with my right. I just had to get her out of here—

—no. I couldn’t think like that. I had to want to kill myself, too, to keep Attina occupied as long as possible.

Or maybe I just had to want to kill Attina.

I walked Brooke slowly to the stairs, searching for anything that might help. How could I kill a Withered who healed that fast? There was an axe leaning against the wall; taking off her head in a single stroke might work, but I didn’t have the skill to pull that off. She’d regenerate so fast, anything less would be ineffective. I looked for more. A shelf full of dusty mason jars. A box of old decorations: Christmas and Thanksgiving and Halloween. Then I noticed the furnace, and had the answer: fire. It was the only way I’d killed Nobody—even the Withered soulstuff was vulnerable to it, and they couldn’t heal fast enough to escape it. What else could I use? Mrs. Butler had said they held barbecues here—there had to be fuel, or at least charcoal.

“We’ll never get out in time,” I said to Brooke, trying to keep her thoughts focused on hopelessness, and I started knocking over boxes as we passed them, spilling their contents onto the floor, searching desperately for something to start a big fire. Finally I found a plastic jug of lighter fluid, but I had no free hands. I had to let go of Brooke or the knife. I dropped my knife and picked up the lighter fluid, popping off the cap and spraying it on the fallen decorations, on the shelves and wooden panels in the walls. I even sprayed some on Attina as she stabbed herself and howled again, ignoring me. Now I needed a flame. I dropped the half-empty bottle on the floor and eased Brooke upstairs, holding her with two hands, taking the steep steps carefully. She tried to throw herself down, pleading with me not to stop her again, not to keep her from her death, but I got her to the top and we stumbled into the kitchen.

“Look for matches,” I said, pushing her toward the cupboards. “For gas lighters, for anything that will burn.”

“Are we going to burn ourselves?”

“We are,” I said, yanking open drawer after drawer. I couldn’t help but feel a bit of eagerness, of excitement for a fire—I had never set one this big before, and it had been far too long since I’d set one at all. “All we need is—this.” I opened the pantry door and found three miniature tanks of propane, dark green and each the size of a melon. I grabbed and shook them, finding them satisfyingly heavy. “Find matches,” I said. “If you want to die, this is how you do it.”

I set the tanks on the counter and ran from room to room, hoping to find a gas grill of some kind to hook them up to. Anything that would let the gas out. There was nothing in the house, and I didn’t have time to search the garage. I found a sheaf of yellowed newspapers and grabbed it, rushing back to the kitchen to find Brooke holding a cardboard box full of matches, fumbling through her tears to light one.

“Is this enough?”

“It’s perfect,” I said, taking them away gently. I looked at her in sudden fear, terrified that my compliment had ruined everything: I needed to insult her, to tell her she had failed, that nothing she did would ever work. I needed her to want to die, or this whole plan could fail. I looked in her eyes …

 … and I couldn’t do it. “It’s perfect,” I said again. “We’re going to make the most beautiful fire you’ve ever seen.”

I tucked the matches under my arm and grabbed the propane and walked back to the stairway, back down to the basement. I turned the corner to see Beth standing in front of me, inches away, covered in blood and her eyes practically gleaming. I dropped my armful in shock, stumbling backward into the doorway as the tanks and matches clattered to the ground.

“You’re building a fire,” she said. The propane tanks were still rolling, carving slick pathways through the bloody puddle on the floor.

“Yes,” I said. It was all I could say.

Beth stooped to pick up the newspaper, dropping the pages that had soaked up blood, and holding up the dry pages in her wrinkled fist. “We’re building a fire,” she said. “And I’m finally going to die.” She picked up the fallen jug of lighter fluid and sprayed it on the walls and ceiling, soaking the carpet square that sat in the corner, drenching the rack of old clothes against the back.

I stood in the doorway and watched her build her pyre.

I never had to think about killing the first ones. They were monsters, and I was defending myself and my family and town. Now I was defending this town, doing something no one else could do, in a way no one else could do it, and it was good. It was the right thing to do—the Withered had to die. I knew that, in the same way I knew that stalking was unacceptable, that hurting animals was evil, that killing humans was wrong. That is to say: I knew it was true but I didn’t feel it. I wanted to kill and slice and maim, but this was a cheat. A voluntary death. Tricking Attina into killing herself was … cruel, in a way. I didn’t do this to be cruel. I looked at that frail old demon, trapped for years in a life it couldn’t even recognize as its own, and I felt something I’d never felt before.

I felt pity.

“I don’t want to do this,” I said.

“I don’t want to, either,” said Beth, stopping immediately. She turned to look at me, holding the axe in her hands. Lighter fluid dripped from her hair and her dress, running down her arms and cascading off her elbows in tiny rivulets.

Five people dead and who knew how many more if I didn’t stop her now. She’d held down Brielle and forced drain cleaner down her throat, choking her and burning her and eating her from the inside—not because she wanted to, not because she had to, but because she couldn’t control herself. Because she was the worst of humanity given form. But she was also the best of it. She’d lived for so long here, never hurting a fly, making soup for her neighbors and organizing neighborhood watches. She could be good when the world was good around her. Did she really deserve to die just because I had come and ruined paradise?

But no paradise lasts forever. What would she do tomorrow, when a hundred national guardsmen showed up? They wanted to protect the town, so she’d protect it. They wanted to kill a bad guy, so she’d kill … I didn’t know who. Someone. Unless I killed her now.

The demon king Rack had told me how the Withered began. Human beings, lost in antiquity, had given up their most hated traits to gain unimaginable power. Nobody had hated her body, so she gave it up forever; she gained the ability to take whatever body she wanted, but she’d lost that essential humanity that made it worthwhile. Forman had given up his emotions—why? He must have felt something terrible, guilt or loss or shame, and never wanted to feel it again. Attina had given up her own will, her own choices, I suppose because she’d made too many bad ones and didn’t want the responsibility anymore. She didn’t want the pain of choosing wrong. But choices still get made, whether you’re the one making them or not, and all she had become was a slave.

I had to choose for her. I hated the choice more than I’d ever hated anything, but I had to make it.

“I don’t want to do this,” I said, and summoned all my will. “But I’m going to.”

“We’re going to,” she echoed. Tears rolled down her face, and I wondered how much she really knew, or felt, or understood about what was happening. She couldn’t make her own decisions, but was she aware of them? Was there something inside of her, like Marci inside of Brooke, that looked out and watched her body act, and cried and screamed and begged it to stop?

“We’re going to kill ourselves,” she sobbed. “And then we can start again.” She raised the axe, turned toward the furnace, and shattered the valve on the gas line.

“Start again?” I repeated. That was something Brooke had said—a holdover from Nobody’s old behavior. Possess a girl, live her life, and when you found a better one you kill yourself and take it. Start again. I looked behind me, but Brooke wasn’t there. She was still upstairs.

With the rifle.

I screamed and ran as Beth lit a match, and the basement leapt into horrible, glorious, fiery life.
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“A,” said Brooke. “American Shipping.”

The pickup jostled us, rolling across the blacktop of an old, flat highway. The wind seemed to speak as it whistled past us, half-formed words rippling past in invisible whorls. We were getting close to the end of our ride, and billboards were starting to appear. I saw a sign for a plumbing company and pointed it out. “B.”

“Good for you!” she said, laughing and clapping her hands. They were still bandaged from the fire; I’d washed her burns as best I could, and stolen an old T-shirt off a clothesline to cover the wounds. She smiled at me. “I knew you’d like this game.”

I looked at her, remembering those laughing lips wrapped around the barrel of a hunting rifle, those clapping hands trying to reach the trigger. I’d saved her just in time. And years too late. I saw a C on a road sign, but instead of pointing it out I distracted her by pointing the other direction.

“C!”

“Where?” She craned her neck trying to spot it, reading the sign as we passed it. “I don’t see a C anywhere on there, but there’s a J! Quick, find all the other letters up to J while we can still see it!”

“On the license plate,” I said, still pointing away from the C sign. “There’s a C, and then on the side of that truck there’s a D, E.… I’m not seeing an F anywhere.”

“Too late,” she said. “The J’s gone.” She smiled at me, peaceful and contented. “We’ll see another one.”

“Yeah.” The C sign was gone as well.

“Tell me where we’re going again?” she asked.

“Nowhere special,” I said, not meeting her eyes. “Just a place to relax for a bit.”

“Rain was south of us,” said Brooke. “We’ve been going north for two days.”

“Agent Mills is still looking for us,” I said. “And so is the FBI. We need to lay low.”

“He still has Boy Dog,” said Brooke.

“I’ll get him back.”

“F,” said Brooke, pointing at a passing license plate. She laughed. “That’s funny.”

The town ahead was close enough to see now, a low mound of trees and buildings, and high above it all, the smokestacks of a wood plant. I looked at Brooke, just looking and looking. I didn’t want to make this choice, and I did. Both at the same time.

“You’re staring at me,” she said.

“You’re nice to stare at.”

Brooke raised her eyebrow. “John Wayne Cleaver, you rogue.”

“Brooke, I…” I took a deep breath, and blew it out slowly. “You’re my best friend.”

“You’re mine.”

“You’re the most important person in my life. You’re the two most important people in my life, all at once, and I want you to … to be safe. To be happy. I want you to grow up and get married and have kids and have a life. I want you to live a thousand years.”

“I’ve already lived ten thousand,” she said, and cocked her head to the side. “Why are you getting so serious all of a sudden?”

“Because I want to do what’s best for you.”

“You always do,” she said. “And I want to do what’s best for you.”

“Those don’t always line up,” I said.

“I love you,” said Brooke.

I sighed. “I think you probably do. And I think I…” I stopped, and closed my eyes, and said the hardest thing I’d ever said—not because it was false, but because it was completely, relentlessly true. “I love you too.”

She moved across the truck to sit next to me, lifting my arm and snuggling in under it. The truck bounced us gently as we rode. The city ahead grew closer.

“Have we been here before?” asked Brooke. “It looks familiar.”

“It’s been a while,” I said. “But yeah.”

The C sign again: WELCOME TO CLAYTON.

Brooke smiled. “I remember this place. I grew up here.” She sat up straighter, looking around, drinking in the familiarity. “Several of me did.”

“This is where we’re from,” I said. “Brooke and John. This is home.” We passed the gas station, the tire place, the old kitschy shoe museum. “You deserve a home.”

“It seems smaller than I remember it,” said Brooke. “Which is weird, because I’m not bigger than I was, I’m just older. But it all seems like it’s … shrunk, maybe. Or maybe I’m just seeing it with new eyes. Like it all used to blend together, and now I’m seeing the gaps between the buildings, and the lines in the paint.” She shook her head. “It’s only been three years? Two years? It feels like it hasn’t changed a bit. Or like it’s aged a whole century.”

The driver leaned out of his window. “The hospital, right?”

I nodded. Brooke didn’t know it, but this was a chartered trip. Fifty-four dollars and ninety-six cents, every last scrap of money we had left plus everything I’d gotten for pawning the rifle, had been slipped through the window with a whispered plea when the truck picked us up.

“Why are we going to the hospital?” asked Brooke. She looked at her hands, and the bandaged burn on her leg. “They’ll ask for ID.”

“Your burns are fine,” I said.

“Then why are we going to the hospital?”

I wished that idiot driver had just kept his mouth shut. This was hard enough without him spilling the whole plan early.

“G,” I said, pointing at the sign for the Friendly Burger.

Brooke looked at me, thinking, her mind racing through the implications of my words, of our destination, of everything that was happening.

“No,” she whispered.

“I’m sorry.”

“You’re going to leave me here,” she said, pulling away. I grabbed her hand, holding her back, scared that she would jump straight out of the truck bed, trying to kill herself or simply trying to escape. “If we come back they’ll recognize us, people will know us—we won’t be able to hide anymore or finish our work with the Withered. And I know you’re not going to abandon your war, so that means you’re abandoning me instead! You’re leaving me here!”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“I love you!” She cried. “I trusted you! We’re a team—you said you’d never leave me, that we were partners, that you’d walk into hell to get me back!”

“You’ve already—”

“How could you!” She punched me in the shoulder with her free hand, only once at first, then over and over, pounding her fist into my arm and chest, digging her knuckles into my flesh. I grabbed her hand in mine, wrestling her to a halt.

“You’ve already been to hell,” I said. “I’m the one who took you there. This life we’ve been trying to live, sleeping in alleys and living on stolen corn nuts from highway truck stops: this is hell. Dragging you from one murder to the next, forcing you to remember tragedies that aren’t even yours, dancing along the edge of a suicide cliff and trying to catch you every time you start to go over: that’s hell. If I love you, I can’t put you through that.”

“That’s not your choice to make.”

“I know.”

“This is my life,” she growled. “And if this is how I want to live it, I’m damn well going to live it how I want.”

“You’re ill,” I said. “You need medicine, you need therapy, you need twenty-four-hour care of a kind that I can’t give you—”

“I don’t want care,” she screamed, “I want you!”

“And I want you to be alive,” I said. “And happy. Even if I’m not there to see it.”

The truck stopped in front of the hospital, and Brooke wrenched away from me, leaping out and running.

“There she is!”

“It’s Brooke! Thank God, it’s Brooke!”

Brooke’s parents had been waiting, probably for hours. It’s hard to predict travel times when you’re hitchhiking. I’d spent a dollar on a phone call, telling them the day and the place and hanging up. They streaked across the parking lot now, catching her in their arms, sobbing and lifting her up and holding on to something they thought they’d lost forever.

Brooke looked back at me, pleading, trying to break away. “You can’t leave me!”

“She’s a severe suicide risk,” I called out, standing in the back of the truck. “Clinical depression and dissociative identity disorder. At least one of her personalities is bipolar. She needs a long-term, live-in care facility and intensive therapy, but she can come through.”

“I’m not weak!” Brooke shouted.

“No you’re not,” I said. “You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known. I could never have done what you did.”

“Is that John?” asked Brooke’s mother.

“He’s saving her,” said Brooke’s father.

“He’s hurting me,” sobbed Brooke.

“Sometimes the right choice is the one that hurts the most,” I said. “Good-bye Brooke.” I sat down and knocked on the side of the truck. Time to go. I said the next one softly: “Good-bye, Marci.” I started to cry, and the truck rolled.

“You’re not staying?” shouted Brooke’s mom. “What should we tell your aunt? Your sister?”

I didn’t answer, and the truck pulled out of the parking lot, back onto the road.

I sat in silence for a mile or more before banging on the side of the truck again. The driver stopped.

“You want to go back?”

“Just let me out here,” I said. I hopped down.

“What was all that back there?” he asked.

“You’ll see it on the news,” I said. “Look for the name Brooke Watson.” I started walking away.

“What about you?”

I turned around, walking backward away from him. “The police are going to ask where you left me,” I said. “Probably the FBI, too. Tell them I said hi.”

I turned back around and walked away. I passed through the town I grew up in, wondering who might recognize me, what they might do. No one even looked. I was a drifter, here one minute and gone the next. I passed the school, empty in the summer; I passed the old apartments where my sister used to live. I passed Marci’s house, still overgrown with trees and plants, and saw her little sister playing on the sidewalk, drawing pictures with thick sticks of colored chalk. I stopped half a block away and watched her. I couldn’t see what she was drawing. I turned the corner and moved on. I passed the wood plant, and jumped a fence to the rail yard, and climbed aboard an empty flatbed as the train headed out for another load of logs.

The city disappeared behind me, and the wind whistled secrets in my ears.
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TO JOHN. SORRY FOR PUTTING YOU

THROUGH ALL THIS. YOU DID GREAT.


 

I sought my death and found it in my womb,

I lookt for life and saw it was a shade,

I trode the earth and knew it was my tomb,

And now I die, and now I am but made.

The glass is full, and now the glass is run,

And now I live, and now my life is done.

—CHIDIOCK TICHBORNE, “ELEGY”
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CHAPTER 1

There are only so many ways to get a good look at a dead body.

You can always just make your own, of course, which is what most people do. It’s quick, it’s cheap, and you can do it with things you have lying around your own home: a hammer, a kitchen knife, a relative who won’t shut up, and bam. Your very own corpse. As DIY projects go, murder is easier and more common than painting your living room, though—to be fair—significantly harder to hide. And it has other downsides as well: first, it’s murder. So there’s that. Second, and more pertinent to my own situation, it’s only really helpful if the dead body you want to see is one you have ready access to while it’s still alive. With the really good bodies, this is rarely the case. Let’s say you want to examine a specific corpse, like, oh, I don’t know, an old lady who died of mysterious causes in a small town in Arizona. Just to pull an example out of the air. Then it gets much harder.

If you need to look at a specific body, it helps to be an actual cop or, better yet, an agent of the FBI. You could mock up some quick excuse as to why this particular dead body was a key part of your investigation, go in, flash a badge, done. It might even be true, which would be a nice side benefit but isn’t really necessary. If you weren’t actually in law enforcement but you knew enough about it, you could waltz in with a fake badge and try to accomplish the same thing. But if you were also, for example, eighteen years old, convincing the local law enforcement to believe you would be easier said than done. The same goes for a teenager pretending to be a coroner, pretending to be a forensic examiner, and pretending to be a reporter. I’ve used the “I’m researching something for the school paper” line a couple of times, and it works well enough, but only when the something you’re researching isn’t a decaying human being.

That leaves three main options: first, if you can get there quick enough, you can try to trick the coroner into believing that you’re the new driver for the local mortuary, assigned to pick up the body and deliver it to the embalmer. You’d need some fake paperwork but, honestly, not as much as you might think. And since “driver” is an entry-level position, your age isn’t going to matter. And if you grew up in a mortuary and assisted in the family business since you were ten and knew the whole industry backward and forward—again, just to pull an example out of the air—you could do it pretty easily. But only if you got there in time.

Let’s say you didn’t, because you were two states away and travel solely by hitchhiking (or, honestly, whatever reason—you just can’t get there in time, is the important part). In that case, you move on to the second option, which requires more or less the same skills: break in to the mortuary after hours and show yourself around. I say “more or less the same skills” because you never know how good the mortuary’s security system is going to be, and you’re a teenage mortician, not a cat burglar. In a small town, or even a biggish city, if the funeral home is old enough, you might be able to make it work because they don’t always have the funds to update their equipment. It’s kind of an industry problem.

But let’s say they did update their equipment—no cameras, but an alarm with a motion sensor—and that you definitely don’t want to get caught breaking into a funeral home. I mean, I guess nobody would want to get caught breaking into anything, but let’s say for this example that you really, really don’t want it. Let’s even go so far as to say that the law enforcement agencies we mentioned earlier, which our totally hypothetical teenage mortuary expert was briefly tempted to impersonate, are, in fact, actively searching for him. So anything illegal is out of the question. That leaves us with only one option: we have to wait until the mortuary opens its doors, pulls the corpse out of the back room, and invites anyone who wants to see it to just come in and look at it. Which is never going to happen, right?

Wrong. It’s called a viewing, and it happens every day. They don’t let you really get in there and poke around, but it’s better than nothing. And Kathy Schrenk, a little old lady who died under mysterious circumstances in the Arizona town of Lewisville, had a viewing today. And a teenage mortician with an FBI background stood outside hoping his suit didn’t look too filthy.

Hi. My name is John Cleaver, and my life sounds kind of weird when I describe it like this.

I’ll describe it another way, but it’s not going to sound any more normal: I hunt monsters. I used to do it alone, and then for a while I did it with a team of government specialists, and then the monsters found us and killed almost everyone, and now I hunt them alone again. The monsters are called Withered, or sometimes Cursed, or sometimes Blessed if you catch one in a good mood, but that’s pretty rare these days. They’re old, and tired, and clinging to life more out of stubbornness than anything else. They used to be human, but they gave up some intrinsic part of themselves—their memory, or their emotions, or their identity; it’s different for each of them—and now they aren’t human anymore. One of them told me that they were more than human, and less, all at the same time. They’ve spent ten thousand years with incredible powers, ruling the world as kings and gods, but now they just grit their teeth and survive.

The mysterious nature of Kathy Schrenk’s death is classic tabloid news: she drowned far away from water, her body soaked while everything around her was dry as a bone. Weird, but not automatically supernatural; Miss Marple could probably knock this one out on her lunch break. Nine times out of ten—nine thousand times out of nine thousand and one—it’s just a plain old human—jealous, or angry, or greedy, or bored. We’re horrible people, when it comes right down to it. Hardly worth saving at all.

But what else am I going to do? Stop?

I stared at the mortuary a little longer: Ottessen Brothers Funeral Home. I picked a piece of lint off my sleeve. Smoothed my hair. Picked another piece of lint. It was now or never.

This is what I’d been doing for months now, ever since the team had died and I’d sent Brooke home and I’d gone out on my own, hunting the Withered with no backup and no guides and no intel. I looked for anomalies, and I followed them up. Most of them didn’t pan out, and I simply moved on.

I went inside.

My hypothetical situation from earlier, about growing up in a mortuary, wasn’t hypothetical. You probably guessed that. My parents were both morticians, and we lived in a little apartment upstairs from the chapel. I started helping with funerals when I was ten, and with the actual embalming a few years later. Stepping into Ottessen Brothers was like stepping into my past. The tastefully understated decorations, at least a decade behind the times; the little half-moon table with a signing book and a faux-fancy pen. The unsettled mix of sophistication and generic religion, and a drinking fountain by the wall. I touched the wallpaper—elegant but rugged, designed to withstand bustling crowds and untrained pallbearers—and thought about my home. I hadn’t seen it in almost three years, though I’d glimpsed it now and then on the news. My sister and my aunt ran the mortuary now, but who knew how long that was going to last. They couldn’t run it on their own. My father wouldn’t help, and my mother … well, she wasn’t around to help either, was she?

Her corpse had been so damaged that I couldn’t embalm her. It was the one thing we’d shared, and even that was taken away.

The crowd in the Schrenk viewing was sparse, mostly other old ladies not long from a viewing of their own. A handful of old men. Someone had placed a table by the door with an arrangement of photos and memorabilia, and while there were plenty of group shots, Schrenk was all alone in the portraits. Never married, never had kids. Some photos included what looked like her twin sister. One of the photos showed Schrenk standing in front of the mortuary itself, her arm around a thick-waisted woman somewhere in her fifties. An odd place for a photo—maybe another friend’s funeral? But no, neither of them wore go-to-a-funeral kind of clothes. Employees, then? The rest of the table was covered with various little yarn hats and scarves, so I assumed Schrenk was a knitter.

I moved past the table and into the viewing room itself: the coffin on the far wall, flanked by flags, with various chairs and sofas scattered around the edges of the room, most of them full of old women having hushed conversations. One corner held a refreshments table with an assortment of crumbly cookies.

“I think she looks terrible,” said an old lady by the food, “whispering” to a small cluster of concerned women. I couldn’t tell if she was pretending to whisper but wanted to be heard, or if she legitimately didn’t know how to regulate her own volume. “I’ve never seen a body look less lifelike in my life.”

I walked slowly past them toward the coffin, trying to look like I belonged.

“Hello,” said a man, stepping forward and offering his hand. I shook it. “Are you a friend of Kathy’s?” He looked about sixty, maybe sixty-five.

“Acquaintance,” I said quickly, spooling out my prepackaged lie. “She was friends with my grandmother, but she couldn’t make it today so she wanted me to pay our respects.”

“Wonderful!” he said. “What was your grandmother’s name?”

“Julia.” I didn’t know any Julias, but it was as good a name as any.

“I think I heard Kathy mention her,” said the man, though I couldn’t tell if I’d stumbled onto an accidentally accurate name or if he was just being polite. “And what was your name, young man?”

“Robert,” I said, hoping it was generic enough that he would forget it if anyone asked. I tried to never use the same name twice, thanks to the whole FBI thing. I looked at him a moment: a well-worn suit, too high on the ankles; a plain white shirt already fraying at the creases in the cuffs and collar. This was a man who wore these clothes a lot, and I made an educated guess: “Do you work for the mortuary?”

“I do,” he said, and offered his hand again. “Harold Ottessen, I’m the driver.”

“The driver?” There goes my bit about drivers being young. “I assume your brother is the mortician, then?”

“He was,” said Harold. “But I’m afraid he passed away about twenty years ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“These things happen,” he said. “We’d know, in our family. Margo runs things now; she’s around here somewhere.”

I nodded, already bored of the small talk. “It was very nice to meet you, Harold. I’m going to pay my respects.”

He nodded and offered his hand to shake a third time, but before I could extricate myself, another old lady walked up with a stern look.

“It’s completely disgraceful,” she said. “Can’t you do anything about it?”

“I’ve told you,” said Harold, “this is just how they look sometimes.”

“But it’s your job,” said the woman. “Why are we even here if you can’t do your job?”

I was desperate to see the body by now, wondering what kind of horror everyone was complaining about, so I left Harold to fend for himself and walked to the coffin. There was another woman standing beside it, though she was much younger—barely older than me, maybe nineteen or twenty, and dark-skinned. Mexican, maybe? She screwed her face into an unhappy scowl but hid it when she saw me out of the corner of her eye.

The body was, after all the anxious hype, pretty normal. Kathy had been thin in her photos and looked thin now, with curly gray hair and a pale, gaunt face. I’d been expecting some visible injuries, something I could tie directly to a Withered attack—maybe a giant bite taken out of her face. Or, failing that, some kind of problem with the embalming itself, like maybe they’d set the features poorly and now she had sunken eyelids or hollow cheeks or something. Something to justify the mortified attitude from all of her friends. What I saw was far simpler, and so surprising I said it out loud.

“They did her makeup wrong.”

“Excuse me?” asked the girl next to me.

“Sorry,” I said. “It just took me by surprise, is all.”

“You’re a dick,” she said.

“Excuse me?”

She smirked. “It just took me by surprise, is all. Isn’t that what we’re doing, narrating our lives out loud? Let me keep going: We’re standing by my dead friend. Some random douchebag is mocking her makeup, of all things.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, “I’ll shut up now.”

“Oh good, we’re still doing it. I’ll stop talking, too, and then I’ll stand here waiting for you to leave.”

This was going great. “Just … give me a minute.” I tried to ignore the young woman and looked at the body again. Part of a mortician’s job—arguably half of it, after the actual embalming—was to make the dead person’s body look as close as possible to what it looked like when they were alive. Poor Ms. Schrenk looked wrong, in ways a person off the street probably couldn’t put a finger on but which all worked together to make her seem off. Profoundly corpselike, instead of resting in peace. It was disconcerting, but a trained eye could see that they’d actually only missed a couple of key things.

First of all, the foundation looked good. Dead bodies don’t have blood in their skin, so they look much lighter than they did in life, but the mortuary’s makeup artist had used a dark foundation under a lighter one to add some color back into her face. The other major problem was the eyes, which tended to have dark circles around them, like black-eye bruises. But the makeup artist had hidden those as well. And that was hard to do right, which is why it was so confusing that whoever had done Kathy Schrenk’s makeup had missed a much simpler detail: shading. We’re so used to seeing people vertical, that when we see them lying flat, especially in the weird light of a viewing room, their facial features look all wrong. They don’t have the right shading, in subtle places like the nostrils and the lips. A trained mortuary makeup artist should have caught that, but nobody had.

The woman next to me spoke again. “Are you from Cottwell’s?”

“Cottwell’s?”

“Yes, genius, Cottwell’s. ‘Lewisville’s oldest funeral home,’ or whatever garbage tagline they’re using these days. You’re not a spy or anything?”

“I’m not from Lewisville,” I said. “But I am from a mortuary, kind of. I apologize again for being rude about your friend.” I paused then, thinking for a moment. Why would she be so bothered by Cottwell’s, or think they were sending a spy? I could only think of one reason. “Do you work here, at this mortuary?”

She narrowed her eyes. “How do you know that if you’re not a spy?”

“Why would one mortuary spy on another one?”

“I don’t know, what did they tell you when they hired you?”

“They didn’t.… Look, I’m sorry I was rude, okay? I insulted your friend who passed away, and I also apparently insulted your friend who works as the makeup artist—oh crap.”

She flashed a smug smile, watching the realization hit me. “Yup.”

“It’s you, isn’t it? You’re the makeup artist.”

“Fill-in makeup artist,” she said. “Normally I’m just an embalmer. It’s kind of funny to watch how slowly you figure all this out.”

“I bet it is,” I said. I needed more information and this woman was my only lead so far, so antagonistic or not, I tried to draw out the conversation. “So, who’s the permanent makeup artist?”

“Don’t worry; you’ll get this one too.”

I closed my eyes as yet another piece of the puzzle fell into place. “It’s Kathy Schrenk.”

“Amazing.”

“That’s why a twenty-year-old is friends with an old lady,” I said. “You’re coworkers. And that’s why the makeup is wrong, because the only person who knows how to do it is dead, and none of you wanted to ask the Cottwell’s makeup person for help.”

“Does that make us sound petty?” she asked. “Because I want to make sure we sound petty.”

“I’m not a spy from a rival mortuary,” I said, “as thrilling as that BBC miniseries would be.” I looked around the room quickly—no one was looking at the body but us. “But I am a mortician, and I can help you fix this.” I looked at the young woman again. She had bronze skin—not super dark, but dark enough. “Do you have some makeup handy?”

She raised her eyebrow. “You want to mess with her makeup right here?”

“It’ll take me sixty seconds at the most,” I said. “Close your eyes.”

“Hell no.”

“I’m not going to hurt anything,” I said. “The problem is the shading—like here, and here. You did a pretty good job on her, but the shading thing is unique to dead bodies, which is why you didn’t think to do it. It’s super simple, but I need some dark brown makeup, and I’m guessing that your eye shadow will be perfect. May I please look at it?”

She stared at me, probably trying to decide if I was crazy, then sighed and closed her eyes lightly, so the eyelid rested over the eyeball without wrinkling. I studied it a moment, then looked back at the dead body.

“Yeah, that should be perfect,” I said. “Do you have it on you? I can fix this in sixty seconds, tops.”

She dug in her purse and pulled out a small makeup compact, but when I reached for it she pulled it back slightly, tightening her grip. She glanced around the room, seeing Harold still locked in conversation with a crowd of displeased future customers. The girl sighed and looked back at me. “Sixty seconds?”

“At the most.”

“And I get to stab you if you screw it up?”

“With the pointy implement of your choice,” I said. She hesitated another moment, and then surrendered the eye shadow. I opened it up. The color looked good. I picked up the sponge, brushed it over the makeup, then dabbed a little on my arm to gauge how easily it transferred from brush to skin. I didn’t want to smear a huge blob on the dead woman’s face. It went onto my arm fairly smoothly, so I started dabbing small, subtle lines on the body’s face—lightly at first, then more confidently as the old muscle memory took over. The crevices around the nostrils; the philtrum above the upper lip; the line below the lower lip; a dot or two on the chin. I paused partway through, breathing deeply, savoring the unexpected intensity of my emotions as I worked—it was shocking, almost embarrassing, how right it felt to be working on a dead body again. This is who I’d been for years, and who I’d always hoped to be for the rest of my life. A mortician. I felt a reverence for death, and for the caretakers who guided the bodies of the dead into their final repose, so to be here again, in this place, touching this body, was …

I realized that a tear had tracked down my face and I wiped it quickly, hoping the girl hadn’t seen it. I looked at the body one last time, moving my head to see it from different angles, and dabbed one last bit of makeup on the chin. I clapped the box closed and handed it back to the girl. But before she could take it, Kathy Schrenk’s twin sister inserted herself between us, leveling her finger at the body in a sign of accusation and said:

“See! Look how … oh.”

“Let me see,” said another woman, her voice stronger than the others, and I turned to see a whole group walking up behind me: Harold; a gaggle of old, frail women; and the large woman I’d seen earlier in Kathy’s photo. Margo, I assumed. The funeral director. She stepped forward, looked at the body, then looked back at the women.

“She looks fine to me.”

“Are you blind?” asked one of the old ladies. “She looks like you dredged her out of a river.”

Margo stepped aside, allowing more of the old women to approach, and one by one their eyes softened as they looked at their friend.

“She looks wonderful,” said one.

“So peaceful,” said another.

“It must have been our eyes,” said the sister. “Or the light.” She looked at Margo and smiled. “We’re so sorry to have bothered you. I think maybe one of these lights was malfunctioning before, but she looks wonderful now.”

“Thank you,” said Margo. “And thank you for coming.”

As the women crowded around the casket, Harold looked up, confused, and Margo pulled the Mexican girl aside. “That’s not what she looked like when we wheeled her out of the back,” Margo whispered. “What’d you do?”

“Calculated risk,” said the girl, and pointed at me. “If I can’t trust some rando off the street, who can I trust?”

Margo glanced at me, sizing me up, then looked back at the girl and raised her eyebrows. “You let someone touch a body? Without consulting me?”

“It worked,” said the girl. “You saw what a good job he did.”

Margo sighed, then looked at me again, raising her chin in a way that made her look abruptly open and professional. “Thank you very much for your help.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Margo Bennett.”

“Robert,” I said, and shook her hand.

“Where’d you train?”

“Family mortuary,” I said. “No formal training.”

“You do good work,” she said, and turned back to the girl. “Next time, ask me first.”

“I will.”

Margo nodded and left, and the girl looked at me again. “Well then. I guess I don’t get to stab you.”

“It’s not as fun as people expect,” I said, handing back her compact. I wasn’t much for small talk, or really any talk for that matter, but I still needed information, and this was probably my best chance to get it. “What did you say your name was?”

“Jasmyn,” she said. “With a Y.”

“Nice to meet you, Jasmyn.” I almost said “Jasmyn with a Y,” but small talk or not, I still had some self-respect. “So you’re, um, training as an embalmer?”

“I am,” she said. “About a year now.”

I nodded, and then wondered if I was nodding too much, and stopped. I had the opportunity to ask questions, but I didn’t know which questions to ask. “So.” I hesitated way too long, trying to think of a follow-up. “How do you like it?”

“You’re definitely not a spy.”

“Why not?”

“Because you suck at it. This is seriously, like, the worst small talk I have ever heard.”

“To be fair, I hate talking to people.” It was a risk, but if I was reading her right she’d respond to it.

She smirked and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, tell me about it. People are the worst.”

Bingo.

“I’m going to drown my sorrows in cookies,” I said, and pointed to the side table. “Want one?”

“They’re also the worst,” she said. “But why not?”

We walked to the food table and I picked up a cookie. It fell in half partway to my mouth, the bottom falling back onto the tray.

“See?” said Jasmyn. She took a crumbly bite. “Margo insists on them, but she won’t pay for good ones.”

“Our mortuary never had cookies,” I said.

“That’s exactly what I tell her,” she said. “Nobody has cookies at a viewing, unless the family brings them or something.” She took another bite. “Maybe she has stock in the cookie company.”

“Does Cottwell’s do cookies?” I asked.

Jasmyn shook her head. “No. So maybe that’s why Margo does—she’s trying to stand out.”

“So, um…” I wanted to ask about the body, and I thought I’d finally come up with a normal way to do it. Well, normal-ish. “So Kathy Schrenk drowned, right?”

“So they say,” said Jasmyn. “Nobody knows how, though. She was in her backyard, and she doesn’t have a pool or anything. And she doesn’t live anywhere near the canal.”

This was where I relied on her inexperience as an embalmer. “Drowned bodies are so weird,” I said. “You always get that weird black goop.” This, of course, was a lie, and a fairly transparent one. Nobody who drowns has black goop, unless they literally drown in a pool of black goop. I mean, the goop wouldn’t have come from the drowning, it would have come from a Withered. They called it soulstuff, and it was like a kind of greasy ash that got left behind at a lot of their attacks. I think it’s what their bodies were made of, under their human-looking disguise, because every time I killed one they dissolved into a noxious little pile of it. If Schrenk was killed by a Withered, Jasmyn might have seen some soulstuff during the embalming. And if not, well, she was new enough at her job that she wouldn’t necessarily call me on the lie.

I looked back at Jasmyn, feeling a surge of hope—could this be it?

Nope. She looked confused. “Really?” she asked. “Black goop?”

I sighed. “Sometimes,” I said. “I figured it didn’t hurt to ask.”

“Hey Jazz,” said Harold, “can you help me with something?”

“Sure,” said Jasmyn, and she hurried after him. I retreated to the wall, wondering what to do next but mostly just happy to be in a mortuary again—not because it was especially wonderful, but because it was familiar. The people and the wall hangings and the music and the casket and the body. I didn’t really know how to hunt monsters, though I’d been doing it for years. I didn’t really know how to hitchhike and be on the road and evade the police and how to do all the things my life had forced me to do. But I knew how to be in a mortuary. I was never more comfortable anywhere else than there.

A movement caught my eye, and I looked across the room to see another woman had just come in through the doors. She looked about thirty, but she wore an old-style, A-line dress, so filthy it looked like she’d been wearing it for years. Her hair hung in ratty tendrils around her face. The other guests shied away from her as she stepped in, looked around, and then focused on me. I glanced around for the mortuary staff—for Jasmyn, or Harold, or Margo—but they’d all stepped out for something. The ragged woman walked toward me, and I could see that her face and arms were as dirty as her clothes; her nails were chipped and crusted with old blood; and her feet were bare and streaked with grime. She walked strangely, like she was unaccustomed to it, and kept her eyes locked on my face. She stopped a few feet in front of me, staring.

“I know you,” she said at last.

“I don’t think so,” I said.

“Do you know me?”

I shook my head. “I don’t. I’m sorry.”

The woman stared again, then leaned in close.

“Run from Rain,” she whispered.

Then she turned around and ran out the door.


 

CHAPTER 2

Run from Rain.

It was one of the last things Brooke had told me, one of the last leads she’d dug up from the recesses of her memory. Ten thousand years of dead girls and a supernatural killer, and all of them were terrified of “Rain,” though we’d never figured out who or what Rain was. Another Withered, we’d assumed. Maybe one of the last ones left.

And now, after months of searching, I’d found another piece of the puzzle.

I ran outside, looking for the dazed, dirty woman who’d said the words, but she was gone. Homeless, maybe? Unbalanced, almost certainly. Or maybe it was something more sinister—was she a victim of Rain, somehow? Someone who’d been enslaved to a paranormal monster, or who’d been attacked and managed to escape, or maybe just someone who’d seen an attack and been broken by the thought of it. Withered attacks could be horrifying, mind-shattering things, upending everything you thought you knew about the world and the way it functioned.

Or maybe she’d survived a different kind of Withered attack—not by Rain, but by Nobody. Nobody killed by possessing young girls and using their own bodies to commit suicide; Brooke had lived through it, but she’d gained an untold horde of Withered memories as a result. That’s how she could remember things like “Run from Rain.” Now here was another girl with the same dark memory and the same broken, disorganized mind and … in ten thousand years, Brooke can’t have been the only person to survive an attack from Nobody, could she? Maybe this lost girl was another.

Whoever the girl was, at least one connection seemed obvious: a Withered named Rain, in a city where someone had drowned without water. It couldn’t be a coincidence. I had to stay in Lewisville and I had to learn everything I could about this killer, starting with the body of Kathy Schrenk.

And the best way to do that was to wait.

There was a bus stop nearby, on the heat-blasted side of the cracked asphalt road, and I sat there in the sun and waited. My backpack containing all my worldly possessions was back in the bus station where I’d showered after hitchhiking into town; storing it had cost me a dollar, which probably meant that I couldn’t eat dinner that night, but it was better than bringing the whole dusty thing with me to the mortuary. Nothing said “ignore and/or suspect this person” like showing up in a clean, well-kept place with an old, dirty backpack bursting with clothes. That marked you as a drifter, and I needed these people to trust me. Now more than ever.

The viewing had started at four in the afternoon, was scheduled to last until six. After a funeral the morticians would be off to the cemetery and out in the hearse and running all over for another few hours at least, but after a viewing they simply wheeled the casket back into the fridge and locked up for the night. I waited at the bus stop, waving each bus past as they trundled by my bench, and watching as the people moved in and out of the funeral home, paying their respects, sharing their gossip, eating their crumbly cookies, and going away. At 6:10 the last few mourners hobbled out to their cars—a sixty-year-old son holding the door for his eighty-year-old mother—and I stood up and walked back into the building. The AC was an arctic storm after so much time in the Arizona sun, and I shivered as I stood in the doorway and looked for the workers. Harold was closing the viewing room door, kicking a doorstop out of the way with his foot, when he looked up and saw me.

“Viewing’s just closed, I’m afraid—” and then he stopped, squinted, and recognized me. “You were in here earlier. Forget something?”

“I was wondering if I could speak to Margo,” I said. Harold may have been an Ottessen Brother, but it was clear who made the decisions around the mortuary.

Harold closed the door and tested the handle, then turned back toward me. “What’s this pertaining to?”

“I’d like to apply for the job.”

“Job?”

“The makeup tech,” I said, gesturing toward the door. “Your last one died, and none of the rest of you know the work.” I shrugged. “I do.”

Harold stared at me a moment, then bobbed his head up and down and up and down, like a chicken. “Okay,” he said. “I guess that’s true enough. I won’t be able to hire you myself, though. You’ll have to talk to Margo.”

I hid the confused frown that tried to creep over my face: why would he say that when I’d asked for Margo in the first place? Maybe he was bitter about his lost authority. He didn’t seem bitter, though. Just … lost.

“Come with me,” he said at last, and I followed him down the hall toward an office. Harold was tall and lanky in a way that looked like he’d probably been skinny in his youth, though now he was sagging and hunched, like his body was old glass slowly flowing to the bottom of a pane. He opened the office door without knocking, and I waited in the hall while he stepped inside. Margo was sitting behind a broad, wooden desk that was covered with papers, a monitor, and keyboard—not the fancy desk where she held meetings with the families of the deceased, but the real desk where actual work got done. Jasmyn was sitting across from her, looking more than a little downcast, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was getting chastised for my brazen, midviewing corpse makeover.

“Excuse me, Margo,” said Harold. “But that boy’s here to see you.”

She didn’t ask which boy, she simply looked past him to the hall and studied me, like a buyer in a museum. The only other morticians I’d ever really known had been my parents, and neither had held anything like this woman’s quiet authority. My mother had been a bundle of nerves, always stumbling on the edge of fearing she’d done too much or not enough; my father had been loud and gregarious, earning trust not through his presence but through his voice, in a never-ending stream of patter and charm. Margo didn’t talk or scurry or try, she simply was. It was easy to see, just from standing in the hallway and being looked at, why Harold so easily left the running of the business to her.

“Why don’t you two give Robert and I the room,” she said at last, and without argument, Jasmyn and Harold walked out, and I walked in. “Go ahead and close that door,” said Margo, so I did, and the whole situation felt so subservient I couldn’t help but chafe against it. I scanned the room in a second, identified the chair that would be most awkward for her to look at, and sat down without waiting for an invitation. In Margo’s presence, it felt like an act of brazen rebellion.

Margo looked at me, silent for a moment, then swiveled her chair toward me and leaned back heavily. “You did a good job on Kathy,” she said. “She was a good friend of mine, and I thank you for that.”

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Thank you for the opportunity. It’s kind of been a while.”

Margo nodded. “Family business, you told me earlier?”

“I did indeed.”

“There’s a lot of that in this industry,” said Margo, and she leaned forward to shuffle some papers around her desk. “Something about the spiritual nature of it, I suspect. If your daddy’s an accountant or a plumber you might still grow up to be anything else, but when your daddy’s a mortician, you grow up to be a mortician.”

“Is that how you got into it?” I asked. “One of the Ottessen sisters?”

“The Ottessen daughter-in-law,” said Margo. “So I suppose I married into it, but it’s become my life just as much as anyone else’s. That’s why I’m still here going on twenty years after Jonathan’s passing.”

“Did you get to embalm him?” I asked. I don’t know why I asked, it just came out. Sometimes small talk reveals a lot more about you than you want it to.

Margo stopped moving papers and looked up. “Nobody lets me do anything,” she said. “I do what I please.” She considered me for a moment before looking back at her papers, sliding a series of yellow forms into a neat stack. “Who did you not get to embalm? Your father?”

“Neither one,” I said, though the topic made me uncomfortable. I didn’t like talking about my family much, now that they were mostly gone. “My father’s still alive, though, as far as I know, so I suppose there’s always hope.”

“Small-town mortuary,” said Margo. She slid the yellow stack into a worn brown folder, then pulled another folder from a drawer behind her desk. “Embalming all your neighbors and your friends’ grandparents. People you know. And then your parents go away, and you don’t have anything left, so you start, what, walking the Earth? Thumbing rides through back roads and farmland?”

I cocked my head to the side, looking at her. How had she guessed so much? And what was she thinking about it? Was she accusing me or deciphering me?

“Ma’am, I’d like to ask for a job.”

Margo sighed and tapped her folder on the desk. “I know. And I’m trying to figure out what kind of a young man would show up at a funeral home for someone he doesn’t know and then expect a job out of it.”

I froze. How had she guessed that so easily?

“I saw you sitting at the bus stop for an hour and a half,” said Margo, as if she were reading my mind, “waving past all four buses that stopped to pick you up.” She handed me the folder. “I saw the way you looked in that viewing room, all lost and come home at the same time. And I guess you could say I saw the way Jasmyn showed up here last year, just as lost and looking for someplace to stay and something to do. I never had any children of my own, but I know a wayward duckling when I see one.”

I opened the folder to find a job application inside, printed with Ottessen Brothers Funeral Home in bold letters at the top. I scanned the page quickly, looking at all the empty fields it wanted me to fill in: name, birthplace, social security number, current address and phone number. I closed the folder, but I didn’t give it back.

“I can’t give you most of this information.”

“Drifters rarely can.”

“I’d … very much like this job, though.”

“Just put down what you can, and we’ll fill in the rest as time goes by.”

“As time goes by.” So this wasn’t a job application; this sounded like she was hiring me outright, and I was just providing data for her records. I opened the folder again, took a pen from the desk, and wrote Robert at the top of the page. I hadn’t thought of a last name yet, so I hesitated just a moment before writing down the first fake one I could think of: Jensen. Marci’s last name. I stared at the form for a minute, then handed it to Margo.

She raised her eyebrow in surprise. “Just a name and that’s it?”

“We can fill in the rest as time goes by.”

She stared at me a moment, then shrugged and took the folder. “The things I do for wayward ducklings. You have a place to stay?”

“I do not.”

“You can have Jasmyn’s old room—she lived in the spare room off the side until about five, six weeks ago when she got her own place. ‘Asserting her independence.’ I’ll expect you to do the same sooner or later.”

“If you tell me to do it, how independent can it really be?”

She stared at me again, then a slow smile crept across her face. “I think I’m going to like you, Robert. You don’t happen to be good with books, too?”

“Like, reading?”

“Like adding,” she said, and tapped a ledger on the corner of the desk. “Accounting. Our books are sloppy, and we need someone to clean them up, make sure everything’s square.”

“I’m definitely not the guy for that.”

“That’s fine, I guess. I’ve got a friend who can do it. Hoping I wouldn’t have to pay his rates, though.” She sighed. “Let me go find Harold, see if we can get your room squared away.” She heaved herself to her feet, and I pointed quickly toward the computer on the side of the desk.

“Do you mind if I use that real quick? I need to look something up online.”

“No porn,” she said, and opened the door. “Password is Norman’s last name.”

She stayed there, watching me, and I realized that the password was a final test: if I was really the mortician’s son I said I was, I’d know exactly which Norman she was talking about, and what his last name was. I walked around to the keyboard, shook the mouse to wake it up, and typed Greenbaum. Norman Greenbaum’s “Spirit in the Sky” was the most requested song at funerals in America, and most morticians knew it by heart. The login screen disappeared and the desktop opened, and Margo smiled. She turned and walked away down the hall. I opened the browser.

I’d originally read about Kathy Schrenk’s mysterious death on a Reddit thread for weird news, and I wanted to see if they’d added more information. It turned out Margo had blocked Reddit on her machine, though, so I did a general web search for “Kathy Schrenk Lewisville” and got a few hits. A few new articles but no new info. I searched “Run From Rain,” but I’d searched that a thousand times already and there was never anything useful. I searched a few more strings that I thought might lead to more info about the drowning but nothing turned up. I stared at the computer for a full minute before finally typing in a new search:

“Brooke Watson.”

The first two results were for Facebook pages of women I’d never met, but the third was a news article about my friend and her family moving away from Clayton County. An undisclosed location, in protective custody after her “kidnapping.” I couldn’t really argue with the term. She’d insisted on coming with me after the others were killed, and she’d cried and screamed when I’d finally brought her back, saying she never wanted to leave me, but … Well, I don’t want to say that she wasn’t fit to make her own decisions, but it’s hard to argue that she was. The article said she was going into a new therapy facility, and I hoped it worked. She’d been through too much, and mostly because of me.

I was about to click off the page when a little blue word at the bottom caught my eye: my own name, John Cleaver. I clicked the link and found a related story about my sister, begging me to come home. There was even a video, but I didn’t watch it; the transcript was enough. “Lauren Cleaver released an official statement today asking her brother John, a wanted fugitive, to turn himself in. ‘Please John, we love you. We miss you. We’re so thrilled and grateful that you brought Brooke home, but please, we want you back too.’” I didn’t read the rest. I closed the page, cleared the browser history, and stood up just as Margo and Jasmyn came bustling back into the room.

“Out of the way, Robert,” said Margo, barely pausing before barreling past me to the desk. I moved to the corner, out of the way, and Margo plopped down heavily while Jasmyn started rifling through a filing cabinet on the far wall. “Do you have those forms?”

“Right here,” said Jasmyn. She flipped through a few more files while Margo clicked anxiously on the computer screen.

“What happened?” I asked.

“You’re getting your baptism by fire,” said Margo, though she and Jasmyn immediately cringed. “Dammit, I didn’t mean to say it that way.”

“Here,” said Jasmyn, pulling two different-colored forms out of the cabinet. “Regular and cremation.”

Aha. “We’re going to cremate somebody?”

“If we do we’ll be finishing what somebody already started,” said Margo. “Just got a call from Cecily, my girl down at the coroner’s office. They’ve got a body burnt half to a crisp; figure we’ll be getting it by this weekend.” She stopped her clicking and looked up at me. “If the family wants an open casket, have you done makeup on third-degree burns before?”

“Once,” I said. In truth I’d only seen it done, as my mom and Margaret worked on a boy who’d been trapped in a house fire. I’d read a lot about it, though, and I figured I knew enough to make it work. All-consuming obsessions have their perks.

“I just don’t get it,” said Jasmyn. “First Kathy and now this.”

I stepped closer, looking over Margo’s shoulder at a breaking news report. “Someone you know?”

“Not really,” said Margo. “Luke Minaker. Kind of a wayward boy; I know the family.”

Harold stepped in from the hall. “It’s a crying shame.”

“It’s not the person,” said Jasmyn, “it’s the way it happened. Kathy drowned without any water anywhere nearby, and now this guy burns to death without anything around him getting so much as a scorch mark. Almost like he burned himself from the inside out.”

My jaw dropped, but I think I closed it again before anyone noticed.

Margo glanced at me, then looked back at her computer. “Spontaneous combustion.”

“It was murder,” said Harold. “Obviously somebody doused him in gas and lit him up. Only way it could happen.”

“The police will do an autopsy,” I said. The pictures on the website didn’t show much, but the general feel was decidedly gruesome.

“I hope they catch the guy that did it and send him straight to hell,” said Harold, staring over my shoulder as I stared over Margo’s. “He deserves to burn his own self after something like this.”

“You don’t even know if it was murder,” said Jasmyn. “Maybe it was an accident?”

“You ever accidentally burned somebody to death?” asked Harold.

Jasmyn rolled her eyes. “Are you implying that all burn-related deaths are malicious? Come on, Harold, you’re killing me. Pun intended.”

I let them argue, and sank into my own thoughts. Schrenk’s death was suspicious, even before the homeless girl’s cryptic warning, but now another death, so similar and yet so mechanically different, in the same town in the same week? They had to be connected. The odds were ridiculous otherwise. Both deaths were unexplained; both deaths were elemental. Could Rain burn people, too? Maybe she didn’t just control water, she controlled … I don’t know, weather? Temperature? But that didn’t track with the rest of the Withered I’d met—they weren’t X-Men, they were victims of a trade-off: they gave up one thing and lost their humanity, but in its place they gained something else. Lose your body but gain the ability to steal people’s bodies. Lose your emotions but gain the ability to feel them in others. What had someone given up, deep in the dawn of history, to gain control over water and fire?

Or …

Was it two different Withered?

Rack the Demon King had been raising an army, trying to fight back against our campaign of genocide. Five of them had gathered in Fort Bruce, and the death toll was catastrophic—the news still talked about it, over a year later, though of course they skipped or ignored the supernatural connection. “One of history’s most devastating terrorist attacks on American soil.” What if Rain was raising her own army? What if Lewisville was hiding a whole host of Withered, ready to pour out vengeance on the frail little humans who had dared to fight back?

“Damn this all to hell,” I said.

“Now you’re doing it, too,” said Jasmyn. “I’m so done with you both.”

“What?” I looked up to see Jasmyn fuming and Harold shaking his head. “What did I do?”

“You agreed with me,” said Harold. “Jazz hates it when I’m right.”

“I hate it when you think you’re right,” said Jasmyn. “Which is a statistically unlikely amount of the time. You don’t know who did this, or if anyone did it at all. You can’t pass judgment before you know the facts.”

“I think we know enough,” I said. “If this was deliberate”—and I knew that it must have been—“then whoever did it is evil. They need to be stopped.”

“Men,” said Jasmyn. “Stop thinking with your concealed carry permits. Not everyone is evil.”

“That doesn’t mean everyone’s good,” I said.

“Obviously not,” she said. “But it does mean that everyone’s worth saving.”

“That I’ll agree with,” I said, and looked back at the news article. Saving people was the whole reason I was here.

But it looked like I had to save them from a far bigger problem than I’d realized.


 

CHAPTER 3

Margo and Harold got me situated in the side room, which turned out to be a tiny little ten-by-ten closet off the side of the parking lot. It had a bed on one wall and a dresser on the other, and barely room to turn around in other than that. But it was clean, and it had a roof and two doors that locked, and it was mine. I hadn’t had my own place to sleep since Fort Bruce, now more than a year ago.

I locked the doors, sat on the bed, closed my eyes, and listened to the silence.

It was getting dark, but I needed my things so I went back out and sat by the bus stop, reading the little sign and hoping they had nighttime service. It looked like they did. After about ten minutes the bus picked me up. I fed my dollar into the machine and sat by the window, watching as the sun sank over the low hills outside of town, turning the sky pink and yellow and orange and red. It looked like a painting, and then it was gone. The sun disappeared, and the reds turned blue, and I got off at the bus station and pulled my backpack out of my locker. It was dusty from so many rides in the back of so many trucks, and I wondered how long it would be before I ended up in another one, leaving Lewisville behind like I left everything.

Maybe this would be the last one. Maybe Rain and her army were the last Withered left, and I could kill them all and then … what? Where would I go next? Not back to Clayton, despite what my sister wanted. That would just mean going back to the FBI, and they’d already tried to arrest me once. I needed to start a new life somewhere.

All I did was start new lives. Over and over.

I found a bus schedule and looked for the seven line back to Ottessen Brothers, but on my way to the bench to wait I saw an electric board that listed seven service as discontinued for the night. Something about a delay or a mechanical failure. I took a breath and rubbed my eyes. The mortuary was five miles away.

Oh well. I’d walked farther than that before and probably would again.

Lewisville felt big to me, though I knew that it wasn’t. It wasn’t even as big as Fort Bruce. But I’d grown up in Clayton, which was so small we only had one elementary school—plenty of places only have one high school, but when you only have one elementary, you’re tiny. Lewisville had about twenty-nine thousand people, according to the population sign I’d seen when I rode into town, which wasn’t enough to put it on anyone’s radar, but was big enough. They had a regional airport and a junior college, and they were near enough to some desert canyons to make it at least semipopular as a destination for hikers and mountain bikers. Even with the sun down, the roads were still busy—cars and vans and every kind of pickup truck all gliding through the neon reflections of storefronts and restaurants and old motels. I retraced my steps along the route the bus had taken, which probably wasn’t the most direct route back to the mortuary, but at least I knew it well enough to not get lost.

It was only after the first mile or so that I started to wonder if I was being followed.

The biggest city I’d ever been in was Dallas, and in a crowd like that it was impossible to tell if that guy a few blocks behind you was the same guy who’d been there a few minutes ago. Here it was more obvious: other people came and went in brief spurts, crossing the street or walking to or from their cars, but the guy behind me was a constant for most of a mile. I stopped at a streetlight and looked behind me, trying to get a good look as he moved through pools of light: tall, middle-aged, and balding, with a light brown coat that looked like a prop from a truck commercial. Who wore a coat in Arizona in the summer? My light turned green, and I crossed the street quickly. Was I just being paranoid? No one even knew I was in town, or who I was, or why I mattered. He hadn’t been at the viewing. But that homeless woman had, and she’d known me, or at least she’d known about me. Somebody, somehow, was aware of my mission. Which meant this guy, if he wasn’t just some random guy, was a Withered.

Would a fire-based Withered need a coat in the summer? Did that make any sense at all?

I stopped for another light and looked back again. He was still there, and closer.

And talking to someone I couldn’t see. I couldn’t hear him, but his mouth was moving almost constantly.

I had to consider the possibility that he was a completely different Withered I didn’t know about yet. If Rain was gathering an army, who knew how many there were in town?

I reached another corner and on a whim, turned left, away from the main drag. If he still followed me here then it wasn’t a coincidence; he was definitely following me. I realized I was holding my breath and forced myself to breathe normally. I walked past a car dealership bathed in light, and then beyond it to a row of brick apartments and repair shops that were smothered in darkness which was broken only by a handful of scattered street lamps. Two blocks later the road ended at a wide dirt parking lot and the edge of a canal rimmed by a battered chain-link fence. I glanced behind me; the man was still there. Closer than ever.

And I’d brought myself to the middle of nowhere, without any help in sight.

I started running, and the man ran after me. All pretense was gone now. My heavy backpack bounced against my spine, and I tried to figure out where I could go. Would witnesses be enough to deter him, or would I need an actual defense? I was in good shape—I could run—but I wasn’t a fighter. That’s not how I killed them. I watched them and studied them and found out their weak points, and then used those to make them helpless. I killed with time and secrecy. In a straight-up fight with a grown man, I would inevitably lose.

I risked a look behind me but it was too late—the man was just a few yards back, his footsteps in the gravel melding with mine so I couldn’t hear them. He wasn’t calling out to me, which meant he wasn’t trying to tell me something, but as he drew closer I could hear him still muttering under his breath—short, angry growls between labored gasps for air. I lowered my head and pushed myself harder, trying to reach what looked like a bar or pool hall at the end of the road. But before I could get there, he caught hold of my backpack and yanked it backward; I lost my footing and tumbled to the ground. He jumped on me immediately, kicking me in the side of the head and then dropping to his knees to punch me three times in the stomach. I doubled over in pain, my eyes bursting with light as I reeled from his kick, and I lost track of what was happening. I regained my senses just in time to realize that he had picked me up, and I let out an incoherent cry as he tossed me over the chain link fence. I landed on sharp rocks and thistles and rolled painfully down the hill toward the canal.

“Kill you,” the man muttered. “She says I have to kill you.”

I groaned in pain, feeling like my arm had broken in the tumble. I heard the fence clank as he jumped over it, and felt a cascade of gravel against my face and arms as he started down the hill toward me. I braced my arms underneath me and pushed myself up; I guess it wasn’t broken, then, but it hurt like hell.

“She says I have to kill you,” the man repeated.

“Who says?”

He kicked at me again, but the ground was unstable and a rugged bush disrupted his footing, giving me just enough time to throw myself out of the way. I tumbled a few more feet closer to the water, as black as ink in the darkness.

“Who says you have to kill me?” I gasped.

“The Dark Lady,” he said. His voice was ragged, like he’d been screaming. He picked his way closer, through the rocks and thorns. “She said I have to do it. She said I have to drown you.” He lunged for me, and I tried to move again, but the ground gave way under my feet; I collapsed to the rocks and he clamped his hands down, one on my arm and one on my neck. “I don’t want to do it, but she says I have to.”

I swung my free hand up to beat at his face, but he ignored it and dragged me down to the edge of the water; I could hear it burbling, an innocent sound made horribly ominous by its inescapable proximity.

“You don’t have to kill me.” Was the Dark Lady Rain? Did it even matter right now? My face was pressed hard against the rocks, so close to the water I could feel the moisture through the stones.

“She told me I have to.”

“Ignore her.”

“I can’t!” he screamed. He forced me closer to the edge of the canal, millimeter by millimeter. “She’s everything!”

I pressed my free arm into the water, bracing myself so he couldn’t push me further. “I can help you,” I said. “I know what the Dark Lady is—take me to her and I can help you get rid of her.”

“I can’t stop myself!”

“Hey!” a new voice shouted down from the road above us. And another followed: “What’s going on down there?”

“Somebody help me!” The plea came not from my throat, but from my attacker’s. “She wants me to kill him!” He shoved me closer to the water, the sharp rocks scraping across my face. I forgot all hope of talking and simply fought back with all my strength, kicking and wriggling and doing everything I could to escape. He slammed my head into the gravel, and then shoved me in the water. Sight and sound seemed to disappear, and I choked on the water that flooded my mouth midscream. I flailed helplessly, my head trapped in an iron grip below the water—and then suddenly the hands that held me disappeared. I exploded out of the water in a desperate lunge, spitting out filth and gasping for air. A cluster of figures stood around me, and I struck at them blindly, but one of them caught my arms.

“Easy, pal, easy. We’re here to help you.”

“What?”

Another man grabbed my backpack and hauled me up onto dry land. I smelled smoke. Something was beating at the water, splashing wildly in the middle of the canal.

“He ran away when we got down here,” said the man beside me. “Dove right in the water before we could grab him.” Strong hands slapped me on the back, and I coughed up more water. “You okay?”

I coughed again. “I think so.” My attacker reached the other side of the canal and climbed up on the opposite bank.

“Bastard got away,” said another man. “What was he doing, trying to kill you?”

“I don’t know,” I said. Could I tell them the truth? “Just mug me, I think.”

“You gotta watch out in this neighborhood,” said a man.

“You get a good look at him?” said another. “I’m calling the cops, you can give ’em a statement.”

“No,” I said quickly, easing myself to my feet. “No cops.” If this was a Withered, I’d rather investigate it myself—not to mention that I didn’t have any ID. “It was nothing, we don’t need to report this, I’m fine.”

“You nuts?”

“I’m fine,” I said again. I tried to see my rescuers in the moonlight, but it was too dark to make out anything more than a few pale silhouettes. At least one of them was dressed like a biker, and I guessed that they’d come from the bar I hadn’t quite reached in my sprint to escape. “I’d rather not, um, get the law involved in this.”

The man beside me grew suddenly wary. “You mixed up in drugs or something?”

“It’s not that,” I said, “I just don’t have any ID, you know?” Maybe they’d understand drifting, if nothing else. “Just staying off the grid.”

“I hear that,” said another man. “Come on, let’s get you back up to the road.”

They helped me up the hill, and the climb convinced me that I hadn’t broken anything. I was soaked, though, and probably scraped all to pieces. They walked me to the bar, and I got a better look at them—all adult men, all from various walks of blue-collar life. They tried to buy me some food to warm me up, but all the bar had was hot wings, so I ate the carrot sticks and assured them that I was fine. I could walk, and I had a place to stay. They gradually accepted my thanks, and when they finally wandered back to their own disparate business I left the bar and walked the rest of the way back to the mortuary. No one followed me.

It wasn’t until I reached my room and stripped off my wet clothes that I saw the back of my backpack:

Two handprints, right where one of the men had grabbed it to pull me from the canal, burned into the nylon fabric, as clear as day.


 

CHAPTER 4

There is a subset of serial killers called the “visionary killers”: men and women who kill not out of greed or hunger or vengeance or lust or anything else that drives us, but because they believe that a higher power told them to. David Berkowitz, better known as the Son of Sam, was one of these. He killed eight women in New York City in the summer of 1976. He believed that his neighbor Sam was a demon, sending messages through a dog, forcing Berkowitz to kill. He didn’t want to—he sent letters to the police begging them to stop him—but what else was he going to do? The dog told him to kill, so he killed. There was nothing he could do about it.

Another visionary killer was a man named Herbert Mullin, who heard voices telling him that the Earth needed blood sacrifice to prevent a devastating earthquake. He called this “singing the die song,” and believed that some of the voices came from his father, some from heaven, and some from the victims themselves. He didn’t want to kill, but if he didn’t then the whole continent would fall into the ocean and millions more would die instead. When the voices told him to kill, he killed. And there was nothing he could do about it.

And now a man had tried to kill me.

What if the Dark Lady my attacker had talked about was Rain? What if she was a Withered with some kind of mind control, who drowned people not through some crazy, impossible, supernatural method, but simply by telling this man to drown people in the canal, and then return them to their homes? Why? Who knows? Obviously they gained something valuable by doing so. The problem that made Withered so hard to hunt was that the things they gained were so different, and through such different means, than a regular human. The first one I’d met, my neighbor Mr. Crowley, had been replacing his failing body parts by stealing them from other people. How was a police officer with no knowledge of the supernatural supposed to figure that out?

And how did the fire fit into it? My backpack had two perfect handprints burned into it, a right and a left, but the man who attacked me had never grabbed my backpack with both hands—his left hand had always been solidly on my neck. The man who’d used two hands had been one of my rescuers. Had I been saved from one Withered by another one? Had he known what he was doing? Had either of them known who I was? Then why hadn’t he identified himself? Or was it all some implausible coincidence?

I needed to find them. I’d gotten a brief look at my attacker, at least from a distance, and I’d seen all four of my rescuers up close. Was only one of them a Withered, or were they all working together? What in the bloody hell was going on in Lewisville?

I couldn’t just run off and spend the day looking. I had a job now, and I needed to keep it if I wanted to maintain my access to the dead bodies that were sure to start appearing all over the city. I had to keep Margo happy, and that meant I had to be a model employee.

One of the two doors in my side room led outside, and the other led into the mortuary. I let myself in early the next morning and showered in the back room before getting dressed and showing myself around. It was hard to move after the last night’s beating, but my bruises were all covered by clothes or my longish hair, so at least I wouldn’t have to answer any hard questions. The mortuary had a different layout than the one I’d grown up in, but even so, it was achingly familiar. The chapel, the embalming room, even the supply closet was a tangible, almost delectable reminder of my life growing up, and the times I’d spent in silence and solitude, carefully grooming the dead on their way to whatever awaited them beyond the grave. I hoped it was nothing, because that was exactly what I longed for: silence, blackness, and peace. An end to all trouble.

I pulled Kathy Schrenk’s body out of the refrigerator and examined it, looking for any evidence I could find of how she had died, or that suggested a Withered might have done it, but I didn’t see anything. I double-checked everything, just to be sure, even going so far as to cut a few slits on the body’s back to take a look at the pooled, dead blood, but there was nothing out of the ordinary. I shook my head and put her back in the fridge. It was almost time for the workday to start, and there was no sense being caught messing with corpses on my very first day on the job. I found the custodial closet, neatly arranged, and got to work in the embalming room, wiping down all the counters and scrubbing all the tools until they shined. I washed the tables, the walls, and the handles on the doors, and was halfway through a meticulous mopping of the floor when Margo arrived.

“Morning, Robert.”

“Morning,” I said.

She surveyed the spotless room and nodded, obviously satisfied but seeing no apparent need to state it out loud. “When you’re done in here, help me out in the chapel. Kathy’s funeral’s at noon.”

We vacuumed the chapel and dusted the pews and curtains, and when Jasmyn arrived she and I washed the windows while Margo finalized and printed a stack of paper programs, folding them in half with a ruler for a crisp, perfect edge. Harold arrived at 10:30 with flowers, and Kathy’s family a few minutes later—no husband or children, as she’d had none, only the one sister, just as single as Kathy had been. Carol Schrenk. They’d been twins, like my mom and my aunt, and I helped as she and Margo gave the final, reverent touches to Kathy’s hair and makeup and clothing. At eleven I went back to my room to change into my suit, only to realize that I’d still been wearing it when the Dark Lady’s acolyte had thrown me into the canal, and it was still torn and muddy. I found my best jeans and my only other collared shirt and hoped that Lewisville was enough of a redneck town for that to count as fancy clothes. Margo frowned when she saw me, but nearly half of the men who arrived for the funeral were wearing the same, so I fit in well enough.

“I don’t want you to fit in,” said Margo, taking me aside. “You’re an employee of my mortuary, and I want you to stand out as a formal and respectful representative of that business.”

“My suit got a little messed up,” I said. “First paycheck I get, I’ll buy a new one.”

“I can find you a new one,” she grumbled. “Just next time give me some warning.”

Jasmyn and I stood in the back while Carol gave a tepid eulogy, and then an ancient friend of Kathy’s stood up to give a warbling rendition of “You’ll Never Walk Alone.” At the end, Margo stood up to give some closing remarks, which apparently she never does. Jasmyn’s jaw practically dropped to the floor.

“I suppose you could say that most of these funerals are for friends of mine,” said Margo. “I probably shouldn’t get up and talk at any of them, but Kathy was an employee, and a good one, and I respect that.” She held the sides of the lectern—not tightly, like she needed it for support, but firmly, almost as if the lectern needed her. “Kathy never missed a day of work when it counted. She had a way of knowing, like some kind of sixth sense, exactly when we’d be busy and when we wouldn’t, and somehow she managed to be healthy on all the right days. Kept your friends and neighbors looking pretty for their funerals. She was here when you needed her.” Margo looked out over the audience, and I thought she might be searching for somebody specific. She didn’t find the person, and sighed. “But all things have to end eventually, I guess. We just do the best we can until it happens.” She paused again. “Thanks for coming. We’ll see you at the cemetery.”

In the movies it’s always raining at the cemetery, and everyone’s dressed in black with big black umbrellas. We drove there in the scorching Arizona sun and stood by the grave while the wind whipped curled flurries of dust around our feet. The open grave was surrounded by green carpets of fake grass and topped with a lowering device: an open metal frame with a pair of straps across the middle to support the casket. My mom always used to make fun of the name—couldn’t they come up with something better than “lowering device”—but it never bothered me. What else were they going to call it? It was a device that lowered caskets. A few feet away, the cemetery had set out twenty or thirty folding chairs, and the small crowd of mourners sat in the sun and the wind while a local pastor said some basic stuff about life and death, and then ended with a prayer.

Why do we do graveside services? We just got out of the funeral literally fifteen minutes ago; we’ve said all the same things, spouted all the same trite homilies, invoked all the same blessings of all the same deities. It’s unnecessary, but I suppose that’s not the same thing as being pointless. We’re human beings—we need ceremony. We need to commemorate things. Just as I liked to brush a dead body’s hair, trim its nails, and prepare it for the end, other people liked to stand by the grave and bid the body farewell.

The pastor prayed, and the sister cried, and Jasmyn put her hair into a bun with a pen from her back pocket, and the groundskeeper waited about forty yards away, leaning on the side of a faded yellow backhoe and sipping a soda from a fat white cup from a gas station. The wind blew, and the clouds moved, and somewhere in the distance trucks hurried down a highway. The graveside service ended, the mourners trickled away, and I cranked the lever on the lowering device so the bars in the frame turned, and the straps unspooled, and the casket lowered into the cement box waiting at the bottom of the hole. When it reached the bottom we disconnected the straps from one side of the frame and pulled them out the other side; the casket sat on raised bumps in the box, so the straps could slide out easily from underneath it. We stowed the lowering device and the folding chairs in a flatbed truck, and pulled away the green carpets to expose the bare dirt around the top of the grave. I rolled them carefully, keeping the dull red dirt from smearing the clean top surface. The groundskeeper brought the backhoe, lowered the lid of the cement box down into the grave, then threw his empty soda cup in after it and started filling the hole with dirt. Harold and Margo rode home in the hearse while Jasmyn drove me in her car. We never said a word.

At the mortuary Harold handed me a black suit, used, but clean and my size. “Margo said you needed this.”

“Thanks. That was fast.”

“I live to serve.” He tipped an imaginary hat, and we cleaned up the chapel again.

*   *   *

I went back to the bar where my rescuers had taken me the night before, but without their company or any ID, the bartender wouldn’t let me in. I told him I wanted to reward the men for saving my life, which he thought was a nice gesture. Since it was still too early for any real crowd, he stood in the doorway and answered my questions. He could remember most of the men, as they were regulars, but one in particular was new. I focused on that one.

“Do you know the man’s name?”

The bartender shook his head. “Nope.”

“What do you call him, then?”

He tucked his shaggy hair behind his ears. “I just call everyone ‘boss,’ then I don’t have to know their names.”

“Okay. Do you know how long he’s been in town?”

“Three, four days at the most. He’s probably coming back tonight if you want to leave him a message.”

“Do you mind if I just hang out here in front and wait for him? For all of them?”

The bartender shrugged. “Long as you don’t do drugs or anything that’ll get me in trouble.”

“Scout’s honor.”

“Thank you, boss. Good luck.”

He shook my hand and went back inside. I sat on the bench by the front door for a few minutes, waiting, then decided to walk back down the road a bit to the place where the visionary killer had tried to drown me. I couldn’t find it. I’d thought maybe I might be able to identify the spot by some damage to the fence, or to the weeds on the slope, but it all looked the same in the light. I walked back to the bar and waited, and as each man came to the door I thanked him and shook his hand, and asked if he could remember anything about the man who’d attacked me. None of them could recall his face, though they all remembered the coat pretty clearly. One of them identified it by make and style—it was a popular choice among local ranchers, apparently—but that was the best they could do.

Around eight o’clock, as the sky was just darkening to twilight, the last man arrived at the bar. The out-of-towner. He was about as tall as I was, but stocky and hairy, with a long black beard and a head of long hair pulled back in a ponytail. He wore a black T-shirt with what I assume was a band logo, but I didn’t recognize it. I stood up and shook his hand, introducing myself as the kid from last night.

“Oh, hey,” he said, and shook my hand vigorously. His hand was warm, and I felt a sense of sudden terror that I would burst into flames at his touch. “How you doin’?”

“I’m fine,” I said, “thank you. I wanted to say thank you again for helping me out.”

“It’s no problem,” he said, and gestured toward the door. “You want a drink?”

“No thank you,” I said. “Do you mind if I ask you some questions?”

He looked longingly at the door, but shrugged. “I guess not. What can I do for you?”

I had a handful of methods I could try, hoping to get information from him, but I decided to start with the simple one first: “Did you see the guy who attacked me? His face, I mean?”

The man leaned against the wall and puffed out his cheeks as he talked. “Not really. Balding, but not all the way—he had some hair back there. Blond, mostly, but darkish blond. Not Swedish blond or anything, you know? Kind of stubbly beard, too, but I think that might have been coming in red, like they do sometimes—one color up top, different color on the face.”

That was more detail than anyone else had given me. “What about his coat?”

“Yeah, I think he had a coat on.”

I nodded, wondering what his vastly different recollections of the event might mean. If anything. “What else can you remember?”

“Why do you ask? You’re not going to go looking for him, are you?”

That was also strange—the other men had assumed I had come to my senses and was getting ready to approach the police, and so I was trying to put together a mental image to give a good description. This guy thought I was taking matters into my own hands. Did that mean anything? Did any of it?

I tried a new tactic. “I, um, want to give you guys a reward. Not something fancy, because I can’t afford much, but still a little something, just like a … thing. Is it way creepy of me to ask for your address, so I have somewhere to take it once I get it?”

“Probably,” he said, laughing. “But I don’t have an address. I don’t live here, I’m really just passing through.”

“Me too,” I said. “Hitchhiking?”

“No,” he said, “I’ve got a car; I just don’t really have much of anything else.”

Now we were getting somewhere. “What brings you through Lewisville, then? I’m only here because I couldn’t get a ride anywhere else.”

“Got a friend in town.”

That had to be Rain. “What’s that address?” I asked. “I could bring the thing there.”

“You can just bring it here,” he said. “That’s fine.” He straightened up from his slump against the wall. “I’m glad I could help you, man, but I’m gonna head inside.”

Crap. I had to pull out the big guns. “What’s your name?”

He opened the door. “Saul.”

“I mean your real name,” I said, and then I threw all caution to the wind. “The one Rain used when she called you.”

He stopped, turned, and looked at me.

I looked back, trying to be brave. Nothing I’d ever seen suggested that the Withered could sense each other’s presence.

“Rain?” he asked.

“That’s the only name I know her by,” I said. “I assume she used to have a different one, because we all did, but … I honestly can’t even remember mine.”

He studied me for a moment and then spoke softly. “Meshara?”

That was Elijah’s name—a Withered with no memory. I shook my head. “No, he died in Fort Bruce.”

“That’s what I figured,” the man murmured.

There was only one Withered I could reasonably fake. “I’m Nobody,” I said. I’d hunted her for weeks and lived with her, through Brooke, for over a year. I swallowed and watched the man’s reaction, hoping he’d believe me.

“Been a while since you took a boy,” he said at last.

I nodded, trying not to show my relief that he believed me. “I know.” I hadn’t actually known that Nobody had ever taken a male body, but it was a safe guess. Ten thousand years is a very long time.

He looked at me a while, then nodded, as if satisfying some mental checklist that I was indeed an ageless, bodiless monster. “I’m Assu. The God of the Sun. Let’s go inside and get a beer.”


 

CHAPTER 5

“I’ve mostly been bumming around,” said Assu. He sipped beer from his brown-glass bottle, and when he set it back down on the coaster he carefully positioned it precisely on top of the moisture ring where it had sat before. “Shoveling coal,” he said, “back when that was a thing. Smelting ore, off and on, but I never liked doing that much. Just because you can do something doesn’t mean you enjoy it, right?”

“You know me,” I said, trying to say what Nobody would say. “I never enjoy anything.”

“Not for long, anyway.” He took another sip. “Sure you don’t want one?”

“This body doesn’t drink.”

Assu raised an eyebrow. “And you care what your body does and doesn’t do? How long are you even going to keep this one?”

Nobody had committed suicide so many times she’d lost track. Thousands and thousands. I wondered, then, if Brooke had been Nobody longer than anybody else had ever been. Unless that homeless girl from the viewing had been Nobody? I still didn’t know, and I didn’t even know how to find her. Assu was the only lead I had, so I had to keep him talking. “I guess I’ll keep this one as long as I can.”

“Well, good luck to you,” he said. “How about a burger?”

“Vegetarian.”

Assu laughed. “What is this, method acting?”

I was acting too much like myself, and he was getting suspicious. I thought of a defense that could maybe explain it. “Do you switch bodies?” I asked.

“Nope,” he said. “This is the only one I’ve got.”

“Then you wouldn’t understand,” I said, as if that explained the issue. More important, though, was his admission: if Assu didn’t body-swap, then I could kill this one and he’d die forever … once I’d figured out how, of course. And once I’d gotten what I needed from him. I turned the conversation back to the information I was trying to learn. “Have you been to see Rain yet?”

“Not yet,” he said. “I figure she knows I’m here, after that body I left her a few days ago. Luke Minaker.” He took another sip. “Let her stew for a while; I don’t need her drama.”

“It’s the end of the world,” I said. “Or our world, at least. Some drama seems justified.”

“I guess it is,” he said. “Probably time, though, don’t you think?”

“For drama?” This was more introspective than most of the Withered I’d met had ever gotten.

He shook his head. “For endings.”

I thought about this for a moment, trying to think of a response. Once again, I had to think like Nobody to come up with a good one. “Endings aren’t as great as you think they are,” I said. “I’ve done it plenty of times.”

“That’s the problem, though, isn’t it? Your endings don’t count because your endings never stick. You keep ending them, and never yourself. To hear Rain tell it now, the whole human race is all coming out of the woodwork trying to end us. Which is the exact opposite of your regular situation, so you don’t have much of a leg to stand on.” He took another pull on his beer and flagged down the waitress to order a ham sandwich with onion rings. “So you can have some veggies,” he told me, watching the girl’s butt as she walked away. “You ever … You ever been a waitress?”

“Yeah.”

“You ever hear any pickup lines that totally worked on you?”

I raised my eyebrow. “Ten thousand years old and you need help picking up a small-town waitress?”

“Bah,” he said, and drained his beer. He clunked it down solidly on the tabletop. “I know being hypercritical is your whole thing, but can you keep it to yourself? I don’t need it right now.”

“Fine,” I said, and looked around the bar. “You think they have a jukebox here?”

“Every crappy bar has a jukebox,” he said. “And they all have crappy songs.”

“Probably,” I said. “I didn’t want to listen to one anyway. Just making small talk.”

“You suck at it.”

“So I’ve been told.”

Assu leaned back in his chair, resting his arm on the back of the chair next to him. “What were you the god of? Goddess, whatever.”

“I’ve been both,” I said. “I assume.”

“You don’t remember?”

“You’ve lived ten thousand years,” I said. All the Withered had. “I’ve lived ten thousand lives, at least. Maybe a hundred thousand. And every one of them comes with its own memories. There’s so much backstory bouncing around in this head it’s a wonder I can even tie my own shoes in the morning.”

“Makes sense,” he said, and then chuckled. “You remember that? When they invented shoes?”

“Shoes are one of the oldest inventions of human civilization,” I said.

“I know, I know” he said. “But I’m talking about modern shoes—like, when they started making them comfortable, instead of just leather sandals and junk like that. The first time you ever put on sneakers and felt that cushy sole, tied those nylon laces, and it all just fits perfectly, for the first time in your whole long life.”

What a weird thing to remember. I shook my head. “Everybody I’ve taken either never had good shoes or always had them. I guess I missed that particular experience.”

“It’s never really been your feet anyway,” he said. “Has it?”

“Not really.”

“Does that bother you?”

I saw him looking at me, just out of the corner of his eye, trying to look like he wasn’t paying attention but still somehow concerned about the answer. I took the cue and considered my answer carefully.

What would Nobody have said? Did it bother her not to have her own body? Probably; sooner or later everything bothered Nobody, which is why she’d kept killing herself and moving on. But the bodies she’d killed, like he said, had never really been hers. They’d been clothing that she picked up and discarded, without ever really thinking about the realities of their lives.

But no, that wasn’t true. Nobody, like Elijah, was filled with human memory; she’d seen us differently than the other Withered because she’d lived as us instead of simply among us. She knew our dreams because they’d been hers, and she knew our realities because she’d never been able to face them. A girl always looked beautiful from a distance, like a doll or a marble statue: a thing we admire without ever getting to know. Until you get to know her. Get up close and she’s as real as anyone else. Girls have flaws and hang-ups and odors and every other problem that everyone has ever had. That was what had bothered Nobody, I think: truth. The world’s stubborn refusal to be a fairy tale, or a girl to be a fairy princess.

“I had feet once,” I said.

“You sound like a backwards Little Mermaid,” said Assu.

A fairy tale. Because of course.

“Maybe I was,” I said. Nobody had only ever wanted the things she couldn’t have, and she’d made a devil’s bargain to get them. “I had feet, and a body, and everything.” I pointed at the other patrons in the bar. “Anything any of them ever had. But then we gave it all up and I lost them, and I think…” I paused. What would Nobody say? What did she think about the body she’d given up? “I think the body I had was the only one I could have ever been happy in.”

“But you hated it.”

“I did,” I said. “And now here I am.”

Assu looked around the bar, his eyes solemn. “Not exactly the life we’d imagined, is it?”

“No, it’s not,” I said, and it was as true for me as for Nobody.

The waitress came back, setting down the sandwich and rings and a fresh beer. The cap sat on the top, half on and bent in the middle; the mouth of the bottle smoked gently as the cold moisture condensed in the hot belly of the bar.

“Here you go, boys,” she said, and Assu smiled.

“Thank you,” he said. “Hey, um, what was your name?”

“Lara, honey. You need something?”

“Lara,” said Assu, “do you have a…? I mean, what time do you get off work?”

“I’m sorry, hon,” she said. “We’re not allowed to date the customers. Can I get you anything else?”

Assu looked defeated, and his voice was hollow. “Just some ice.”

“Sure thing.” She walked away, and he stared at his sandwich.

I didn’t know what to say, so I simply sat and watched him.

“Do you remember wonder?” he asked.

“Wonder?”

“Awe,” he said. “Joy. Surprise.” He poked at his sandwich but didn’t pick it up. “Do you remember the last time you saw something for the first time? The first time you saw the ocean, or ate a spicy pepper, or kissed someone? The first time you heard a wolf pack howling in the dark, the whole group of them just howling and howling, calling and answering, and the sound going up and out and disappearing? Maybe an echo, maybe not. Ten thousand years—and maybe two, three hundred years of it had wonder, and then eventually you’d seen it all, or felt it all, or done it all. And then you had fun for a few thousand more just doing it all again—finding that one delicious food that you couldn’t get enough of, and eating it and eating it in all its different forms. And then, eventually, you’ve done everything. And you’ve done it a thousand times. And what’s the point of doing it again? I know what this ham sandwich is going to taste like because I’ve eaten more ham sandwiches than one man can ever possibly appreciate. It’s just fuel, now, stoking the fire and keeping me alive. And why?”

I watched him as he stared into the past; watched the beer bottle as the smoky condensation rose up from the crooked cap. “You’ve had ham,” I said, “but you’ve never had this ham.”

“What’s the difference?” he asked. “This ham, this bar, this waitress. Are they really going to be new in any meaningful way?”

“Not the ham,” I admitted. “The people, though. I mean, that’s what they say, right? That we’re all little snowflakes, perfectly individual and unique.”

“And yet every snowstorm looks the same,” he said. “Every single time.”

The waitress came back with a glass full of ice, set it on the table with a wink, and walked away. Assu picked up the glass, and the ice cubes started melting at his touch, slowly trickling down into the bottom of the glass. He dumped them into his other hand, and they disappeared in midair, dissolving into liquid and mist bare millimeters before touching his skin. Water ran on the floor, and steam rose up from his hand, and he stared at it with ancient eyes.

There was only one thing to say. “You gave up cold.”

His voice was a whisper: “It’s the only thing in the world I can’t feel.”

He watched the steam rise from his hand, until it was completely dry. Then he spoke again in a voice so soft I had to lean in close to hear him. “When I was a boy,” he said, “out on the foothills out where we lived, by the old village—do you remember it?”

“I don’t.”

“It was beautiful,” he said. “But it was harsh. I think that’s why we did so well, or why our parents did so well. And their parents and their parents and all the way back: they couldn’t just coast, in a place like that, so they built and they created and they did. They herded sheep—for all I know they invented herding sheep—and one day, when I was a boy, the winter came early, and I was caught in a storm on the slopes of the mountain in the high grazing ranges. I was dressed for the cold—it wasn’t that sudden—but not for a storm like that, and I tried to bring the sheep home, but the snow blocked the passes and hid the trails, and I was trapped. I built a hut, and I built a fire, but it just kept snowing and snowing and snowing, and the food ran out and the water froze solid, and my blankets froze with it, and I huddled in the middle of the sheep for warmth. I guess it was enough because I didn’t die, but only barely. And I swore that I would never be cold again, and I lived in the desert, and I cursed the night sky and the winds that came down off the mountain. And then when Rain came to us, and Rack told us of his plan, I gave up all cold, and all cold feelings. In return I gained more heat and flame than any other body could hold: the power to scorch the sands and wither the plants and to shine like the sun itself.” He put his hand on the empty glass, which began to glow yellow in his grip. “I lived as a god—of the sun and the forge, and of bronze, and iron, and steel.” The yellow glow turned red, and the glass began to droop, and he squeezed it in his hand like a film of shining clay, squeezing it into a tight, dense rope the width of his fist, and it grew hotter and brighter until it poured down across his hand, and dripped on the table, singeing the wood. It all ran down, and the table smoked and burned, and he opened his hand for the last few drops to fall away. The pool of glass glowed red, cooling slowly. A couple of the other bar patrons were staring at us, wondering where that bitter scent of scorched wood had come from.

I had no words. Assu pulled a money clip from his back pocket, peeled off a couple of bills, and dropped them on the table.

“Let’s go,” he said, and stood up.

I stood with him, trying to force myself to speak. What had just happened? I knew the what—but why had it just happened? What had Assu felt, or decided, that had put him into this dark mood? “Where are we going?” I asked.

“Somewhere cold,” he said, and turned to go. “A restaurant, maybe, or a butcher. Somewhere with one of those big, walk-in freezers.”

I hurried after him. “But you can’t feel it.”

“That doesn’t mean I have to stop trying.” He walked outside, into the hot night air and spat angrily on the ground. “Damn woman. Brought me here to this hell. She can fight her own damn war.”

“So let’s go tell her,” I said. I needed him to focus—to tell me where Rain was so I could find this Withered army and stop them once and for all. “Let’s go find her right now, and tell her off, and see what she’s planning. Then you can go straight back to Alaska or Siberia or wherever you were before, and be done with her forever. But let’s at least find her.”

“No.”

“Come on,” I said.

“Do you work for her?” He spun on me suddenly, pressing me against the wall of the bar with his hands. I could feel the heat from his palms and his fingers. I shook my head.

“No.”

“Then help me,” he said. “Cold first, and then Rain.”

“Okay,” I said. “Cold first.” I hesitated. “I think I know the perfect place.”

*   *   *

The mortuary was empty at night; Harold had an apartment next door, but my little room was the only one that accessed the building directly. Assu parked his car, and I used my key to let him in—through my room and into the heart of the building. I kept the lights off, guiding him by feel and memory into the embalming room at the back. This room had no external windows, so I closed the door, and clicked on the light, and gestured to the giant metal fridge against the wall.

“A freezer?” he asked.

“Sometimes,” I said. “We can set the controls. There’s nobody in there right now—the burn victim hasn’t come in yet, so we don’t have any bodies. We can set the temperature as low as you want.”

“As low as it’ll go,” he said.

A mortuary fridge has multiple little doors, each with a metal plate that rolls out like a bed, like you see in the morgues on TV. This fridge had six. Assu opened the top door and we pulled out the plate, and he laid himself down on it, headfirst. “As cold as it will go,” he said, and I slid him in until all I could see were the soles of his shoes.

The fridge in my parents’ mortuary had had a little dial, but this one had a keypad. It only went down to one degree Celsius; I hoped that would be enough for him.

“Close the door,” he said.

“You’ll suffocate.”

“That’s not how it works,” he said. “Close the door.”

I closed it and waited. What was he doing? Just lying there? What did he think was going to happen?

“Assu,” I shouted. “Can you hear me?”

His voice was faint, but I could make it out: “Yes.”

“Is it cold?”

“How the hell would I know?”

I shrugged and leaned against the wall. How long was he going to be in there?

How many times had he tried this exact thing, in a thousand other refrigerators and freezers, only to get frustrated when he couldn’t feel cold?

I waited. It wasn’t the weirdest thing I’d ever done in a mortuary. As long as he eventually led me to Rain, he could lay in the fridge as long as he wanted.

Five minutes later, the rubber insulation around the door started melting.

I saw it first as a sag—the rubber seal was drooping down from the bottom of the fridge door, though it hadn’t yet separated from the metal. A moment later it sagged enough that the seal broke, and smoke from inside poured out in massive billows. I barely had time to think and reacted on pure instinct: there was a fire inside, and it had just gotten a burst of new oxygen, and it was about to explode. I threw myself to the side, racing out of the way, and in that moment the door of the refrigeration chamber blew off and a giant gout of flame roared out. The bulletin board against the far wall charred almost instantly, the papers curling into black coal tendrils. The wall scorched, the paint bubbling and peeling away. I felt a moment of perfect joy—a fire was free!—and then the sprinklers in the ceiling burst into life, and the room was soaked, and reality came crashing back down again. The flames on the wall traveled upward, and the heat in the room was still shockingly fierce, but the flames in the fridge disappeared. I crept back around to the front of the refrigeration unit, wondering what I would see, but I already knew. I peered inside, and there it was: a puddle of thick, greasy ash, black and flaky, and bubbling and hissing. Soulstuff.

Assu was dead, and the mortuary was burning.


 

CHAPTER 6

Fire licked at the walls and the ceiling, defying the sprinklers and spreading hungrily through the mortuary, inches from my back and eventually, inevitably, blocking all the exits, trapping me inside. In hindsight, I should have been afraid for my life, or exulting in the flames, or maybe even both, but instead my thoughts were laser-focused on one simple, horrible fact:

The firefighters would come, and the police, and they’d report on the blaze, and that report would include the soulstuff. “Unidentifiable black sludge.” Intelligence analysts for the FBI would see it, and they’d recognize it for what it was, and they’d come. And they’d find me.

And everything I had would be taken away.

I looked at the sludge in the fridge unit, still smoldering on the metal slab. It would be way too hot to touch. I looked around for something to absorb the heat, like a blanket or a sheet—embalming rooms usually had plenty of those—but nothing in this room would help because all of it was wet, and heat moved too freely through wet fabric. I looked around for something else I could use, but most things in a mortuary are designed to protect from chemicals and cold, not heat.

Except one thing. I ran to the door and threw it open, flipping on all the lights as I passed them—the fire alarm had already gone off, and the firefighters would be here soon, so there was no point in hiding my presence anymore. I raced to the cremation room, grabbed the thermal apron and hand mitts, and ran back. How much time did I have? I pulled on the clothes as I ran, and gritted my teeth as I ran past a spot in the hall where the flames were licking through the wall, and suddenly all the sprinklers in the hall came on and I was caught in another downpour. I plunged back into the embalming room, grabbed a mop bucket, and ran to the open fridge. I pulled out the metal slab carefully, trying not to spill the sludge; it was thick, and didn’t run much, so I pulled out about a foot of it and scraped the gunk off the slab and into the bucket, where it hissed and popped like frying oil. I could feel the heat of it even through the cremation mitts. I cleared the first bit of sludge and pulled out the slab another foot. Some of it fell on the floor, narrowly missing my foot, and I told myself to come back for it later, concentrating everything I could on the sludge on the table. I pulled the slab out farther and farther, sweeping the sludge into the bucket; I could feel the bucket heating up and wondered how long I had before the soulstuff melted a hole in it.

I could hear the sirens in the distance and raced to finish. I scraped all the last bits of gunk into the bucket, rubbing at the metal frantically with the mitts, trying to get every last drop. It was obvious the fire had started in the fridge, so maybe if there were only a few bits left they’d think it was an accelerant for an arson attack?

Dammit. Who would they blame for arson? Maybe the homeless drifter kid they knew nothing about? I couldn’t think about that yet—hide the sludge first, then worry about everything else.

The refrigeration chamber held a handful of metal bits that hadn’t burned with Assu’s body and clothes, and I tried to grab those as well: some buttons and rivets from his jeans, and a ring with some keys, and a scattering of blackened coins. I dumped them all in the bucket and ran for the door—but stopped, ran back, and scraped wildly at the floor. Could I get it all up in time? I smeared the sticky sludge across the mitts, dropped them in the bucket, and ran again for the door. The sirens were closer, but I couldn’t tell how close. I heard the lock on the back door jiggle, probably Harold trying to get in, and sprinted to the front door, kicking my way out and then running around to the parking lot. I needed to get rid of Assu’s car, too—if the cops saw it here at the scene of the fire, they’d start asking questions, which would lead to the bar, and the bartender, and me. Always back to me. I used the edge of the cremation apron to fish Assu’s car key out of the bucket, and I tried it gingerly with my hand; it was scalding hot, but I had no other choice, so I shoved it into the door to unlock it. The fire truck had already arrived at the front of the building, but no one was back here yet. I opened the car door and threw the bucket into the passenger’s seat. The sludge on the key made it stick in the lock, but I managed to wrench it out and climbed into the car, slamming the key into the ignition and turning it wildly. The engine roared to life, and I peeled out of the parking lot without turning on the lights.

I drove in the dark for a few blocks, then turned the lights on and drove farther into town, looking for some place to dump the car and the stuff in it. I passed a grocery store, closed at this hour, pulled into the lot behind it and parked next to their big metal Dumpster. Being careful not to spill any soulstuff on the car or my clothes, I pulled out the bucket and the cremation clothes and placed them carefully in the Dumpster, using some of the garbage to cover it. With the sludge hidden, I got back in the car and drove away again, looking for somewhere to stash the vehicle itself. I settled on a motel parking lot, hoping that it might be able to sit there for a few days without drawing any special attention. I used my shirt to wipe down everything I’d touched: the steering wheel, the shifter, the door handles. I got out, closed the door, and then thought better of it, opening the door again—Assu was a drinker, and if he had any alcohol in the car I’d need it later. I opened the glove compartment and found a bottle of cheap grain alcohol—and a wad of twenty-dollar bills. I stared at them, trying to decide if it would be safe to take them. Would they be traceable? Probably not. Could I risk it? I stared a moment longer, then shoved the money into one pocket of my pants and the bottle into another. I wiped everything down again, closed the door and locked it, then wiped down the outside handles as well. Two blocks later I dropped the keys into a sewer grate.

Assu, I was pretty sure, had killed himself on purpose. I should have seen it coming, after all the nihilistic talk about loss and endings at the bar. But I’d been so focused on what I wanted, and the things I needed to know, that I hadn’t thought about what he wanted. Sociopathy will get you every time. He’d given up on life, right in front of my eyes, and I hadn’t even seen it.

He couldn’t feel cold, but he generated heat. The Withered worked in trade-offs, so that’s probably how this worked as well: anytime he got cold, his body would heat up higher and higher, until he had to let that heat out somehow. Sometimes he did it by burning people, like he had with Luke Minaker, and sometimes he burned other things, or even melted them, like that glass in the bar. And then he’d locked himself in a fridge, and his body had built up so much heat trying to protect him from it, and he hadn’t let it out at all, until it consumed him completely. He was done with the world, after too many years, so he left it.

Maybe it was Nobody, or someone he’d thought was Nobody. Talking to another Withered, maybe for the first time in decades—maybe centuries—had put him into a dark mood and pushed him over the edge.

It was about a mile walk back to the mortuary, and I managed to do it without any random farmers trying to drown me. I stopped about a block away, took a sip of the alcohol, and swished it around in my mouth before spitting it out; it burned my mouth, and almost made me gag, but I stayed in control and recapped the bottle. It was eleven o’clock at night, and it would be easy for Margo and the others to believe that the random stranger they’d just met yesterday had spent the whole evening out drinking somewhere. Better a drunk than a wanted arsonist.

A crowd of neighbors had gathered to watch the firefighters, though the fire was already out and didn’t appear to have damaged much of the exterior. I found Margo and walked up to her, somewhat shakily, being sure to exhale near her face and let my breath be my excuse.

“Robert,” she said, “thank goodness. When Harold couldn’t find you in your room, we thought the worst.”

“What happened?” I asked. I didn’t slur my speech; that seemed a little much.

“Fire inside,” said Margo. “Embalming room.”

“Looks like arson,” said Harold, “but they don’t know who it was. One of the neighbors saw a red car speeding away.”

Assu’s car was green. Sometimes bad night vision was a criminal’s best friend.

“That sucks,” I said. I was too exhausted to sound intelligent, but that only helped sell my drunk excuse.

Margo took the bottle from my hand. “You’re too young for this.”

“You don’t know how old I am.”

“I know you’re too young for this.” She gave the bottle to Harold, who took it without a word and walked off through the crowd.

Had I cleaned up all the sludge? Even if I had, would that be enough? Agent Mills, the FBI agent who’d found me in Oklahoma, had said he’d been following me through arson cases. I’d been so careful since then, barely lighting any fires at all, and only when I could contain them, but I couldn’t contain this. I’d hidden the soulstuff, and I’d hidden my own connection to it, but that still might not be enough.

I was always running, and always hiding.

I couldn’t leave Lewisville, not with Rain and all her Withered right here just waiting to be found. But I had to leave the mortuary, no matter how much I loved it. I needed a new place to stay, and a new job, and I needed to do it without totally cutting my ties to Margo and the others, in case I ever needed to come back and ask them questions. It was the place I was most likely to be found, but it was still the best way to examine any future Withered victims. I needed to quit, but in a nice way, so they still liked me—

“Fire chief says it’s just the one room,” said Margo. “Bit of hallway, bit of crawl space in the attic. We can go back to work tomorrow.”

“I need to—”

“We’re getting Luke Minaker in two days,” said Margo. “Fridge is shot, but we’ve still got the old one, and I need your help hauling it out of storage to see if it works. And then I need everything you’ve got on the makeup, because he was burned pretty bad.”

“Okay,” I said. The FBI wouldn’t show up that fast. I could embalm one body. It had been so long.

I hadn’t counted the money in my pocket yet, but it couldn’t be too much. Not enough for an apartment, or even an extended-stay hotel. What I did have was a local junior college, and that meant apartments full of junior college students. Many of them would be upstanding citizens, but some would be directionless and unmotivated, living on their own for the first time without any of the skills to do it right. Exactly the kind of people who might let a random stranger—even a drunk—crash on their couch for a few weeks. I just had to meet them. Which meant I needed an aimless, screw-up college-age friend to introduce me.

Margo’s last charity case.

Jasmyn.


 

CHAPTER 7

“Okay,” I said, staring at the old refrigeration unit. “Are you ready for this?”

Jasmyn scoffed. “I realize that I am a strong and liberated woman, but yes, I can still wash something.”

“It’s not the washing,” I said, picking up a face mask. “It’s the smelling. You ever cleaned out an old fridge?”

“Not cleaned,” she said. “But I’ve opened one that had been turned off for a couple of months. It was like every leftover the fridge had ever held was coming back to life and punching me in the face.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And this fridge’s leftovers were all dead bodies.”

“Awesome,” said Jasmyn, snarling at the fridge and grabbing a face mask of her own. “Bring it.”

“Here,” I said, and held up a bottle of perfume I’d found on the shelf by the embalming fluids—a lot of morticians kept a good fragrance in the back room to help with the occasional corpse-y smell. I sprayed it in the air between us, waved my face mask through it, and then strapped it over my mouth and nose. She did the same. “Ready?”

“I’d say I was born for this,” she said, “but that would be super depressing.”

Margo’s old refrigerator had spent several months in storage, ever since she’d upgraded to the new one Assu had destroyed. We’d wheeled it into the embalming room and plugged it in, hoping the cold would help deal with the smell by the time we were done washing all the dust off the outside. Now the outside was sparkling like a dream sequence, and we couldn’t stall any longer. I opened the first door, and let the stench wash over us.

It wasn’t filthy, just old. The unit had four chambers, two up and two down, so Jasmyn and I took opposite corners and started washing, doing our best to stay out of each other’s way. We had a bucket full of hot, soapy water—only one bucket, because the other one was mysteriously missing—and a bottle full of industrial disinfectant. We also had rags, but we were dealing with long, narrow, body-shaped tunnels, so the only way to reach the back was with mops. I took the lower left chamber and tried not to grumble every time Jasmyn’s mop dripped soapy corpse water on my head from her spot in the upper right.

I waited for her to make conversation, but she didn’t. I needed to become her friend so I could find a new place to stay, and that meant conversation. Looked like I had to start it myself. I braced myself mentally and dove in.

“So I’ve been in Lewisville three days now,” I said. “It’s kind of…” I didn’t know how to finish that sentence without sounding fake or insulting.

“Boring?” she offered.

“You said it,” I told her, “not me.”

“It’s kind of fun if you like hiking. We have lots of great trails and stuff out in the canyons.”

I scraped the mop back and forth across the back of the chamber. “You go hiking a lot?”

“No, I hate it,” she said. “But I mean, I hear we have good trails. If you’re into that.”

“Lewisville must be worse than I thought,” I said. “Your go-to defense of your town is a thing you don’t even like to do? This place must be terrible.”

She groaned. “You have no idea. It’s not really that bad, though. But I don’t know why I’m defending it because it’s not really my town, anyway. I’ve only been here a year.”

“Where’d you move from?” I asked. “Down by the border?”

“Border?” She stopped scrubbing and looked at me. “You think I’m Mexican.”

I frowned. “You’re not?”

“Not even close,” she said, and pumped her fist in the air. “Yes! Another racist detected by the awesome superpowers of Jasmyn Shahi.”

“We’re in Arizona,” I said. “Is it racist to assume the Latina girl is Mexican?”

“I’m not even Latina,” she said, and made a loud explosion noise with her mouth. “He is powerless before my might.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “My hometown is kind of overwhelmingly white, so I don’t have a lot experience identifying the other options. Can I ask where you’re from, then?”

“Ohio.”

“I mean ethnically.”

“I know,” she said. “I’m just being difficult at this point.”

“I bet you get the Mexican thing all the time, right?”

“You have no idea,” she said, gritting her teeth as she scrubbed with her mop. “But honestly, I don’t really mind. As patriotic as some of these people are, I’d probably get a lot more crap from them if they knew what I really was.”

“Which is?”

“Persian,” she said. “First generation Iranian-American. But this way I have a whole Latino support system instead of being the one lone Persian girl.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.” I wrung out my mop in the bucket, then started scrubbing again. “So why’d you move from Ohio?”

“Because I thought I liked hiking,” she said. “And I thought I liked accounting, and Lewis College has a good accounting program, so why not move down here and kill two birds with one stone? But then it turned out I hated both things, so all I had was two dead birds and nowhere to go. So I came here to the mortuary and got a job with Margo.”

“Drawn in by the siren song of dead-body smell,” I said.

“It’s my favorite.”

“Seriously, though, what did bring you here?” I asked. “I was born into mortuary life, and Harold too, and Margo married into it. You’re the only one who’s here by choice.”

“Hand me the disinfectant,” she said. I handed it up, and she sprayed a few more blasts into the refrigeration chamber. “I don’t know if I’m here by choice,” she said. “I mean, I chose it, but it’s not like I had a lot of other choices clamoring for my attention. Margo came to me, and I didn’t have anything else to do, so I did this.”

I set down my mop and started scrubbing at the mouth of the chamber with my rag. “Margo just … came to you? Out of nowhere?”

“We met at a funeral,” said Jasmyn.

“Makes sense.” I gave the chamber a final wipe and started working on the door. We worked in silence for a moment, while I desperately tried to think of something to say. And then Jasmyn said it first:

“You’re not asking me the obvious question.”

I stopped, trying to think of what I’d missed. “Whose funeral?”

“Okay,” she said, “I mean the other obvious question.”

“You’re not going to tell me who died?”

“Some kid from school.” She used her rag to pick out grime from around the edge of her door’s rubber seal. “What you’re not asking me is why I didn’t go home.”

She was right. She’d come from Ohio for college, and when that didn’t work out she could have gone back. Her family was there. I stared at the fridge a long time before answering. “That kind of thing doesn’t really occur to me,” I said. “I can’t exactly go home either.”

“I’m sorry.”

“So why didn’t you go home?”

“I don’t like talking about it.”

I laughed. “Then why did you bring it up?”

“Because everyone brings it up,” she said. “I was just trying to get ahead of it, so you’d know not to ask.”

“That didn’t work very well.”

“Do you want to get dinner tonight?” she asked suddenly. Her voice sped up. “There’s actually like a group of us getting together at this place that does Mexican pizza, it’s like a whole thing here in Lewisville—they put maraschino cherries on the Hawaiian ones for some reason—and it’s kind of an informal thing, but I thought since you don’t know anybody it’d be nice to get to … know some more people. If you’re interested.”

I do this all the time: I take something totally normal, like getting to know someone, and turn it into a meticulous plan, like I’m going to rob a casino. I don’t need to manipulate people, because people aren’t like me. I just need to ask, and they’ll say yes, because friendship is a normal thing that normal people do every day.

“That sounds good,” I said. “Assuming that Mexican pizza includes vegetarian options—I’m one of those people.”

“I think they have a nopal one.”

“What’s nopal?”

“Cactus.”

“Perfect,” I said. “My doctor keeps telling me I need more cactus.”

“It’s actually pretty good,” said Jasmyn. “Though again, like with hiking, I’m mostly just repeating what I’ve heard other people say.”

“Cool,” I said. “What time?”

“Um … dinnertime? I don’t know. I’ll tell you once I get a chance to check my phone. Now I have another question.”

I took a breath, not knowing what to expect.

“Are you ready to switch?” asked Jasmyn. “I think this cadaver tube’s about as clean as I’m going to get it.”

*   *   *

The restaurant was called Nacho Parrot, which more or less told you everything you needed to know about it. The customers were mostly early twentysomethings from the junior college, the menu was “edgy,” in that it contained a lot of comic-book fonts, and the food was almost hilariously proud of how hip it was. I stepped up to the register and ordered the Rico Suave, which was mostly cactus and goat cheese and Hatch green chilies, and then paid with Assu’s money. Jasmyn introduced me to her friends while we waited at our booth.

“This is Nate,” she said first, pointing to a lanky, vaguely bearded man in a shapeless hat. “He’s majoring in … visual art? Visual design?”

“Visual communication,” said Nate. “It’s basically illustration.”

“I didn’t realize Lewis College had an illustration program,” I said.

“They don’t,” said Nate. “It’s called visual communication. It’s like half illustration and half marketing.”

“Cool.” I didn’t know anything about any of those subjects, and I worried that I’d offended him by my attempt at small talk, so I determined to keep quieter until I knew the group dynamic a little better.

“This is Al!sha,” said Jasmyn. “She’s in theater, so she spells it with an exclamation mark instead of an ‘i.’”

“And it’s so annoying,” said Nate.

“No theater anymore,” said Al!sha, “I’m back in technical writing again. So if you need someone bitter and underpaid to describe a simple process in agonizing detail, I’m your woman.”

“You hated technical writing,” said Jasmyn. “Why’d you go back?”

“Because my dad won’t pay for anything else,” said Al!sha.

“Hey guys,” said another boy. He walked to the table holding hands with a girl. Both were wearing glasses with thick black frames. “I brought my girlfriend, I hope that’s cool.”

“Jazz brought her boyfriend,” said Nate.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” said Jasmyn. “We just work together, and he’s new in town.”

“Hey,” said the boy, and reached out his hand to shake mine. “I’m Parker.”

Nate grinned. “Which is both his name and his job.”

“Shut up,” said Parker, smacking him and pushing him further into the booth. He kept pushing him until there was room for both himself and his girlfriend. “Everyone, this is Shelby. Shelby, this is everyone: Nate, Jazz, Al!sha with an exclamation point, and new guy.”

“Robert,” said Jasmyn.

“He can introduce himself,” said Nate.

“What,” said Jasmyn, “and Shelby can’t? You don’t complain when a woman doesn’t get to speak for herself, but heaven forbid a man sits there and lets a girl take the lead.”

“Girlfriend,” said Al!sha.

“She’s not my girlfriend,” I said. “I’ve known her for two days.”

“Though we did clean out a corpse fridge together today,” said Jasmyn, “so we’re pretty close.”

“So how do we order?” asked Shelby. “Is this, like, a slice-by-slice place, or do we all pitch in for a whole pizza?”

“Slice by slice,” said Parker. “The menu’s on the wall over there; pick something you like, and I’ll go place the order.”

“Adobada’s the best,” said Jasmyn.

“I’ve never had Mexican pizza,” said Shelby, “so I’d probably better start with something I recognize. Do they have, like, a taco pizza?”

“Technically, any pizza you fold in half is a taco pizza,” said Jasmyn.

“Taco isn’t a food,” said Nate, “it’s a food category, defined by a delivery system. That’s like asking for a sandwich pizza without specifying the sandwich type—is it a club? A Reuben? A hamburger?”

“A hamburger is not a sandwich,” said Al!sha, “it’s a burger.”

“Ignore them,” said Parker to Shelby. “I don’t even know why I spend time with them. They’re terrible people.”

“A hamburger is totally a sandwich,” said Nate.

“A hamburger is not on par with ‘club’ and ‘Reuben’ as sandwich types,” said Al!sha. “It’s a category, just like sandwich—but it’s not a sandwich.”

Jasmyn smiled at me. “Aren’t you glad you came?”

“It’s two pieces of bread and something in between them,” said Nate. “Any rational human being would classify it as a—”

“What about a Big Mac?” asked Jasmyn. “They have three pieces of bread.” She held up her hand to Al!sha, who high-fived it without even looking.

“Wait,” said Parker. “That definition of sandwich would include not just hamburgers but hot dogs, which is patently ridiculous.”

“A hot dog is totally a sandwich,” said Nate.

“If anything,” said Jasmyn, “a hot dog is a taco, because the two pieces of bun are connected.” She drew a giant circle in the air. “And now we’re back to the beginning, and I just blew your minds.”

I looked at Shelby. “I hope that helped answer your question about the menu.”

“Close enough,” Shelby said, and pointed at Nate. “I want the first thing he said—a Reuben pizza.”

Everyone stared at her.

“No,” said Parker, “this is all just Mexican food.”

Shelby smirked. “Then why did he say there was a Reuben pizza?”

“Just ignore him,” said Parker, “he’s an idiot.”

“Order the carne asada,” said Al!sha. “It’s the best.”

“Adobada’s the best,” said Jasmyn. “Trust me.”

“Carne asada’s fine,” Shelby said, and looked at Jasmyn. “I’m sure your one is delicious, though.”

“I’ll give you a bite,” said Jasmyn. “You’ll see.”

“So what’s the news?” asked Parker. “Anything big?”

I accidentally helped an ancient sun god immolate himself in a refrigerator, I thought, but I didn’t say it out loud.

“Al!sha-with-an-exclamation-point switched back to technical writing,” said Nate. “Again.”

“Again?” asked Parker. “I thought you were theater for sure this time.”

“My dad won’t pay for theater,” said Al!sha. “And honestly I don’t even care—I’m better off. Have you ever ridden in a car with a group of theater people? It doesn’t matter what song comes on, everyone sings along with the harmony line. No melody.”

“I have to assume, though,” said Nate, “that you get a lot less nudity in tech writing.”

“We know,” said Parker, “we know: you’re in illustration, and you work with live nude models. Give it a rest.”

“It’s called visual communication,” said Nate.

“None of my theater work was nude,” said Al!sha. “That sex scene was entirely behind a screen—you guys would know that if you’d ever come to see it.”

“Wait,” said Shelby, “I think I saw that. Was it last fall, in the Twitchell Theater?”

“That’s the one!” said Al!sha. “That’s amazing, I thought nobody saw that one!”

“My boyfriend at the time was in it—Scott Kraczek?”

“He’s the one I had fake sex with!” Al!sha said, and then crinkled her nose. “He was such an a-hole, though.”

“He was,” said Shelby. “Total a-hole.”

“You can just say the real word,” said Nate. “We’re not going to melt in its presence.”

“Excuse me for a minute,” said Jasmyn, standing up, “I need to go outside for some air. Let me know when the pizza gets here.” She walked to the door.

“So maybe Jazz would melt in its presence,” said Nate, “but the rest of us are fine.”

“Is she okay?” asked Shelby. “She looked really bothered by something.”

“She just does this sometimes,” said Parker. “She’ll be back. And we still need to order—you want carne asada?”

“Yes, please,” said Shelby.

“Be right back.” They shared a quick kiss. “Finish talking about the ex-boyfriend before I get back, okay? I’m amazing, but not amazing enough to want to listen to that.” He went to stand in line at the counter, and Shelby and Al!sha turned back to each other, gossiping about the ex. Nate turned to me.

“So,” he said. “I think you’ve said six entire words since you got here. What’s your deal?”

“I’m quiet,” I said.

“I don’t mean why aren’t you talking,” he said. “Obviously you’re quiet, that’s a given. But who are you, where are you from, why do you work with dead bodies? All that kind of stuff.”

“My name’s Robert,” I said. I didn’t want to sleep on Nate’s couch if I could avoid it, but if this is what it took to hide from the FBI, I could make peace with anyone. Or at least I could try. “I’m from a little town you’ve probably never heard of called Fetridge, Nebraska.” I’d seen it on a sign once. “I work with dead bodies because my parents were morticians, and I just kind of grew up with it.”

“That’s gross,” said Nate.

“Only if you treat it grossly,” I said.

“It’s also very matter-of-fact,” said Nate. “‘Here’s what I do, here’s where I’m from: X, Y, Z, all in a row.’ What do you like? What do you do? Who are you?”

I really didn’t like this guy. “Those are deep questions.”

“I’m an artist,” he said. “This is how we are.”

I managed to stop myself from rolling my eyes. “An artist and a marketer,” I said. “How can I resist the double threat?”

“By giving in and answering.”

I shrugged. I wasn’t really prepared to talk about myself, especially considering that the only self I could talk about was a fake alias I would be making up on the spot. “Well,” I said. “I like…” There were only a handful of people I knew well enough to describe on the spot, and only one of them was a mortician. So I described my mom. “I like eighties music. And cooking—like, not just ‘making dinner’ kind of cooking, but ‘experimenting with fancy recipes’ kind of cooking. The kind that’s almost like chemistry. And I don’t watch a lot of TV, but when I do it’s lawyer shows or the news. And I like…” I could feel my memories shifting as I spoke, buried ideas churning up to the surface as I struggled to define her in some kind of understandable way. “My job. My family, back when I had one. And I never really … had time for them, all the time? Not because I ignored them but because I had a lot to do, and I had to juggle it all, and I had to make it work. And I don’t know if they understood that at the time, but they do now. I mean, I think they do—I hope they do.”

Nate looked uncomfortable. “This isn’t really what I meant for you to talk about.”

“But it’s what you asked,” I said. “And this is the answer. You asked who I was, and who people are is never simple. I don’t think I ever understood my family or myself or anyone, and I probably still don’t, and I guarantee that you don’t, and it’s because we don’t want to look at the bad stuff.”

“I know this goes against the point you’re trying to make,” said Al!sha, “but you just described Nate more accurately than I have ever heard anyone describe him.” I didn’t even realize she was listening.

“Fonda Rodolfo,” said a waiter, holding a tray full of pizza slices. Nate raised his hand, and the waiter set a plate in front of him. “Caballo Cebolla?” Al!sha. “Rico Suave?” Me. “Chupacadobada?”

“That’s Jasmyn’s,” said Nate.

“Parker’s not even back yet,” said Shelby.

“I’ll go get her,” I said, and slid out of the booth. I walked outside and breathed deep. The sky was still bright and hot, with wavy lines of heat mirage floating up from the scorching asphalt of the parking lot. But it was real in a way that the air-conditioned restaurant wasn’t, and I closed my eyes and reveled in the slow, warm eddies buried within the harsh, oppressive air.

I was more shaken by my conversation with Nate than I should have been. Or I guess more shaken than I wanted to be.

Jasmyn was leaning her forearms on a metal parking barrier by the side of the brick building, perched against the wall in a slim sliver of shade. She seemed lost in her thoughts, and I took a moment to clear my own before walking over to her. I hesitated in the fringes of her peripheral vision, trying to phrase the summons to dinner in way that was friendly or charming or at least not stupid. But after a moment I shook my head and slipped into the shade next to her and leaned on the same bar. It had once been painted red, but most of the paint had flaked off.

“I needed some air, too,” I said.

“That group can be … a lot,” she said.

“Food’s here.”

“Cool.”

Neither of us moved. Cars sped past on the road; the tar in the cracks had grown soft in the heat and smeared in long lines as the tires ran over it.

“I lied to you this morning,” said Jasmyn.

I shrugged. “Most people do.”

“I didn’t meet Margo at a funeral.” She paused, and I waited. “I met her at a support group.” She paused again. “For rape survivors.”

She had left the restaurant when Al!sha was talking about sex. Pieces clicked together in my head.

She didn’t want to go back to Ohio.

“I don’t like talking about it,” she said. “Obviously. But I need to. And it’s more … I don’t know. It’s easier when I’m talking to people who know what it’s like. And I think you do.”

“I don’t know exactly,” I said, and paused. “But I guess I can guess. I don’t know rape but I know … trauma.”

“I thought so,” she said.

We watched the road, and I counted the cars in my head and wondered where they were going, and why, and if they even wanted to go there or if they were just swept along by the road itself, like a river. Roads don’t flow with water, they flow with momentum; once you get on one, it’s hard to get off.

“My mother killed herself,” I said. I don’t know why I said it—I guess describing Mom to Nate had put me in a different state of mind. “It wasn’t a normal suicide, like she hated her life or whatever. Someone attacked us, and they were trying to kill me, and she killed herself to save me.”

“So she sacrificed herself,” said Jasmyn. “That’s different than killing herself.”

I picked at the flecks of paint still clinging to the old metal bar. “It’s complicated.”

Another car drove by, the tires thudding across the cracks and spreading the tar just a tiny bit farther.

“Do you hate him?” she asked. “The man who attacked you?”

“Yes.” It wasn’t a man, it was Nobody. Whom I’d lived with for over a year since the attack, and gotten to know, and even pretended to be. “And no. I guess that’s complicated, too.”

“It always is,” said Jasmyn.

I thought about Nobody, and Assu, and Elijah, and Crowley and all the others I’d met, and all the things they’d given up just to be who they’d become. To survive. Assu had said it was fun in the beginning, but that by the end it was just survival—momentum carrying him forward until he couldn’t do anything else. And then “anything else” turned out to be suicide.

Had Assu started like this, like I was right now? Leaning on a fence somewhere, talking about his trauma, trying to find some way to get past it? He hadn’t set out to become a monster: Rain had given him the chance to give his pain away, and he’d done it. He wasn’t just ending at survival, he’d started there. All of them had.

“Would you give it up?” I asked Jasmyn. “If you could … lose your rape, like literally take it out of your life so it had never happened, would you do it?”

Jasmyn thought for a moment, but shook her head. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s a part of who I am now. If it had never happened, I wouldn’t be me. I’d be a version of me who’d never been attacked—and never hated herself, and never OD’d on sleeping pills, and never ran away from home. And never healed. And maybe that version of me would be happier, or simpler, or something, but she wouldn’t be better. She wouldn’t be worth any more than I am now. It took a long time for me to love myself, but now I do, so why would I give that self away?” She flicked a piece of peeled red paint into the parking lot. “That’s what they tell us in the support group: that everybody’s worth saving. Even me.” She scratched another flake of paint with her fingernail. “Even him.”

“Do you believe it?”

Another fleck of paint. “No,” she said at last. “But I’m trying to.”

“Yo, lovebirds,” said Parker. We turned, and saw him hanging out of the front door of the restaurant. “Your disgusting vegetarian pizza’s getting cold.”

“Let’s go,” said Jasmyn.

“Hey Parker,” I said, straightening up. I needed to do what Jasmyn had done that morning and just come right out and ask my question. “I’m kind of creeped out living in the mortuary, do you have a couch I could crash on for a week or two?”

“Sure,” said Parker. “Just no drugs, okay? My landlord already hates me.”


 

CHAPTER 8

The mortuary had two main entrances, plus the garage and the receiving door where the bodies came and went in hearses and coroner transport vehicles. Plus my room, which technically wasn’t my room anymore, so I couldn’t control the door. That meant five entrances I had to watch if I was going to spend any more time in the funeral home. If an agent of the FBI came to one of them, I needed to know about it, and I needed time to escape out one of the other ones.

My old room was the easiest. As long as Margo didn’t rent it out to anyone, it would stay locked and empty. I worried that maybe someone would open it casually, trying to get a breeze or something, but this was an Arizona summer: everything was sealed shut tighter than a space station, and the air conditioning ran full blast. Just to be sure, during my lunch break the next day, I loosened the screws in the door latch, making it stick when someone tried to open it. So that was one door taken care of.

The others were harder. The mortuary didn’t have any security cameras, as I’d learned when I first considered breaking in, but they did have a motion sensor connected to an alarm, which in turn connected to an antitheft call center somewhere. Could I mess with that at all? Probably not, without alerting the call center that something was up. Preventing people from tampering with their equipment was practically their whole job. I’d need something else. The ideal solution, of course, was some kind of camera system, so I could know when someone was coming and then immediately see if they were a threat. That was probably out of my price range.

The burnt corpse of Luke Minaker never showed up—the autopsy was more problematic than they were expecting—so I went to the hardware store after work and looked for motion-sensing lights, like the kind you’d put in your driveway. Most of them were around seventy or eighty bucks apiece, but I found a cheap-looking brand on sale for sixty. The roll of bills I’d taken from Assu’s car contained $200, minus the $4.95 I’d spent on Mexican pizza, and with my own meager savings, I managed to raise my grand total to $286.18. Four lights was $240. I put them in my cart and went to the doorbell section, but the cheapest wireless doorbell I could find was thirty dollars—that was way beyond my limit. I looked again, wondering if I’d missed something, but I couldn’t find anything cheaper.

I flagged down one of the sales people. “Do you have any cheaper doorbells? The wireless ones?”

“Not in the store, but we do have some online.”

“I need to buy them today,” I said, “is there any way you could give me the online price?”

“It’s not an item we carry here, just at the central warehouse. You have to order online.”

“Okay,” I said. “How about these driveway lights?”

“I’m afraid that if you want the motion sensor, what you’ve got in the cart is already the best we can do.”

“But I need something cheaper. Is there any way you can make me a deal?”

“You’re buying motion sensors and wireless receivers,” the man said. “That’s the most expensive option in both categories. Is there a way you could alter your project with a standard light fixture, or maybe a standard doorbell?”

If only he knew what my project was. “No, it’s got to be these.”

“Four sets of each. Is this for an apartment complex?”

“Exactly,” I said. “I’ll let my boss know this is the best I can do. Thanks.”

“No problem. Let me know if you need anything else.” He smiled and walked away, and I stared at my cart full of boxes. I could afford three sets. Which door of the mortuary could I risk not watching? None of them. Maybe I could shoplift the fourth set? I looked around, wondering where the cameras were, but decided that it was too risky regardless. Shoplifting was not on my resume, and three sets was better than nothing. I put the fourth one back, paid at the register, and spent another twenty bucks on batteries. I walked home with the bag over my shoulder and my other hand up under my T-shirt, clutched tight around the handle of a small steak knife I’d borrowed from Parker’s kitchen. No one followed me or tried to drown me. I got back to Parker’s place, returned the knife to its drawer, and dumped out my boxes on the floor. He wouldn’t be back from his date for another few hours, so I had time to work unimpeded.

A motion-sensor light was really two devices: a motion sensor and a light. When the former detected movement in its field of view, it sent a signal along a little wire and turned on the latter. The doorbells were the same: push the button and a signal goes through a wire to a little wireless beacon, which sent another signal through the air to a chime box. All I had to do was get the trigger from the first one to talk to the second one. I opened the packages, pried apart the devices, and basically just fiddled around with wires and knives and screwdrivers until I somehow made it work. Trigger the motion sensor, and it rang the doorbell. I rigged the other two sensors to work the same way, loaded them up with fresh new batteries, and stashed them in my backpack. I took the lights and all the rest of the parts and packaging outside to the communal Dumpster and threw it all in. When Parker came home I was already lying on the couch, pretending to be asleep.

The next morning I got to work early and walked all around the building, trying to decide which door least needed an alarm. Obviously the front door needed one; I placed a motion sensor in the garden nearby, aimed it at the walkway, and used rocks to hide it and secure it in place. I turned it on, walked up the door, and the chime box in my backpack rang out a classic ding-dong. I went around to the back and did the same, covering the rear door people would use if they approached from the parking lot. I tested it, and the second chime box made the same ding-dong sound. It was great that they both worked, but if one of them rang and I had seconds to get away, I’d need to know which door someone had used. They claimed to have sixteen different tones, so I opened the chime box and puzzled for a minute over which settings to use. Most of them were just variations of the same basic tones, and I needed something instantly recognizable. “Auld Lang Syne”? Beethoven’s Fifth? I set the back door to “Happy Birthday,” and the final chime to “We Wish You A Merry Christmas.” The front could stay as it was.

But which of the last two doors should I alarm? The garage door and the receiving door were far enough apart that I didn’t think I could cover them both with a single sensor. I hemmed and hawed for a bit, trying to work out the best of two bad choices, and settled on the receiving door: it went practically straight into the embalming room, which is where I’d spend most of my time, so if anyone came to that I needed to know ASAP. I put the alarm at the base of a bush, tucked in just under the leaves, and angled it to catch both the door and as much of the path leading up to it as I could. I tested it, and the chime box in my backpack sang a cheerful Christmas carol. It worked.

Barely half a second later my backpack sang again: ding-dong. Someone was coming in the front door, probably Margo. I anchored the last sensor with a couple more rocks and zipped my backpack closed. I counted to twenty and walked around to the front. My backpack ding-donged again as I went in.

Margo was in her office. “Good morning, Robert.”

“Morning.”

“We’re getting the Minaker body today. You ready?”

“Disturbingly ready,” I said. Margo raised her eyebrow, and I smiled. “I’ll go prep the room.”

The body of Lucas Minaker arrived at 10 A.M., and we laid him out on the table and unzipped the body bag. Jasmyn grimaced and looked away. He was burned from head to toe, hairless and earless and in many places skinless; what skin was left was scorched in an intricate, semirandom pattern of yellow and brown and black, stretched tight over his bones and well-cooked muscles. He looked like a bratwurst.

“Give yourself a minute,” said Margo. “Your first burn-body is always hard.”

Jasmyn sat down, breathing shallowly, and Margo gently pushed the girl’s head down toward her knees. I started as we always started, by examining the body in careful detail, making sure nothing was wrong or out of the ordinary before we got to work. The first part of this process was, technically, making sure the body was dead, but in this case it was obvious—not only was it burned, but the autopsy had opened his chest in a giant Y-shaped cut: shoulder to sternum, shoulder to sternum, and sternum to waist. They had cracked his ribs and opened him up like a suitcase, removing the internal organs and examining them, and then putting them in a plastic bag and storing them back in the chest cavity. I could see a corner of this bag poking out of the gap in the Y incision.

“Been a while since we had an autopsy,” said Margo. “Kathy didn’t get one.”

“Most people don’t,” I said. “Surprising she didn’t, though. Didn’t anyone suspect foul play?”

“You’d think,” said Margo. “Just an accident, though. Drinking a glass of water or something.”

At home, in my mom’s mortuary, her twin sister Margaret would have called organs by now—an autopsy embalming was done in two parts: one for the circulatory system and one for the removed organs. The latter was easier. “Jasmyn,” I said. “Have you done an organ embalming?”

“Yes.”

“Then take these,” I said, opening the chest and pulling out the bag. “We’ll set you up on the other table, and you can face away from us and just deal with these. The heat that burned him didn’t get this deep, so they’re pretty much just normal organs. It’ll be simple and familiar.”

“I can do the body.” She took a deep breath, long and slow and controlled, and then stood up. After a moment she raised her eyes and looked at the burned body. “I can do this.”

“Just do the organs,” said Margo.

“Don’t coddle me,” said Jasmyn.

“It’s not coddling, it’s business,” said Margo. “I know you can do an arterial embalm, now I want to see how the new guy handles it.”

“Fine,” said Jasmyn. She hadn’t taken her eyes off the body yet. She stared a moment longer, her teeth clenched, and then turned away abruptly to the other table. Like she’d been holding her breath underwater and now it was time to pull out. I gave her the bag and she got to work, carefully mixing an embalming formula of germicide, anticoagulant, perfume, and glutaraldehyde—a knockoff of formaldehyde that a lot of mortuaries were using these days. It wasn’t as toxic, but it wasn’t as effective, either. Normally you’d mix a dye in there as well, but the organs didn’t need that. I thought about the poison chemicals and looked up at the ceiling, where our old embalming room had had a big metal ventilator hood to suck out the fumes.

“Let’s hope this fan doesn’t give out on us,” I said.

“There’s four of them and they’re brand new,” said Margo. “Had them put in last winter.”

“Just a thing I like to say,” I said. That had been my aunt Margaret’s thing, too.

The inside of the body wasn’t as cooked as the outside, and the blood vessels were still in pretty good condition. We’d be able to do a full arterial embalming, but first we had to finish the inspection. I zipped the body bag the rest of the way down, exposing his lower half—his groin area was horrifying—and Margo and I pulled the now-empty bag out from under him. Moving the bag exposed his arms, and Margo and I stared at them in surprise.

His forearms had one spot each, perfectly hand-shaped, with no burned flesh whatsoever.

“Well,” said Margo. “You don’t see that every day.”

“Thank goodness,” I said.

I touched one of the unburned patches, prodding it with my finger. It was soft and almost mushy, like dead bodies were supposed to be, without any of the firmness of the parts that were more cooked. I picked up the arm and rotated it gently, looking at the handprint—it was unmistakably a hand. I wanted to test it for size against the marks on my backpack, but there was no way to do that without making Margo and Jasmyn curious about questions I really didn’t want to answer; I’d pinned a T-shirt over my backpack to cover the handprints, and thus far I’d managed to hide them and the entire attack from everyone. Instead I put my own hand on the print, testing it for size that way, hoping I could draw a useful comparison to the backpack prints later. I was surprised to find that my hand only fit the print on the arm when the arm was flat against the body’s sides, as if Assu had just walked up in front of him and grabbed Lucas’s arms. I had expected the opposite, with the grip reversed, as if Lucas’s arms had been raised in front of his face in a defensive position. What did it mean?

And what did it matter, if the Withered who’d done it was already dead? Could I learn anything from the body that would help me find the others? Or was it all just morbid fascination?

My backpack chirped a cheerful “We Wish You A Merry Christmas,” and I grabbed it and bolted for the door.

“Cell phone,” I said, “I gotta take this.” That song meant someone was at the receiving door, and I didn’t have any time to spare. I got into the hall, slung my backpack over my shoulders, and got ready to bolt. First I had to see who it was, though, so I lurked outside of the embalming room and listened.

The sound of a door in the adjoining room. Footsteps. “Margo, you here?” I thought I recognized the man’s voice, but I couldn’t place it. Not Harold. Younger.

“Come on in, Simon,” called Margo. More footsteps. “You brought me that new shipment of detergents?”

“Right here,” said the man. More footsteps. “Hey Jazz—good night, why didn’t you warn me?”

“It’s a dead body,” said Jasmyn. “What did you expect to see in an embalming room?”

More footsteps and the heavy thunk of a box being set down on a counter. “I’m gonna start leaving these damn boxes on the sidewalk if you keep scaring me like this.”

They made idle small talk while Margo signed for the package, and I wondered: if he was just a delivery man, then I was safe, wasn’t I? He wasn’t from the FBI. But I’d heard his voice somewhere before, and that made me nervous. It wasn’t any of Jasmyn’s friends, and I didn’t know anybody else in the city. What if it was someone who knew me from another city, under a different name? I couldn’t risk being seen. I walked away quietly, moving toward one of the side rooms. There was a window there with a perfect view of the receiving door. I reached it just in time to peer out through a gap in the curtain and watched the man walk out into the sun and back to his truck. My backpack sang its Christmas song as he went.

He wasn’t wearing the coat this time, but I knew him plain as day. He was the man who’d tried to drown me.

Should I follow him? Could I, even if I wanted to? I peered at the truck, trying to make out the license plate, but all I could see was the company logo on the side: DIAMOND DELIVERY. He got in and drove away.

Margo had called him by his first name: Alvin? Simon. If she was on a first-name basis, she’d know more about him as well. I could get all the info from her. I walked back to the embalming room, set my backpack in the corner, and washed up again.

“I heard you talking,” I said.

“We didn’t hear you,” said Margo.

“I’m pretty quiet on the phone,” I said. I nodded at the box of corpse detergent. “Delivery guy?”

“Panhandler,” said Margo. “Now help me set these features before another one shows up.”

“Yes, it was a delivery guy,” said Jasmyn. “Margo, you’re as bad as my friends from school.”

“I’m sorry I missed him,” I said. “Her friends from school are the only people I even know in this town.”

“Lord have mercy on your soul,” said Margo. “You’re going to start spelling your name with a smiley face instead of an O.”

“No way Robert uses a smiley face,” said Jasmyn. “Maybe a devil emoji, though.”

I said nothing, and got back to work.

*   *   *

Over the course of the afternoon I managed to deduce the delivery man’s full name: Simon Jacob Watts. The motion sensors pinged one other time, but it was only Harold. When we finished embalming Minaker, I washed up, changed my clothes, and walked the three miles to the library, where I used their free Internet to find everything I possibly could about Watts, including his home address. There wasn’t much on him. No history of violence, no criminal record. I found an online map and wrote down the directions to his house, out in the suburbs. I zoomed in on the satellite image and stared at it, feeling like a missile drone looking down on my target. What would I do?

I walked out to find it, though it was another few miles from where I was. By the time I got there, it was already dark. A couple of windows were still bright, though I couldn’t see anyone inside. The front lawn had a bike and a toddler-sized plastic car; apparently he had kids. I slipped around to the carport, being careful not to touch the car, in case he had an alarm. I peeked in the side windows and even opened the garbage can, though I didn’t see anything immediately interesting. I slipped into the backyard and found that he had a small wooden deck outside his kitchen. It reminded me of the layout of Brooke’s old house in Clayton. The kitchen light was on and the blinds were open, and I could see Simon and a woman I assumed was his wife sitting at the kitchen table, smiling and picking at leftovers. The clock on their wall said it was nearly ten in the evening, so I assumed the kids were asleep. Their fridge was covered with crayon drawings stuck up with magnets. A cat slept on the floor. I backed away, not wanting to attract its attention.

By every appearance, Simon Watts looked totally normal. But serial killers always did. He wasn’t raving about the Dark Lady, or sharpening meat hooks, or cutting out letters from a magazine to write an anonymous note. He was just sitting there, talking to his wife, without a care in the world. And yet he was my only connection to Rain.

They didn’t seem to have a dog, so I took the risk and looked for a place to hide. I found it in a plastic playhouse in their backyard. It was weathered by the sun and sported more than a few spider webs on the door; it didn’t look like the kids used it very much. The night air was warm, and I didn’t even need a blanket. I crept inside the playhouse, propped myself against the back wall, and sat with a perfect view of the back door and the car.

And settled down to watch him, all night long.


 

CHAPTER 9

Simon Watts didn’t leave his house all night. And another drowned body was found in the morning.

I watched Watts get up and leave for work at about 6:30 A.M., and I slipped out of his backyard and walked to the mortuary. I was growing more and more familiar with the city the more I walked around in it, and especially after I got lost in a subdivision, but now I knew how that subdivision worked, and I guess that was useful information. Probably not, but I’d spent the night in a plastic playhouse, and Arizona nights were far colder than I’d been expecting, and I was trying to look on the bright side. I found my way out and arrived at the mortuary early, checked all the batteries in my motion sensors, and sat in the back and waited for Margo. She came in around eight. When I heard the chime from my backpack I walked back up to the front door. She gave me the news before she even said hello.

“Crabtree Jones drowned last night,” she said. “Shelley found him on the property around three in the morning, out in the yard by the trucks. Apparently he never came back in to bed, and she woke up and wondered where he was and went looking for him.”

A hundred questions leapt into my mind: how had someone drowned if Simon Watts hadn’t done it? Where had it happened, and was it close to water? Did Rain have more than one visionary killer to do her bidding? These and more tumbled through my head, but after hunting Withered for so many years, I’d grown pretty good at hiding my investigations. The only question I asked out loud was this:

“There’s a person named Crabtree Jones?”

“It’s not his real name,” said Margo, pulling some blank paperwork out of her desk. “I think it’s Matthew, but nobody likes him and he owns the Crabtree Junkyard, so we all call him Crabtree. I say ‘we’ like I had some part in it, but they were all calling him Crabtree before I ever moved to Lewisville, back when his father owned the junkyard and he just lived there.”

“Wait,” I said. “There’s a person named Crabtree Jones, and he lives in a junkyard?”

“Well where else is he supposed to live? You own a junkyard, you don’t own much else. Crabtree’s yard is on the highway, maybe ten, twelve miles outside of town. He buys old vehicles and strips them for parts. Or at least he used to, before he drowned.”

I sat in the other office chair, watching as she started filling out the paperwork. “So how do you know all this?” I asked. “If his wife found him at 3 A.M., we don’t exactly have a bustling local journalist scene to pick up on the story and get it out this early in the morning.”

“Shelley called me.”

“Why?”

“She’s a friend of mine,” said Margo, licking her finger and turning a page. “One of the blue-hairs that was here the other day for Kathy’s viewing. You met her, though I can’t imagine you remember. All us old ladies know each other. We have a secret club—handshakes and everything.”

“Little Orphan Annie decoder rings,” I suggested.

“That’s the idea.” She filled in a few more blanks on the paperwork, writing the date in careful, block lettering. “Shelley called me first thing in the morning, wants my help setting up the funeral.”

I was curious and worn too thin to care about niceties, so I asked: “How old are you?”

Margo looked up. “Now what kind of question is that to ask a lady?”

“The women at the viewing were all seventy-five at least, and Kathy looked mid-sixties. You keep putting yourself in the same group, but you don’t look a day over…” I tried to guess, “… fifty-five.”

“Don’t lowball me, son. I earned these years.”

“Sixty, then,” I said. “But that’s pushing it.”

She finished the paperwork and stacked it neatly, lining up the edges of each page with fastidious attention to detail. “As it happens I’m a mite older than even that, but I’m not a blue-hair yet so you’re right enough about the difference in our ages. For whatever that information is worth. Now, when are you gonna tell me why you look like you slept in a treehouse all night?”

One of the great things I’ve learned about my life is that it’s weird enough that I can usually just tell the truth about it and no one will believe me. “It was a playhouse,” I said. “Had a little plastic sink and everything. I’m working up to treehouses, but I’m afraid of heights.”

“Well,” said Margo. “You take your smart mouth into the shower and get washed up. We leave in ten minutes.”

“Where are we going?”

“Have you not been listening? Crabtree died. You watched me fill out the paperwork for it.”

“So, you’re going out to the house to arrange the funeral?”

“I am a funeral director, after all. I don’t know which part of this is so mysterious.”

“My mom never made house calls.”

Margo tucked the papers in a manila folder. “That’s why you’re coming with me. You want to be the kind of funeral director who gets a phone call at six in the morning from a newly minted widow, you make house calls.” She stood up. “Nine minutes left for that shower.”

I nodded and ran to the tiny locker room, showering in a flurry and then getting back into my dirty clothes because they were all I had with me. I brushed off the last bits of grass and dirt and ran out to meet Margo at her car.

“I suppose that’ll have to do,” she said. “Hop in.”

Margo didn’t talk much in the car, which gave me the chance to think more about the situation with the Withered. I knew there was at least one in town, and the continued occurrence of inexplicable drownings certainly hinted at another. I assumed it was Rain, because of what the homeless girl had said, but what if she’d meant something else? What if she was just high? I needed to find her and talk to her.

“Does Lewisville have a homeless shelter?” I asked.

“Not as such,” said Margo. “Soup kitchens, though, and a halfway house.” She glanced at me as she drove. “You can always move back into the mortuary.”

“It’s not for me,” I said, “I’m just curious. Think maybe I’ll volunteer.”

“Good for you.”

If the girl at the viewing had really been homeless, volunteering in that community might be the best way to find her or someone who knew her. And if a Withered was preying on local homeless, I might learn a bunch of other things as well.

In the meantime, what could I do about Simon Watts? He was obviously connected to something dangerous, and it seemed likely to me that the Dark Lady he’d talked about was a Withered, but I’d been wrong before. Could I risk just approaching him directly? Would he attack me when he saw me? Would he run? Would he even recognize me at all?

And now another man had drowned and there was no way Simon had done it. How many people did Rain have under her control? Was the homeless girl one of them? If I got too close, would the entire town rise up and attack me? I looked at Margo, wondering how I could kill her if she suddenly felt compelled to drown me. She was a large woman, solidly built, and probably pretty strong as well. I might be able to take her, but a knife would be easier. I needed to get my own again, instead of just borrowing Parker’s all the time.

I needed to stop thinking about killing people. Or at least focus on killing the right people.

I wondered what Parker had thought when he’d realized I’d never come home the night before. Did he think I was a druggie? Probably most people did—a druggie or a drunk, but that was sometimes valuable. People made their own excuses for you, which saved a lot of time. And it was easier to maneuver around a person when you knew exactly what they thought of you.

We drove through a curving canyon of yellow and brown stone, dotted here and there with tenacious, twisted trees, and then the road straightened out into a wide, flat plain. I saw the junkyard a good five minutes before we reached it, an acre or two of fenced land stacked high with rusting cars. Margo exited the freeway, and then we turned sharp to the right and passed through a narrow tunnel underneath the road. The street was called Crabtree, and it was paved right up to the edge of the open gate of the Crabtree Junkyard. A wide sign hung over it, pale red letters faded by the sun. Inside the yard was a police car, parked by an old wooden house that looked so nice it seemed completely out of place.

Chalk body outlines are only used when the body is still alive, and they need to get it to the hospital before the police have finished studying a crime scene; they mark the body’s location as best they can, and then medics try to save the person while the police stay behind and look at bullet angles and that kind of stuff. All of which is to say that there was no body outline here, just a yellow plastic card, folded in half, with a black number one on it, marking the place where the body had lain.

“Morning, Joe,” said Margo, unfolding herself from behind the wheel of the car. “Brown’s already taken him away?”

“Missed him by ten minutes at the most,” said the cop.

“Blame him, then,” said Margo, pointing at me. “Slept in a treehouse; needed a shower. I’m going in to talk to Shelley.”

Margo walked toward the porch of the house, clutching her yellow folder tightly, but I stayed in the yard, trying to take it all in. The first thing to notice was the total lack of water: this was the full-blown Arizona desert, and with the sun already up, it was dry as a bone and climbing up toward scorching. The yellow card that marked the body’s position was about ten yards out from the house, and another yard or so from the closest vehicle—an old, dusty truck, with more rust on it than paint.

The cop looked me up and down. “Another of Margo’s charity cases?”

“Yep,” I said, and walked toward him to shake his hand. I figured I needed to be as polite as I could to make up for my scraggly looking clothes. “Robert Jensen. I’m the new embalmer.”

“Joe Kinney,” said the cop. “Careful where you step, this area’s still under investigation.”

“Gotcha,” I said, and stepped back. “Margo said it was another drowning?”

“That’s what we think, at least,” said Joe. He was writing something on his pad. “Guess the autopsy will tell us for sure.”

“Kathy Schrenk didn’t get an autopsy.”

“Kathy Schrenk was an anomaly,” said Joe. “Crabtree makes it a pattern.”

“And how could you tell he drowned?”

Joe shrugged. “He was full of water. Seemed like a likely explanation. Came trickling out of him every time we tried to move him. Plus he was soaked to the bone, like we’d pulled him out of a river.” He pointed at the dry dirt around the yellow card, tracing a wide oval in the air with his finger. “You can’t see it now, but there was a whole patch of wet ground around him. This desert just drank it up, like it was running down a drain.” He stared at the spot on the ground. “I don’t know how the water got to him, but it did.”

I stared with him and then looked at the yard again, wondering where an attacker might have come from. How were Rain’s servants drowning people? How were they bringing in that much water and getting it into the victims? And for that matter, how were they choosing their victims? An old woman, an even older man, and me. It didn’t make sense.

“Well would you look at that,” said Joe. I glanced over at him and saw him crouch down, peering not at the ground by the marker, but at the rusted truck nearby. “I’ll be damned.”

“What?”

“Tracks in the dust,” he said, pointing at the side of the truck. “This heap’s been here probably thirty years—that’s a ’78 Ford—and probably only ever gets washed when it rains. But there’s rivulets of water tracing all through the dust here, and this middle patch doesn’t have any dust at all. It’s been sprayed with water.”

He was right, and once pointed out, it was impossible not to see it. The splash zone, or whatever it was that had gotten the truck wet, extended to the left onto a second truck—it hadn’t been sprayed as heavily as the one by the body, but it had definitely gotten wet. Drops had hit the dirt and run down the metal, leaving long, clear trails in the layer of dust. We stood up, looking at the other cars stacked on top of these two; the splash pattern extended maybe ten feet up, exploding out like a ghost of fireworks frozen in dried mud.

“Robert!” called Margo from the doorway. “You coming in or not?”

I stared at the water pattern for a moment longer, then turned and walked to the house while Joe took pictures of this new clue.

How had water sprayed out like that? Which of Rain’s minions had done it, and what method or tool had caused the splash? How, and why, did you drown someone like that?

I thought for one second that it might have been Shelley Jones herself, mind controlled into killing her own husband, but as soon as I reached the front door and saw her I discarded that idea. She was tiny and frail and used a walker to move painfully from the kitchen to the couch. She sat down gently and then, with shaking hands, pulled a pair of small water bottles from the basket on the front of her walker.

“Have a drink,” she said. “It’s hot out.”

I took the bottles and handed one to Margo.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do now,” said Shelley.

“You’ll find something,” said Margo, and twisted the top off her water bottle. She sat down on a sofa, and I sat next to her. “We all do.”

“How do you manage?” asked Shelley. “Your husband passed away so long ago, and you’ve been so all alone.”

“I have Harold,” said Margo, and took a sip of water. “And Jasmyn. And Robert here. Robert, this is Shelley Jones.”

I waved. “Hi.”

“Good morning,” said Shelley. She smiled, but it only lasted a second, and then the happiness drained back out of her face. “He was all I had, you know.”

“Not that he was ever much worth having,” said Margo.

My eyes opened wide in shock. Did she really just say that to a widow?

“He helped me remember the pills,” said Shelley. “With this arthritis I can’t even open the bottles on my own—what am I going to do now?”

“You can sell the yard,” said Margo. “And the house. I don’t imagine it’s worth much as a business these days—you were mostly living on social security, anyway—but the state might want it. Not everyone’s piped up for water and electricity this far out in the desert, and that’s got to be worth something to somebody.”

“And live in a home?” asked Shelley. “This is where I belong.”

“You’ll have more company in a rest home than you do out here,” said Margo. “The only time you ever leave this place is to come to a funeral.”

“Company,” said Shelley. Her eyes got watery and the corners of her mouth turned down. “Company comes and goes, and nurses are only there because you pay them. I don’t want company, and I never did.”

“What do you want?” asked Margo.

“Matthew wasn’t kind, but he was mine,” said Shelley. “And we never had children, so now there’s nothing of mine that’s left to be had.”

Margo laid her yellow folder on the coffee table and started going through the decisions for the funeral arrangements: what day, how big, do you want a viewing, do you want a graveside, do you want a burial or a cremation? I listened, but I wasn’t paying close attention—something Shelley said had sparked an idea. Who were the drowning victims? Kathy, and Crabtree, and me. I’d thought we didn’t have anything in common, but we did: not age, not location, not profession, not any of the typical demographic markers a serial killer used to pick their victims. But this wasn’t a serial killer, it was a Withered, and the Withered had their own dark needs that the rest of us couldn’t fathom. The drowning victims weren’t linked by anything physical, but we had one powerful emotional similarity.

We were all alone.

Kathy Schrenk had had no family, no husband, no children. A sister and a few passing social friends, and that was it. Crabtree Jones had had a wife, but they obviously weren’t very close, and out here in the desert they wouldn’t have seen much of anyone else. And me? I had no one left at all, and my only friend was a thousand miles away, locked up in protective custody. I didn’t have anyone I could talk to, or stay with, or be with, outside of a tiny handful of barely acquaintances. Margo was an employer, not a friend, and Parker only knew the false face I put on around others, and that only a little. We were all alone, and we had all been attacked.

Did Rain target lonely people because there was no one around to defend them? The only reason I’d lived through my attack was the unexpected appearance of help. It was possible that this was just a matter of convenience, choosing victims away from witnesses, but there was a difference between people who were alone and people who were temporarily by themselves. Every killer chose victims when no one was around; that was one thing. Rain was choosing victims who were deeply, perhaps fundamentally, alone, and that was another thing entirely. But what did it mean?

Shelley’s arthritis was so bad she couldn’t hold a pen, so Margo filled out the rest of the paperwork for her, walking her through each decision on the funeral. The business of death was, for many morticians, pure business: they pushed the expensive options, they racked up the add-ons and extra fees, and they used your loved one’s death to maximize their personal profits. And I guess I couldn’t blame them, because that was their job—everyone’s trying to make money and someone has to bury the dead, so they might as well make some money too, right? That had always been my father’s philosophy. But my mother had never been like that, and Margo wasn’t either; she walked Shelley through the maze of choices calmly and honestly, explaining everything clearly and talking Shelley out of the more superfluous luxuries. We left about an hour later, with a modest funeral laid out on Margo’s small stack of papers, capped off with Shelley’s credit card number written down in Margo’s neat block handwriting.

I took one last look at the crime scene, wondering again where the water had come from and how it had splashed so high, and then we got in the car and drove back to the mortuary.

Jasmyn and Harold were already there, cleaning up but mostly killing time; Luke Minaker’s funeral wasn’t for another day, and there was only so much prep work to be done for it. Margo explained our visit to Crabtree and then called the coroner, trying to get an idea of when we might receive the body after the autopsy. I leaned against the office wall, leaving the chair for Jasmyn, when suddenly my backpack, forgotten in the corner, started singing “Happy Birthday.” It took me a second to realize what that meant, but then I grabbed my backpack and bolted from the room.

“Robert?” asked Jasmyn. “Are you okay?”

“Cell phone,” I called back.

“Happy Birthday” meant the back door, so I ran to the front and looked out carefully. When I saw no cars or armed FBI task force, I slipped outside. The motion sensor in the garden saw me, and my backpack ding-donged, and I stuck close to the wall as I ran along the side of the building, headed toward the corner. It felt stupid, but I had to treat every alarm as the real deal or what good did they do me? If the FBI showed up to investigate the mysterious fire I’d be captured, and probably spend the rest of my life in jail; now that we had a pattern of impossible drownings, like the cop had said, the odds of FBI involvement were growing even higher. I couldn’t let them see me. Honestly I needed to just leave the mortuary completely, but I was learning too much here. It was the best way I had to follow the trail of bodies, because the trail inevitably passed right through this building.

But how long until it got too dangerous to stay?

I peeked around the back of the building and saw one lone car in the parking lot; I couldn’t tell the make, but it was old and foreign, and almost definitely not an FBI fleet vehicle. Could I risk going back in? I walked slowly to the back door, listening carefully, and heard Margo and Harold talking with someone. I glimpsed him through the gaps in a tree—older, probably Margo’s age, but thin as a rail and wearing a suit. He had glasses and a briefcase. She seemed to be talking to him in a friendly enough manner, like she knew him, but his responses were odd—not rude, but standoffish. Above all else, he didn’t look FBI; they had a way about them that was all too easy to spot once you’d spent a lot time with them. I watched a while longer, until my backpack chirped ding-dong again. Someone going in the front door, or coming out of it looking for me. I returned to the front of the building and reached the corner just as Jasmyn came around it.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said, patting my backpack. “It’s nothing. Just my cell phone.”

“Yesterday your ringtone was Christmas,” she said. “Is it … your birthday today?”

“No, it’s my friend’s. From another town. Customized ringtone.” I looked behind me, then back at Jasmyn. “Do you know who that is at the door?”

“Some friend of Margo’s,” said Jasmyn. “Mr. Connor; he didn’t give a first name. I’ve never met him.”

“Okay,” I said, and nodded. I stood there for a moment, then nodded again. “Well, my phone call’s done, so should we go back inside?”

Jasmyn shrugged, and we walked around to the back door. My backpack sang “Happy Birthday” again as we approached it, but I ignored it. “It’s nothing,” I told Jasmyn. “They can leave a message.”

We found Margo and the newcomer in the office, talking about money. Margo looked up as we came in. “Jasmyn, Robert, this is Mr. Connor, an old friend of mine from before I moved to Lewisville. He’s here to work on our books and get us on whatever this software’s called.”

“Quicken,” said Mr. Connor. The wrinkles in his face were almost all vertical, which made him look solemn, like a slim cathedral. He walked past Margo to the chair behind the desk and sat without asking permission. “I can get started right now if you like.”

“Thank you,” said Margo. “Jasmyn, honey, can you run and get Mr. Connor a drink? What do you want, Mr. Connor, cola or lemon-lime?”

“Water will be fine,” said Mr. Connor. He was already clicking away with the mouse.

“Run along, honey,” said Margo. “Robert, walk with me a second.”

Oh no.

Margo led me down the hall a bit, finding a secluded spot by a draped alcove, and looked at me seriously. “You seem awfully jumpy.”

“Sorry.”

“I don’t want an apology, I want an explanation.”

“My cell phone rang, and I had to go answer it.”

“That doesn’t sound like any cell phone I’ve ever heard, though I can’t imagine what else it is. And it has an interesting habit of ringing every time somebody comes to our door.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

Margo stared at me a moment, like she was trying to read a book that was written on my face. “Do you know why I hired you?” she said at last.

“Because I’m very good at a job you need done.”

“Because you need help,” she said. “I saw it with Jasmyn and all the others, and I see it with you. Homeless and drifting and addicted. Sprinting out the door every time that phone rings. I don’t know what you’re running from, Robert, but I know you’re running.”

“I…” I didn’t know what to say. That I was running from humans and monsters both? That I needed this job to help me find them first? Would any of that matter, even if she believed it? Maybe it was just time to move on. “I can get out of your way.”

“I’m not asking you to get out of my way,” she said. “I tell you you’re running from something else and your first instinct is to run from me, and I understand that. You’re not the first teenage drifter I’ve taken in and you won’t be the last, though you’re certainly the only one who could work a minor miracle on that third-degree burn victim’s makeup yesterday. I don’t want you to leave. What I’m asking you for, Robert, is a little trust. I don’t need to know all your secrets any more than you need to know all of mine, but I can’t help you if you don’t tell me at least something.”

I watched her, trying to decide what to say. “I don’t really respond well to people trying to help me.”

“Like I haven’t noticed that.”

How much could I tell her? If she really made a habit of helping troubled youth, surely she’d be accepting of a little strangeness? Obviously I couldn’t tell her the whole truth, but maybe there was some portion of it that would calm her down and get her off my back?

“I left my family,” I said. I guess my sister counted. “I don’t want them to find me, so I’m … laying low.”

She stared at me a while before responding. “That’s not everything,” she said at last.

“But it’s true,” I said. “The details can come out later.”

She pursed her lips, considering me. “All right,” she said at last. “Promise me you’re not running drugs, or anything like that.”

“I promise.”

“And you’re eighteen? Not a minor anymore?”

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll cover for you,” she said. “But sooner or later you will need to tell me the rest of this story, so that I know what I’m covering and the best way to get you out from under it.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“I don’t know how long it’s been since somebody had your back,” she said, “but I hope it helps you relax enough to get yourself together.”

“Thank you,” I said again. “I guess we’ll see.”

She nodded and walked away, and I thought about all the people who’d had my back before.

There was only a tiny handful of them still living or sane.


 

CHAPTER 10

If you want to drown somebody, you have to drown them in something, right? Simon Watts, under the sway of the Dark Lady, had tried to submerge me in the canal, and he or someone else had probably submerged Kathy Schrenk in something as well, even if it was only her head in a bucket. And if someone had brought a bucket to Crabtree—or probably something bigger, like a tub or a barrel—and then forced him into it, then that might explain the splash pattern we’d seen etched into the dust. His whole body had been soaked, so he’d obviously been immersed in something. Maybe he’d fought back and sprayed water everywhere. So that much was obvious: someone was using large quantities of water to kill people.

The bigger question was: why?

I looked at Jasmyn, who was pulling on a pair of latex gloves as we prepared to work on Crabtree’s corpse. My backpack had dinged and beeped and sang occasionally over the last few days, but Margo was understanding of it, and she’d assured the others that they could be as well, so life had gone on, and now the body was here. I finished tying my apron and pulled on some gloves of my own.

“Why is she doing it?” I asked.

“Why is who doing what?” asked Jasmyn.

“The serial drowner,” I said. “Why is she drowning them?”

“Why do you think it’s a she?”

I couldn’t exactly tell her about my inside information on Rain the Dark Lady, so instead I shook my head. “I’ve had about enough of your gender-normative stereotyping, young lady.”

She raised her eyebrow. “Blaming this on a woman without any shred of evidence is not the proud blow for equality you seem to think it is.”

“Excuse me for trying to be an ally.”

“An ally to what?” asked Margo. She came into the room wearing full medical scrubs and a mask over her face, ready to get to work.

Jasmyn smirked. “Robert thinks our serial killer is a woman.”

“And I suppose she might be,” said Margo. “A serial killer can be a woman just as easily as a man.”

“Are you saying that serial killers can change genders?” I asked. “Or that men in general can change genders? Your grammar was fuzzy.”

“I’ll knock you fuzzy,” she said, and pointed at the body bag. “Open that with your teeth if it’ll keep you from talking.”

Jasmyn grabbed the zipper and pulled it open. “Do you think we’ll see any black goo?”

Margo frowned at her. “Why do you ask that?”

“Robert said drowning victims have black goo.”

Margo looked at me, and I shrugged. “I’m really bad at small talk.”

Jasmyn looked at the corpse inside the bag. “Would you rather an alligator ate you, or a gorilla?” She pulled the zipper all the way to the bottom. “I’d rather the alligator ate the gorilla.”

“What on earth has gotten into the two of you this morning?” asked Margo

“Grammar,” I said.

Margo scowled and dismissed the topic with a contemptuous wave. “I’d rather the alligator ate both of you,” she said, “but you’re all I have, so get to work. Robert, help me slide that body bag out from under there. Jasmyn, get a towel over his privates.” We moved the body around, getting it ready to work on it, and then pulled out the bag of organs. “Jasmyn, honey, you want this again?”

“I’d rather work on the arterial,” she said. “I need the practice.”

“Robert, then,” said Margo. “Just help us clean it first.”

After making sure the body is dead—which, again, the giant gaping Y incision rendered somewhat unnecessary—the next step in an embalming was to wash the corpse. This was even more important after an autopsy, because the body was likely to be covered in a variety of exciting chemicals. Margo scrubbed the bottom half and Jasmyn did the top while I got to work on the hair, which was my favorite part. I sprayed him liberally with the same disinfectant we’d used on the refrigerator and used a washrag to massage it into his scalp. I thought about the killings while I worked, and it always helped me to think out loud.

“So why?” I asked. “Male or female, whatever pronoun you want to use, why did the killer drown them?”

“Answering that question is not our job,” said Margo.

“We’re multitasking.”

“I think he does it because he’s sick,” said Jasmyn. “I’ve … wanted to kill people before, but never old people. Never anyone harmless.”

“Nobody’s harmless,” said Margo. “Obviously not Crabtree, but even Kathy had her faults.”

Or they knew something, I thought. The wrong information in the wrong hands could be more harmful than any weapon, and I knew that I, at least, was certainly guilty of snooping around in Rain’s affairs. That might be why she’d come after me. Maybe Kathy and Crabtree had done the same?

But again: why the drowning?

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s get technical about this. The central question of criminal profiling is: what did the killer do that they didn’t have to do?”

Margo looked at me, long and hard, but she didn’t say anything.

“Criminal profiling?” asked Jasmyn. “Your hobbies are way cooler than mine.”

“I grew up in a mortuary,” I said. “We saw a lot of murders, and I got curious about the detectives who solved them.”

Margo raised her eyebrow.

“The killer is drowning them,” I said. “Why?”

“We don’t even know how,” said Jasmyn.

“How doesn’t matter yet,” I said. “Why tells us more.”

“Maybe you should ask yourself where,” said Margo, looking back down at the legs she was scrubbing. “There certainly wasn’t anywhere to drown anybody in the middle of that junkyard.”

“What about Kathy’s place?” I asked.

“Kathy was a friend of mine,” said Margo, “I’d prefer not to speculate on her death.”

“The kitchen sink,” said Jasmyn. “A pot of water. The bathtub.”

“Was her whole body soaked?” I asked. “Like Crabtree was?”

Jasmyn nodded. “Yep.”

“Then the bathtub’s a possibility,” I asked. “You’d need something big. But they didn’t find her in the bathtub, they found her in the living room. And there was nothing around there that could have drowned her.”

“So they moved her,” said Jasmyn.

“Exactly,” I said. “So: why? They didn’t have to move her, but they did. Were they trying to take her somewhere and gave up? Were they trying to pose her? Some serial killers ritualize the bodies, but Kathy hadn’t been messed with—the cops didn’t even think it was foul play until Crabtree showed up dead the same way.”

“I will ask you more directly this time to stop talking about my friend,” said Margo.

I nodded. “Fair enough. So Crabtree, then. He wasn’t moved, but he was still drowned. And he wasn’t anywhere near a sink or a bathtub, so it can’t have been easy.” I gestured at the frail old body in front of us. “There must be a hundred different ways to kill a decrepit old man like this, so why pick the hardest one?”

“It doesn’t make sense,” said Jasmyn.

“It always makes sense,” I said. “We just don’t know how until we find all the pieces and put them together.”

“Crabtree was a bastard,” said Margo, “but Kathy wasn’t. No one would kill her on purpose, so maybe this is all a bunch of accidents.”

Maybe it was—not all of the Withered enjoyed what they did, and some of them went out of their way to live peacefully, but accidents did happen. Simon Watts’s attack on me wasn’t anything like an accident. Not that I could tell them that.

“I thought you didn’t want to talk about Kathy,” said Jasmyn.

“Nothing salacious,” said Margo. “All I’m saying is that she was a good woman.”

“So what if it was an accident?” asked Jasmyn. “Someone accidentally drowned Kathy, and then he—or she—or whoever, it might not even be the same person—decided to kill Crabtree and went out of their way to use the same weird method, to make people think it was the same killer as the first one. So it’s more likely that it wasn’t the same person, just someone trying to throw the police off the trail with a fake serial killer.” She looked at me. “Okay, I can see how you got into this; it’s fun.”

“There’s nothing fun about death,” said Margo.

“Says the woman holding a corpse’s ankle,” I said.

“This is serious,” said Margo. “Why do you think I do this?”

“You’ve made jokes in the embalming room before,” said Jasmyn.

“A little levity to lighten the mood is one thing,” said Margo. “But you can fling mud or you can wallow in it, and all wallowing does is get you filthy.”

“You do this because somebody has to,” I said. “The mortuary, the funerals, the visits to the widows. You do it because death is everywhere and nobody wants to deal with it, but if you do it then at least it gets done right. The bodies get respect, and the family gets some peace of mind, and Shelley Jones gets the right kind of flowers on the casket. You do it because you’re the only one who can.”

“And why do you do it?” she asked, and I knew from her eyes that she wasn’t just asking about the mortuary. She was asking about my ideas, and my investigation, and my weird singing backpack, and my drifting, and my running, and my everything. She was asking like she knew what it meant to ask it.

“Same reason,” I said.

We watched each other for a moment, and then Jasmyn broke the silence. “I do it because I like washing dead people,” she said. “Don’t bother yourselves finishing your parts of the job—that’s all the more dead person for me to spend my entire afternoon scrubbing down with a baby brush.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I’ll get back to work.”

I took a soft comb and ran it through Crabtree’s hair, over and over, slow and easy, though he didn’t have much left. I combed out the gunk at the base of the hair—we all have it, whether we notice it or not—and then rinsed his whole head with a spray nozzle hooked up to the sink. The soap ran down and into the drains built into the table, and Crabtree was cleaner than he might have ever been.

Maybe Jasmyn was right about the killer pulling a fake out. Not trying to convince us she was a serial killer, because why would Rain care about that? But trying to convince somebody, somewhere, that the deaths were supernatural. Simon Watts had been ordered to drown me, but then what? Was he going to move me? Had Kathy been drowned in the canal as well, and then moved to her living room where it was sure to look bizarre? The police had called it an accident and gone on their way, but I’d come straight here. What had the killer done that she didn’t have to do? She’d made a run-of-the-mill killing, to use Jasmyn’s term, look like a Withered attack. And the only reason to do that was to attract the attention of someone who knew about the Withered.

Rack had done the same basic thing: hidden the nature of his own kills in order to trick and trap us. We were hunting him, so he’d gathered an army and hunted us back. A shadow war. Now Rain, maybe, was doing the same thing.

I’d already seen Assu, and I knew for a fact the Withered were gathering. Maybe she was starting the war again, and these drownings were the first shot fired.

“We Wish You A Merry Christmas” blared loudly from my backpack, and I grabbed it and ran.

“Robert!” shouted Jasmyn.

“Quiet,” said Margo. “You let me do the talking.”

“To who?” and Jasmyn.

I stopped in the hall, holding my breath and listening. The receiving door opened, and a man’s voice called out.

“Knock knock,” he said. “Can I come in?”

“Depends on who you are,” said Margo.

“My name’s Agent Harris, and I’m with the FBI. Do you mind if I ask you some questions?”


 

CHAPTER 11

I didn’t move a muscle.

“The FBI,” said Margo. “And what does the FBI want with the Ottessen Brothers Funeral Home?”

“Just some questions,” said the agent. As with Simon Watts, I could tell that I knew this voice from somewhere, but I couldn’t quite place it. None of the FBI agents I’d known or worked with had been named Harris. “I understand you had a pretty nasty fire in here recently.”

“You can see the damage on the wall behind you,” said Margo. “Are you here to investigate the arson?”

“Among other things,” said the agent. “Do you happen to know who first found the fire?”

“My brother-in-law did,” said Margo. “Harold Ottessen, though I suppose technically the fire alarm went off even before he got here, and that alerted the fire department. We’ve already given all the information to the fire marshal and the police.”

“You did!” said the agent. His voice was cheerful, almost, which was a strange contrast to the dour stereotype most FBI agents tended to fall into. And frustratingly familiar. “You definitely did,” he continued, “and I have no reason to doubt that report. I’m just crossing various i’s and dotting some t’s. I couldn’t help but notice you’ve got a small apartment on the side of the building—that’s common with mortuaries, isn’t it? A holdover from the days of the old family business. Is there anyone living there at the moment?”

“Mr. Connor’s in there now,” said Jasmyn. “But back during the fire it was—”

“Empty,” said Margo. “Mr. Connor’s only staying here a few days. Before the fire Jasmyn lived in the room—this is Jasmyn Shahi, by the way, she’s my assistant here—but she moved out on her own a few months ago.”

I couldn’t see them, but I imagined Margo had given Jasmyn a subtle signal of some kind, reinforcing her order of silence. Jasmyn didn’t offer any more information.

“I see,” said Harris. “And during the time of the fire, is there anybody who might have had access to the room or the building? Someone who might have been able to get inside here before the firefighters showed up?”

“You mean aside from the arsonist?” asked Margo. “Or the arsonist herself?”

“Herself? You think it’s a woman?”

“I’m using a generic pronoun,” said Margo. “Women can be arsonists if they want to be.”

She said it right this time.

“Let me show you why I’m asking,” said Harris. “Maybe this will clear things up, maybe jog your memory a little. This is a photo the local police took of the burned refrigerator, after the fire was put out. Do you see this here on the … well I’m afraid I don’t know the lingo. What do you call that?”

“That’s the slab,” said Margo. “It’s like a metal tray that slides in and out; it’s what the body goes on.”

“Thank you,” said Harris. “The slab. Do you see this here on the slab? This kind of … pattern, I guess you’d call it. What would you say that looks like?”

“Ash,” said Margo. “Makes sense, given there was a fire in there.”

“Ash, yes,” said Harris. “Definitely, but what shape is it? You, um, Jasmyn, was it? What would say that looks like?”

Jasmyn paused a minute before speaking. “A smear.”

“A smear,” said Harris. “That’s exactly what I thought it looked like as well: a curved smear. And that seemed very strange to me, because a smear is not a pattern that one would expect to find at the scene of a fire, because it’s not a shape that fires or fire hoses—which are the two dominant forces acting on the scene of a fire—would typically create. It looks almost like somebody wiped the slab, like they were trying to clean it off. So this being an arson, rather than a free-range organic fire, we may well be looking at a third force: human intervention.”

“You think somebody lit a fire in my corpse fridge and then cleaned up after herself,” said Margo. “May all our criminals be so civic-minded.”

“Two witnesses reported a car speeding away from the scene,” said Harris, “just as the firefighters were pulling up. Now it makes a certain kind of sense that an arsonist would choose to light a fire in what you lead me to believe is called a corpse fridge: garbage cans and Dumpsters and other metal containers are far and away the most popular places for urban fires because they contain the flames, and this is just a strange but very specific version of that. But I noticed on my way in here that you have a Dumpster in the back, which makes the choice of a corpse fridge much harder to account for. What kind of person would break all the way into a mortuary to light his or her fire in this specific location, and then delay leaving long enough to clean up after him or herself on the way out?”

“I can’t say that I know,” said Margo, and as bad as I was at reading vocal emotions, even I could tell that her voice was as cold as ice.

“I don’t know either,” said Harris, “though my working theory is that it was someone who had a connection to the mortuary—mortuaries in general, and this one specifically, given that the fire alarm was the only one that went off. You did say you have a security system, right?”

Margo paused for several moments before answering. “Yes.”

“And yet the intruder alarms, the perimeter alarms, none of those went off. Implying that whoever lit that fire had access to the building.”

Crap.

The room was silent for a while, and I wondered what was happening—they were all just staring at each other awkwardly, I guess—but I didn’t dare to peek in. After a moment Harris spoke again.

“Just two more questions, ma’am, and then I can be out of your hair. The first is a favor: do you mind if I look in that drain by your feet?”

“I mind very much,” said Margo.

“What do you think you’ll find in the drain?” asked Jasmyn.

“Horrors beyond imagining,” said Harris, “given that it’s the floor drain in an embalming room. As it happens, though, I do have a search warrant, so asking your permission was mostly a formality.” I heard rustling papers, and Margo muttered something, and then they all went silent for a moment. I imagined that Harris was kneeling down and unscrewing the grate on the drain, and took the risk of peeking in while he was distracted. He was indeed kneeling, facing away from me, his head hunched down over the drain in the floor. From this angle I couldn’t see enough of him to make a clear identification, though I could at least confirm that he was young. Margo and Jasmyn were focused intently on his work, and none of the three saw me. I ducked back out of sight and a moment later heard the metallic clink as Harris lifted the grate and set it on the tiles. I heard the snap of a rubber glove and Jasmyn’s groan of disgust. “That’s the stuff,” said Agent Harris. “Perfect. Jasmyn, would you be so kind as to open that plastic evidence bag next to me on the floor? I don’t want to get this on the outside of it.”

There was only one thing he could be looking for in the drain: soulstuff. Whoever this was knew about the Withered, and knew that one had died here. He was probably tipped off by the smear on the slab—I kicked myself mentally for doing such a crappy job of cleaning it up. I heard him take the glove off and then handle the bag; he’d probably just put the glove, soulstuff and all, inside the bag and sealed it up.

“There,” he said. “Now, on to question number two. Which pocket did I put that in—ah, here it is. Do you know this young man? He may be going by the name John, or David, or I guess really anything. He changes it a lot.”

Damn. Damn damn damn, around the parking lot and back in for another damn.

“He doesn’t look familiar,” said Margo. “Is he an arsonist?”

“And a mortician,” said Harris. “So this is really right in his wheelhouse. You’re sure you haven’t seen him?”

“Pretty sure.”

“You haven’t … given him a job and a room in the back?”

Another damn. Who could have told him? The police—I would have been a part of the statement Margo gave to the police. And since Harris had already been to the local court, since he had a search warrant, it made sense he’d talked to the local cops, too.

“We had a boy for a day or two,” said Margo, “but he wasn’t here the night of the fire. And he’s gone now.”

“And he didn’t look like this?”

“These old eyes don’t work too well anymore,” said Margo.

“What about you?” asked Harris. “Is this the boy?”

“You white people all look alike to me,” said Jasmyn, and I’d never wanted to high five someone so hard in all my life.

“I see,” said Harris. “Well then. Thanks for the floor-drain muck, and I’ll be on my way. If you happen to remember anything else, here’s my card, please give me a call.”

“You can count on it,” said Margo. “Thanks for coming.”

I realized in sudden horror that the chime in my backpack would make a loud noise the instant he stepped outside, and I was standing close enough that he might hear it. I started creeping away as quietly as I could, wondering how fast I could go without creaking a floorboard or sounding an audible footstep and terrified that I wasn’t going fast enough. I tried to get as far away as I could, an impossible combination of fast and silent, all the while scrambling to open my backpack and turn the chime off. I unzipped it and looked in, and realized that I had no idea which chime was which, or what sound they might make when I shut them down. The backpack chimed suddenly—“We Wish You A Merry Christmas”—and I prayed that the agent hadn’t heard it. If he was already outside I didn’t have to sneak anymore, so I sprinted at full speed and got to the window just in time to see the man walk out to his car: a black SUV with a Nebraska license plate. The agent turned back one more time, and I caught a clear glimpse of his face as I ducked out of sight.

Agent Mills. Or at least that’s how he’d introduced himself, but I’d known at the time that was probably a fake name. Harris might be fake as well. He was the agent who’d caught up to Brooke and me in Dillon—an FBI analyst who specialized in serial killers and, more recently, the Withered. And me, by extension. No one else had ever been able to find me, but now Mills had done it twice. If he was here, the only move I had left might be to run.

But I was so close! I couldn’t just leave. Especially not if the FBI was moving in on Lewisville—the last two times they’d come hunting Withered, they’d gone way overboard, filling the city with cops and SWAT and soldiers and guns, and it had ended poorly both times. If Rain and her army of monsters were really starting a shadow war, a huge government response could bring it out into the daylight.

The SUV drove away, and almost instantly I heard Margo calling my name: “Robert!” I ignored her and ran through the halls to the front door; I had to see which way Mills turned when he left the mortuary. He’d obviously already spoken to the local police—he had their crime-scene photos and a local search warrant. That meant that he had three obvious leads to follow up on next if he wanted to find me: Kathy Schrenk, Luke Minaker, and Crabtree Jones. The three Withered victims. If he turned right, he was headed to the highway, out to Crabtree; if he turned left he was headed to one of the other two. The only other people who’d seen me were the men at the bar and Jasmyn’s friends, and Mills had no way to link them to me. I got to the front door with seconds to spare and watched as Mills turned left, into the center of town.

“Robert!” said Margo, shuffling up behind me. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”

“Thank you for covering for me. I’m leaving now.”

“That man had a picture of you,” she said. Jasmyn stood next to her. “Did you light that fire?”

“I did not.” I watched Mills’s car drive away, disappearing out of sight behind a row of houses. I looked at Margo. “Yes, he was looking for me, but no I didn’t do anything he said I did.”

“What did you do?”

“You’re better off not knowing.”

“Which one is your real name?” asked Jasmyn.

I looked at her, terrified of telling the truth.…

 … But I couldn’t bring myself to lie to her. “John.” That one word had the power to unravel everything I’d worked for, if she wanted to.

Her voice was quiet. “Did you hurt somebody, John?”

I stared back for far too long before I answered. “No one who didn’t deserve it.”

Margo started to talk, but I cut her off. “You won’t see me again. And you should probably get out of town.”

“I have a funeral to take care of,” said Margo.

“The man you just met is … well, not a bad man, but like a bad omen.” I tried to find the right words to make her believe me—which meant it couldn’t be the whole truth, but it had to be a version of it. “Let me put it this way: there’s a group in Lewisville. Think of it like a cartel, though this is not about drugs. Agent Harris is hunting that group, and that group does not like to be hunted. There will be trouble, and please understand that while that word is one hundred percent accurate in meaning, it’s maybe only two percent accurate in scale. Many, many people will get hurt, and I don’t want you to be one of them. You’re good people.”

“You’re going to do something stupid,” said Margo. “I can see it in your eyes, and I know what trouble-eyes look like.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Eventually. First things first: I’m doing exactly what I told you to do. I’m disappearing.”

I pushed open the door, and my backpack chimed as I walked away.


 

CHAPTER 12

Mills would be going one of two places: the Schrenk family or the Minaker family. Which one? I didn’t know much about Mills, but I knew he was smart—smart enough to deduce that one of the Withered was already dead. He’d found the soulstuff and connected it to the fire, so he could guess that the dead Withered was the fire one. Plus we’d had another drowning, so he’d know that the drowner was still active. He’d want to talk to the first drowning victim’s family, so Schrenk it was.

I should run, I told myself. I should head straight to the highway and get out of town, waiting until the heat cools off before sticking my nose back into the middle of Lewisville. That would be the smart thing to do.

But then people might die, and I can’t let that happen. Not if I’m here to do something about it.

I turned left and followed Mills into town.

Kathy Schrenk’s house was empty and maybe even sold, but her sister Carol was still around and the closest family Kathy had. Carol only lived about a mile away from the mortuary, by a hill, and the Lewisville canal made the road to get there much longer than that. If I cut through some yards and jumped a few fences, I could be there before Mills could. I started running, strapping my backpack tightly and buckling the waist belt to keep it from flopping up and down as I ran. I tried to keep the overhead view in my mind as I ran, remembering which streets and cross streets went where, and circumventing almost all of them by vaulting my way through yards and gardens. I reached the canal and stashed my backpack by a culvert—I could come back for it later—and then dove in, swimming across and trying not to think about what might be in the water. On the far side I got lost in a maze of identical suburban houses, but only for a few minutes. I found Carol Schrenk’s house just as Agent Mills knocked on the door, and I watched from the edge of a fence at the corner of the road as Carol let him in.

I waited until I was sure he wouldn’t see me, then slipped across the street and crept up to the house. I found an open window, half filled with a whirring swamp cooler, and stood beneath it and listened.

“… what I’ll do,” said Carol. “Kathy was all I had.”

“I’m very sorry for your loss,” said Agent Mills. “I’ve heard great things about her.”

“What is today?” she asked. “Monday? Kathy used to come over every Monday night. We’d knit together. I was working on an afghan, but now I guess there’s no point finishing it.”

“Was it for Kathy?”

“It wasn’t really for anybody. I suppose there’s got to be somebody around the neighborhood who might want it, but I suppose none of them would miss it, either, if I never got it done.”

“Ms. Schrenk, can I show you a picture? I’m wondering if you might have seen this boy anywhere. The police say he has a job working at the funeral home.”

Crap. So he knew Margo and Jasmyn were lying.

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Carol. “I don’t want to get involved in any trouble.”

“He’s not in trouble, ma’am, he’s missing.”

I shook my head, marveling at Mills’s ability to pick up so quickly on what made Carol tick. She didn’t want to say anything—it was even possible that Margo had already called, warning her to stay quiet—but once Mills presented me as a missing person instead of a fugitive, it pushed all of her I’m-so-lonely buttons. He dropped a kicker at the end, just to make sure. “His sister is searching everywhere for him. Their mother passed away a few years ago, and he’s all she has left.”

“That’s terrible,” said Carol. “Are they from Lewisville?”

“They’re not,” said Mills, “but we have strong evidence that he might be here now. At the funeral home, like I said. Did you happen to see him at your sister’s funeral?”

“I think so,” said Carol. “In fact, now that I think about it, I’m certain he was at my Kathy’s funeral. He stood in the back with Jasmyn, and then again at the graveside service.”

“With Jasmyn?” he asked. So now he was even more certain that Jasmyn had lied. “Is he dating her?”

Why did everyone think I was dating her?

“He’d be foolish not to,” said Carol. “She’s such a sweet girl, and so lovely.”

“Do you know Jasmyn Shahi well?”

“Only through Kathy. Kathy worked at the mortuary, you know, and sometimes I’d visit her and talk to the other employees. Jasmyn is quiet, but she’s a darling.”

“Do you happen to know where she lives?” asked Agent Mills. “I’d love to talk to her.”

“I’m afraid I only talked to her a few times, and only in passing. I don’t talk to people easily, and she’s so young. What am I going to say to a young girl like that?”

“Who do you talk to?”

“Now that Kathy’s passed away? No one.”

It occurred to me, listening to Carol Schrenk talk, that she was even lonelier than her sister. At least Kathy had had a job, and friends, and things to do; Carol had nothing. I’d theorized that Rain was killing lonely people, but if that was true then she’d gotten the wrong sister. And Shelley Jones, as well—at least Crabtree, hated as he was, saw people. He’d come into town to go shopping and whatever else he did. Shelley had never gone anywhere. Was Rain killing the families of lonely people, instead of the lonely people themselves? Was she trying to make them lonelier? Who was she trying to hurt by killing me?

“Do you have any of Kathy’s belongings?” asked Mills. “Perhaps a calendar or day planner or something? A cell phone?”

“I have a few things,” said Carol. “Will a box of photos help?”

“Ideally I need something with notes in it,” said Mills, “maybe an address book? A … Rolodex? I don’t know, anything that might have names or phones numbers.”

“She kept a planner,” said Carol, “but it was in her house, and the bank is taking care of that. The estate and everything.”

“Do you have access to it?”

“I’ve never asked,” said Carol. “It would only make me sad to go through her things like that.”

Mills grumbled, a low sigh that was half growl. “Can you give me the name of the bank? And I guess we may as well look at those photos, then, if that’s all you’ve got.”

“I’ve got them right here,” said Carol, and I heard her chair creak as she rose to her feet and shuffled slowly across the floor. The photos would be useless—he was just being nice at this point—but sooner or later he’d find something, and through it he’d find me. The bank would give him Kathy’s things, or he’d push harder on Jasmyn and get her to give up some info. I didn’t want to leave town, but maybe I had to. With the full weight of the FBI behind him, how could Mills not find me?

“Who’s this?” asked Mills. “This girl standing next to Jasmyn?”

“One of her little friends from college,” said Carol. “I forget her name, because it’s so hard to spell. Something with an exclamation point.”

This just kept getting worse.

“An exclamation point in her name?”

“Replacing one of the ‘i’s,” said Carol. “L!sa? El!sa? Al!cia, that’s what it is. Kids these days.”

“Tell me about it,” said Mills.

If he could find Al!sha, then he could find Parker, and eventually he’d find where I was staying. They wouldn’t cover for me like Jasmyn had—they’d spill everything, and eagerly, especially if they thought they were protecting their friend from some dangerous drifter she’d gotten messed up with. I had to leave.

I didn’t wait for Mills to finish his conversation with Carol. I jumped the back fence into the neighbor’s yard, went to the culvert to retrieve my backpack, and then walked toward the edge of town. The highway to the Crabtree Junkyard went west, so I went east. I could come back later, when the hunt had died down.

In the Midwest, a town like this would trickle out slowly, surrounded by farmland or ranchland or some other business trying to make use of the prairie. Arizona has no prairie to make use of, so when the city ended it ended abruptly: the houses stopped, and the desert started, and the road wound slowly toward the red-rock canyons. I walked out a good half hour, curving around a couple of low hills, and then stood in the shade of a saguaro cactus trying to thumb a ride. Nobody stopped. I pulled a ball cap from my backpack and pulled it low over my eyes, trying to protect my head from the sun, and wished that I’d brought some water with me.

The truck I’d rode in on when I’d first come to Lewisville had passed a couple of restaurants and a gas station a few miles outside of town, at the mouth of one of the canyon trailheads, so I started walking again, thinking I could hitch a ride more easily out there. I made the trip in about an hour, and drank water ravenously from the faucet in the bathroom sink. A few people stopped for gas, but they were all just on day trips out from Lewisville, here to go hiking and then head home again. Useless to me as transportation. I hung around for as long as I dared, and when the clerks got too suspicious, I headed out again, going east across the desert. If I didn’t manage to catch a ride by nightfall … well, it wouldn’t be the first time I’d slept outside. The road rejoined the canal, or some other canal that fed into or out of it, and I walked for a time in the shade of the trees that grew along the banks.

Twilight was just starting to fall when I saw a girl in the shadows ahead.

She was moving oddly, almost furtively, like she was a wild animal sniffing for predators on the wind. Or prey. She wore a skirt and some kind of a blouse, and as I drew closer I saw that it was ragged. Almost instantly I recognized her: the homeless girl from the viewing. Run from Rain. It wasn’t a skirt and blouse but an old A-line dress, so out of fashion even I could tell it was strange. Her hair was wild and tangled, and her feet were bare.

She looked up suddenly and stared at me from thirty yards away. I stopped walking and held myself motionless. She cocked her head and swayed softly, never taking her eyes off of me.

“Hello,” I called out. “Do you remember me?” She’d asked me before if I knew her, or if she knew me. I couldn’t remember exactly. When she saw me now, would she remember me from the viewing? Or would she remember whoever she thought I was?

She didn’t say anything.

I walked a little closer.

“I was at the viewing,” I said. “Kathy Schrenk. Did you know her or did you just walk in?”

She sniffed again, three quick breaths through her nose. I stopped walking, and she circled me warily. She looked like she was thirty or so, weathered by the elements but not as much as I’d expected. How long had she been homeless? And why was she out here, so far from the city?

“Are you okay?” I asked. “What’s your name?”

She opened her mouth and hissed.

The woman I’d met at the viewing had been bedraggled but lucid—she’d looked uncomfortable in the room, but not scared by it. Our conversation had been short and confusing, but it had been intelligible. She’d been smart and alert and human. This woman seemed completely feral.

“Are you okay?” I asked again. “When’s the last time you ate?” Had she been out here alone in the desert this whole time? Did she have heat exhaustion, or maybe even heat stroke? What had happened to her mind?

She continued to circle me, moving out onto the highway as if the barrier between dirt and road meant nothing to her. I shrugged my backpack off of one shoulder and she froze, watching me cautiously, though I couldn’t tell if she was getting ready to run or attack. I slowly opened the zipper on my backpack and rooted inside of it for a pack of fruit leather. I still had a little left from my last time on the road, the bag carefully folded around the few strips that remained. When I pulled it out she sniffed again, so like an animal I couldn’t help but frown and take a step backward. Who was she? What was she? And what had happened to her?

Her eyes fixed on the bag of fruit leather and she stepped forward, keeping her knees bent and her posture low. I unfolded the well-worn bag and pulled out a piece and held it out to her as far as my arm would reach. “I don’t have any water, but if you need food you can have it.” She took a few more steps, until her outstretched arm could just reach mine, and snatched the fruit leather from my hand. She smelled it, but kept her eyes on me. She didn’t eat it.

Is this what Rain did to the minds she controlled? Use them so much they got completely used up? Is this what Simon Jacob Watts could look forward to, after years or months or even just days of mind control? An atrophied brain that couldn’t control itself without a powerful Withered intelligence guiding its every move?

I pulled another piece of leather from the bag. “It’s food,” I said. “You eat it. Go ahead.” I gestured toward her, and her eyes darted back and forth between me and the leather. “Look, like this.” I put the fruit leather in my mouth, trying to tear off a piece to show her, when suddenly she lunged, howling like a cat and snarling in a vicious grin that showed off every filthy jagged tooth. I stumbled back but she was already on me, clawing at my hands and mouth with her chipped fingernails, snapping her teeth and hissing, clutching at the leather and the bag of fruit leather with terrifying ferocity. I let go of both, just trying to stop her from biting me, shouting at her to stop while her nails dug deep, bloody grooves in my arms. Suddenly she lit up, like a bright light was shining on her, and she looked up with that same animal alertness. A truck was coming toward us on the highway. She let go of me and sprinted toward the canal, disappearing into the trees and undergrowth. I clambered back to my feet, keeping my eyes on the bushes, and frantically motioned for the truck to stop. I was standing in the middle of the road, so it did. The driver rolled down the passenger window.

“I need to get out of here,” I said, still watching the bushes. “She just attacked me.” I picked up my backpack from where it had fallen in the scuffle. “I don’t care where you’re going. Just let me ride in the back, I just need to get out of here.”

“Oh come on, John, as long as we’ve known each other? You can ride up front with me.”

I turned slowly, already recognizing the voice. He sat in the driver’s seat looking far too pleased with himself.

“Agent Mills.”

“Didn’t you hear?” he said. “It’s Agent Harris now.”

“How’d you find me?”

“I’m a psychological profiler, John, give me some credit. You knew I was looking for you, and you knew what would happen when I found you. Obviously you’d run the first chance you got, and there’s only one major highway in and out of town, and the west route goes toward a key crime scene. This is the road you’d be least likely to accidentally be seen on, so this is the road I looked on.”

“I don’t like being predictable.”

“You’re not going to like anything that happens over the next few days,” said Mills. “May as well get used to it now.”

“I could run.”

“Do it: I have a stun gun which I am practically giddy to try out.”

I sighed. I was exhausted and scared and hopped up on adrenaline, not to mention bleeding from who knew how many gashes in my forearms. “Do you have water?”

“And curly fries,” said Mills. “I stopped at that gas station a ways back to ask if anyone had seen you.”

I laughed drily. “Barbecue sauce?”

“Ranch.”

“Philistine.” I looked back at the bushes. Who was she? How did she fit into all this?

She’d tried to kill me, and, for all I knew, eat me. It was too much.

“All right,” I said, and opened the door. “Whatever cell you throw me into, make sure it has a bed. I haven’t slept in days.”

“Only the finest for my favorite fugitive,” said Mills. I got in and closed the door, and he turned the SUV around in a slow, three-point turn. “Back to Lewisville first, though. We have unfinished business.”


 

CHAPTER 13

I lay back in the passenger seat, too exhausted to run anymore. The air conditioner was going full blast, and I reached out and turned it off.

“Are you crazy?” asked Mills. “It’s like a million degrees out there.”

“I know,” I said, closing my eyes. “I just came in from it. Let me adjust a little before you freeze me to death.”

“Have some water,” he said, and nodded toward a pair of plastic water bottles in the cup holders. One was still sealed, so I twisted off the cap and drank eagerly. “Who was the girl?”

“You saw her?”

“Of course I saw her, did you think she was a mirage?”

I held up my lacerated arms, which were starting to sting so badly it felt like they were burning. “You know, I’d wondered where these wounds came from. This all makes so much sense now.”

“Is she another victim?”

I opened one eye and looked at him. “You know that too?”

“Who else would you be fighting with in the middle of nowhere?”

I opened my other eye and sat up straight. “So wait. If you knew she was part of the case, why didn’t you stop and try to find her?”

“Operational priorities,” said Mills. “Find and retrieve John Cleaver, above all else.”

“I can’t be that important.”

“I don’t know. How many people have you killed?”

“People or Withered?”

“How about people you thought were Withered?”

“Everyone I’ve ever killed has dissolved into sludge,” I said. “So I’m either innocent or I’m deeply psychotic.”

“Already laying the grounds for an insanity plea,” Mills said, and sniffed away a fake tear. “They grow up so fast.”

“I’m serious,” I said. “You know that I don’t hurt actual people.” I paused, then shook my head. “Obviously not counting Nathan, but that was self-defense.”

“On purpose,” said Mills.

“What? I told you before, it was self-defense.”

“I’m not talking about Nathan,” said Mills. “Screw that guy. Nobody at the bureau liked him anyway. I’m just saying you don’t hurt people on purpose.”

“So now you think I accidentally murdered somebody?”

“I think that Brooke Watson will spend the rest of her life in mental care.”

“That’s not my fault.”

“Not directly,” said Mills. “Those dead kids in Dillon weren’t directly your fault, either. And neither was Fort Bruce. And neither was Marci or your mom.”

“Let me out,” I said, unbuckling my belt in the speeding SUV. “I’d rather take my chances with the stun gun.”

“I know that was a low blow,” said Mills, “and I’m sorry, but that’s the reality.”

“I said let me out.”

“You’re dangerous.”

“I was trying to save people,” I said. “I did save people.”

“Only indirectly.”

“That doesn’t count?”

“Why should the indirect good things count when you don’t want to count the indirect bad ones?”

I glowered but sank back in my chair. My actions, in killing the Withered, had stopped those Withered from killing anybody else, and that was good; it had saved lives. But that single-minded crusade had also endangered a lot of people and left some of them dead. The math worked out in my favor—a couple of dead bystanders versus a thousand future victims—but did that really matter? Did that really make it okay? At the end of the day, people were still dead because of me.

“I’m not trying to hurt you,” said Mills.

“Well that makes it all okay then.”

“Society cannot function the way you seem to want it to,” said Mills. “We have rules and procedures and balances, and when monsters need to be killed—because monsters are totally real, and sometimes they totally need to be killed—we have people in place to kill them. We have police and detectives and militaries and intelligence agencies, and governments and laws to control their use.”

“And before I came along,” I said, “none of those things were remotely effective against the monsters.”

“I realize that.”

“Agent Ostler said that in the entire history of the FBI they’d never actually killed one. I killed one last week, and he wasn’t even the one I was looking for.”

“Being good at something you’re not supposed to do does not make it a good thing to do.”

“You sound like my mother.”

“Well, somebody needs to.”

“Are you seriously saying that it’s better to let the Withered prey on the human race than to break a few rules in order to stop them?”

“I’m saying that you can work within the rules and get the same results.”

“We tried that before,” I said. “We got Fort Bruce. What was the final death count?”

“You’re just as bad as they are,” said Mills loudly. “There, you made me say it. Are you happy now? Does that clear this up for you? You’re running around, loose and unsupervised, leaving death and madness and chaos in your path, and the United States government cannot allow that to happen. Stopping that from happening is, in fact, our entire job. And it doesn’t matter if you have an excuse, or if you’re being effective, or if you’re the lesser of two evils. You’re still one of the evils.” He paused, watching the road ahead. “I didn’t even come to Lewisville looking for you, I was investigating a statistically significant occurrence of mysterious deaths. I was looking for monsters, and I found you. And that should tell you something.”

“They’re raising an army,” I said.

“That’s what you told us before.”

“They’re going to start a war.”

“You said that before, too.”

“And I was right,” I said. “And you know I was.”

“That war has come and gone,” said Mills. “You took out Rack, and you took out his stragglers, and whatever tiny scattering of Withered is left is not capable of mounting a war.”

“You haven’t met them yet.”

“Who could possibly be left?” asked Mills. “Rack recruited all the useful ones, or at least most of them. He never got Mr. Burns, but now you’ve taken care of him, so who’s left?”

“‘Mr. Burns?’”

“The fire guy,” said Mills. “Bureau nickname.”

“That’s a little on-the-nose.”

“They can’t all be the Son of Sam,” said Mills. “Sometimes you have cool names, and sometimes you have Mr. Burns.”

“So, what’s your plan?” I asked. “Bring in another army, like you did in Dillon?”

“And what’s your response?” asked Mills. “Tell us that’s too dangerous because of a mind controller?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, dammit, but that’s … not…”

“Great,” said Mills, “another mind-control monster.”

“It’s not the same one.”

“It’s not any one,” said Mills. “The Withered in Dillon wasn’t a mind controller, it was like a big crazy yeti thing.”

“So, I was wrong,” I said. “I still got her, and I’m still right about this one. That feral woman you didn’t want to look for was one of her victims—her mind was so broken by control that’s she’s barely even sentient anymore.”

“And naturally you have no proof of this.”

“It’s my current theory,” I said. “So far it seems to be holding up.”

“That’s not a theory,” said Mills, “that’s a hunch. You’d know the difference if you’d ever, you know, gone through formal investigative training, or really any schooling whatsoever, past tenth grade.”

“I was attacked,” I said. “A man raving about someone he called the Dark Lady—he said she was forcing him to kill me, and he didn’t want to do it, but there was nothing he could do about it.”

“Coercion is not mind control.”

“This was not coercion.”

“Is that another hunch?”

“He tried to drown me!” I shouted. “Just like he or someone else drowned Kathy Schrenk and Crabtree Jones. Maybe it was that woman back there, maybe it was someone else, but something in this town is messing with people’s heads.”

“And you think it’s this ‘Dark Lady.’”

“It’s obviously the Dark Lady,” I said, “and that’s obviously…” I stopped.

“It’s obviously what?”

“I’m sorry,” I said, “I just remembered that I’m a prisoner, not a fellow agent.”

“Don’t be a pill about this.”

“You don’t want my help anyway,” I said, “I never had any formal investigative training.”

“Is that what this is? I hurt your pride?”

“Not as much as I apparently hurt yours. Sorry to be so much better at your job than you are.”

“You can still tell me what you know.”

“In exchange for a lighter sentence?” I asked. “Isn’t that how this works?”

“John…”

“I’ve missed the last few seasons of CSI: Demonhunters, but I’m pretty sure I get to talk to a lawyer.”

“And here we go,” he sighed.

“Do you have supernatural lawyers?” I asked. “With supernatural lawyering powers? Maybe a Withered who gave up the ability to tell the truth, and now he can force other people to be truthful on the witness stand—”

“Brooke is doing well,” said Mills.

I stopped. “What?”

“Brooke is doing well,” he said. “She’s in an institution, under twenty-four-hour care, and she has her family, and they’re all making headway.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you’ve gone into smartass mode, and I’m sick of arguing with you,” he said. “We’re going back to my motel, we’re going to rendezvous with the rest of my team, and then we’re going home to DC. You’ll be debriefed, you’ll be arraigned, and you’ll be imprisoned—all in private meetings, of course; this is top secret. And Brooke is going to want to see you, and you’re probably going to want to see her, but we’re not going to let you, and we’re not even going to tell anyone we found you. So, I’m telling you now, as the one beacon of light in this whole disgusting mess, that Brooke is doing well. The therapy is working, and the meds as well, and she’ll be okay. It’ll be a slow road, but it’ll happen.”

I looked out the window, all the fight gone out of me. “Thank you.”

“You made the right decision to bring her home,” said Mills. “Whatever else you’ve done, you did that right.”

I nodded. The adrenaline drained away, and I felt empty and exhausted again. I closed my eyes. “What about…” I stopped myself. I’d almost said “Marci,” but I knew what the answer would be. If Brooke was making headway in her therapy, that meant her other personalities were going away. Marci was disappearing, day by day and pill by pill, like a sandstone boulder at the edge of the sea.

“What about who?” he asked.

“Boy Dog,” I said instead. “You said you’d take care of him.”

“And I have. He’s in a kennel, waiting for you to come back.”

“They won’t let me see him.”

Mills drove in silence for a moment before answering. “No, they won’t.”

It was full dark now, and Lewisville glowed like an ember on the far side of the low desert hills, lighting the sky long before we could see the city itself. I watched the streetlights appear one by one as we rounded the final turn, the small city unfolding like a pocket of stars. We drove through the streets, to a side of town I didn’t know well, and pulled into the parking lot of something called the Moonbeam Motel.

Mills stopped the car in the middle of the parking lot—not parking but just … stopping.

“Mills?”

He was staring at something, his eyes narrowed and suspicious; I followed his sight line and saw one of the ground floor doors hanging open. Was that his room? Or was something else the problem?

He kept the car in drive, not even engaging the parking brake, and pulled out his cell phone. He held it to his ear, but shook his head.

“He’s not picking up.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Hang on.” He ended the call and tapped in another number, and held the phone to his ear again. I looked out the window, not at the open door but at everything else. Most of the area was lit up, but parts of the periphery were cloaked in shadow. I thought I saw a figure by the fence, but it might have just been a tree branch moving in the wind.

“Hey, Sutton?” asked Mills into his phone. “Do you know where Murray is? He’s not answering his phone.”

The car was stopped. I wasn’t even buckled.

I saw movement in the shadows again; definitely a person. Whoever it was, was swaying back and forth, so much like the homeless woman had been swaying by the canal that I couldn’t help but wonder, just for a second, if it was her. But it couldn’t be; we’d traveled too fast.

“The door to my room is hanging open,” said Mills into the phone. “It’s probably just a mistake, like the housekeeper forgot to pull it closed after she was done, but it’s tripping my Spidey-sense, and I can’t get hold of Murray, and this whole thing is freaking me out.”

I opened the car door, and Mills shouted into the phone.

“Now John’s leaving—John! Come back here! Sutton, get over here, he’s getting away!”

Mills revved the engine, jerking the SUV forward, but I jumped out and managed to land without losing my balance. He swore again, slamming on the brakes and throwing the vehicle into park. I walked toward the figure in the shadows, and I could hear whoever it was in the gaps between Mills’s angry shouts behind me; the figure was muttering something, over and over:

“Stay here. Stay here.”

Mills grabbed me from behind, and I felt a cold metal handcuff slam down onto my wrist. “I said stay in the car!”

“Shh.” I didn’t pull away from him, just put my free hand to my lips, and then pointed at the swaying, muttering man.

“He’s a junkie,” said Mills.

“Listen,” I whispered.

“Stay here,” the man repeated. “Stay here. The Dark Lady says to stay here.”

Mills had his stun gun out before I even knew he was reaching for it. “What’s going on here?” he whispered.

“I have no idea,” I whispered back.

“Is that the man who attacked you?”

I crept forward, pulling on the handcuff around my right wrist; Mills kept a firm grip on it, but let me lead. I drew closer and recognized the mysterious figure’s coat. I nodded, signaling Mills, and then raised my voice just enough to carry.

“Simon Watts?”

The man in the shadows looked up.

“Simon Watts?” I asked. “Can you tell me what happened here?”

“I don’t have to talk to you,” he said, once again rocking back and forth. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

“Who is the Dark Lady?” I asked.

Watts shook his head. “Everyone.”

Mills grunted, then called out a question of his own: “What did the Dark Lady tell you to do?”

“Stay here.”

“I mean before that,” said Mills. “What did you do in my motel room?”

“Nothing nothing nothing nothing nothing nothing—”

I took another step forward. “Simon,” I said. “Do you recognize me?”

He turned toward us again, leaning forward to get a closer look. He studied my face, and then his eyes opened wide, and then he screamed at the top of his lungs.

Mills fired his Taser, and Watts dropped to the ground, twitching.

“I’m going to need my handcuffs back now,” said Mills, but he didn’t actually take them from me. We stared at the body for a moment before he spoke again. “Are you going to run away from me, John?”

“You know me so well.” I said, “You tell me.”

“An ancient supernatural monster forced this man to do something to my room,” said Mills. “You want to see what it was as much as I do. So no, you won’t.”

I stared at him, then looked at Watts’s unconscious body. After a moment, I looked back toward the row of motel doors.

“I reserve the right to run away later.”

“And I reserve the right to shoot you when you do.”

I nodded and reached out my hand. “Allies until then.”

“Don’t put it that way,” said Mills. “It makes me sound stupid.”

“That ship has sailed.”

He frowned but shook my hand and holstered his stun gun. He took the cuff off my wrist and put it around Simon’s, and then we dragged his unconscious body to the fence and cuffed him to a thick metal post. Once he was secure, Mills drew his real gun.

“Stay behind me,” he whispered, and I dropped back half a step as we walked carefully toward the open motel room. We could smell the blood before we even reached the door.

Mills pushed the door open with one hand, keeping his gun up and ready in the other, but then we saw the inside of the room and all formality disappeared.

“Agent Fletcher Murray,” Mills whispered.

The body of a black-suited man was laid out on the floor of the room, surrounded by a pool of blood that soaked into the carpet and filled the air with a thick, noxious aroma. The man’s chest had been cut open, just like the Y incision of an autopsy corpse, with the sternum cracked and the ribs folded out like an old cathedral triptych. The arms had been severed at the shoulders and stuck into the chest cavity, wedged between the organs so that they stood upright and seemed to be reaching toward the ceiling. Even the fingers were carefully arranged, frozen in rigor mortis as if they were trying to catch hold of something distant and ephemeral. The man’s shoes were off, and something glimmered wetly against the soles of his feet. I moved to get a better view and saw that it was the man’s eyeballs, removed from his head and fastened somehow to the tender skin in the arches above his heels.

“What does it mean?” asked Mills.

“It means the Dark Lady’s not playing around anymore,” I said.

“Of course,” said Mills, “but look at it. It means something. It’s not just a message, it’s … art. Even the blood pool on the carpet looks shaped.”

I knew what he meant. The body seemed to be … written, almost, as if we were reading an ancient glyph in a language we hadn’t even realized we knew. I felt like I could almost catch the meaning of it, right at the borders of my understanding. Right at the tip of my tongue.

“There’s something in his mouth,” I said.

“Yeah,” said Mills. Neither of us could see it, but we knew it was there. He reached out carefully, holding onto the nearby bed to keep himself from falling forward and disturbing the scene, and reached a fingertip past the dead man’s teeth. He hooked his finger, frowned, and pulled out a small metal ring. “It’s from the shower curtain,” he said.

“Is there something in the shower?” I wondered.

“No,” he said, “it’s the shape that’s important. A circle. A cycle. A … ring, a bracelet, a pit, a hole, a portal, an eye. A wheel.”

“An empty plate,” I said. “An empty egg. An empty … everything. The end of life.”

“Circles have no end,” said Mills.

I nodded, as if everything were more clear than it had ever been before. “Then the killing will go on forever.”


 

CHAPTER 14

Keeping the crime scene clear was the hardest part—they didn’t just need the room analyzed, they needed the corner of the parking lot where we’d left Simon Watts, and all the space in between. Mills and another agent named Rebecca Sutton were working with the local police to collect as much evidence as they could, but guests and tenants kept poking their heads out of the other motel rooms, asking what was going on and were they allowed to leave and who had died and were they in danger and a million other questions. If the police didn’t get to them fast enough they just walked out, right past the crime-scene tape, demanding to know if they were under arrest. Mills and Sutton set the local cops to interviewing them as quickly as possible, getting their IDs and statements on record, while the two agents talked to the motel manager, trying to get contact info for any guests that weren’t in their rooms. I, meanwhile, was unceremoniously handcuffed to a pipe in Agent Sutton’s bathroom. I would have been offended, after promising Mills I wasn’t going to run away, but once again he knew me too well. I’d been lying through my teeth.

The pipe I was chained to ran up through the floor and into the bathroom sink, and it was solid enough that I eventually gave up trying to move or break it. Instead I took stock of my situation, studying as much of the room as I could see. I wasn’t actually in the bathroom, per se, just next to it—the motel room had a tiny tiled room with a toilet and a shower next to a kind of alcove with a sink and a mirror. Next to that was a small, doorless closet, which led out into the main room. If I stretched as far as possible I could just peek around the corner of the wall to see a small desk, a dresser with a flat-screen TV, and beyond that, the door and a curtained window. There were two beds as well, but I couldn’t see more than an inch of each. I knew from when I’d been led in that Agent Sutton had laid out her suitcase on one of the beds, apparently preferring that to putting any clothes in the dresser.

The sink and bathroom, on the other hand, had a few resources I might be able to use. Sutton had cleared out her personal belongings, including a safety razor—I don’t know what they thought I was going to do with a safety razor, but they’d kind of made a point of it, so whatever. Her toothbrush, had she left it, might have been a lot more useful: I might have been able to file it down or break it in half to create a sharp point, not so much to stab someone as to try to pick the lock on the handcuffs. I doubt either would have worked, as I’m not exactly a master thief. I really need to learn how to pick a lock.

Of the objects they did not take away from me, there was little I could use. I had two plastic cups, individually wrapped in thin plastic bags. I had travel-size bottles of shampoo and conditioner, and a small bar of white soap. I had an empty black garbage can, about the size of a fast-food bag; it was pretty flimsy plastic and probably wouldn’t work well as a weapon, but you never knew. Maybe I could snap that into usable, bladelike pieces? Maybe, but I didn’t know how that would help me. Unless I planned to straight-up murder both agents—and somehow managed to kill the first one without alerting the second—hurting them in any way would only make my life harder, not easier. And I didn’t want to kill them, anyway. They were only doing what they thought was right.

What did I want? I could try to leave Lewisville again, but where would I go? More importantly, I didn’t think I wanted to leave anymore. Yes, I’d decided to leave before, but then Mills had found me and told me that he’d known I would run, and I didn’t like that. It made me feel dirty, to think that I had a reputation for running away from problems. Sure, I was running from the FBI and half a dozen other agencies and groups that wanted me, but I didn’t think of myself as a runner. I fixed things, didn’t I? I made things better, no matter how much it hurt me in the process. And yet here I was, the guy who runs away from stuff. I didn’t want to be the guy who runs away from stuff.

But I didn’t exactly want to be the guy who lives forever in top-secret government custody, either. There had to be a middle ground. “The guy who slips away from the feds but sticks around to stop the Withered” felt like a good thing to be, but I had no idea how to actually pull it off. I didn’t even know where the Dark Lady was, let alone how to kill her. And who knew how many other Withered she’d managed to gather. Assu couldn’t be the only one.

Thinking about other Withered reminded me of the feral woman out in the desert, and at that thought my arm seemed to throb again, and I realized I’d never cleaned the wounds. Soap and water were the only things I had, but in this case that was exactly what I needed. I ran the tap until it was just shy of being too hot to touch, and then stuck my right arm in it and winced at the pain. My left arm, cuffed to the pipe, was too far to reach, but I eventually managed to wash the long, bloody scratches on both arms by soaking the one and then crouching so I could rub both arms together. It took a while, and I got pretty soaked, but at least I was reasonably certain I wasn’t going to get an infection. I turned off the water and sat on the floor, blowing out a long, exhausted sigh, and watched a cockroach scuttle across the linoleum in front of me. Okay, so maybe I still wasn’t super clean. At least I felt a little more clearheaded.

I didn’t squish the cockroach; most people would have, but I had a rule. No harming living things, even if those living things were roaches. Sorry if that’s gross. We all do what we must to survive.

I stretched myself out to full length again, looking into the main room, hoping I’d see something I missed. The desk had a phone, but it was a few feet out of reach, and who would I call, anyway? The police were already here, and they weren’t on my side, and I didn’t know anybody else’s phone number. Maybe if I could reach the lamp I could use that as a weapon, but again: what would be the point? I needed to escape, not hurt anyone. I looked at the rest of the items on the desk: a little binder with hotel info; a plastic card explaining how to use the pay-per-view; a notebook and a pen; a coffee maker—

—wait. A pen. The first thing I’d seen that I might be able to use to pick the lock on my handcuffs. But the desk was still out of reach. I stretched again, reaching my arm as far as I could, grinding my face into the wall to gain even one more inch of distance, but it didn’t work. My arm wasn’t long enough … but my leg was. I looked around for the cockroach, didn’t see it anywhere, and laid down on the ground, stretching my legs toward the desk. I was just able to hook my foot around the nearest table leg, and pulled it toward me, praying that it wasn’t nailed down or stuck to the wall. It came about a foot toward me until something stopped it—probably the cord from the phone or the lamp or the coffee maker, or maybe even all three. I managed to get both of my feet around it now, locking it between my ankles, and pulled it toward me with all of my strength. It gave abruptly, flying toward me as whatever had been holding it back suddenly broke or came loose; the lamp fell backwards off the far side, crashing against the floor and shattering the bulb.

I had to be fast. I climbed to my feet, grabbed the pen off the desk, and began picking it apart to get at the useful bits inside. It was a clicky pen, which meant it had a spring and various little plastic pieces; the spring was too soft to work, and the plastic too thick or too short. I stared at all the pieces for a second, then dropped the outer casing on the floor and stomped on it, over and over, until I managed to break it. It came apart in jagged, pen-length shards, and with my teeth and fingernails I managed to carve one of these down into a shape slim and pointy enough to fit into the keyhole on the cuffs. I probed the lock carefully, trying to feel it out, wishing I knew more about it. People in movies picked handcuff locks all the time—was it really possible or was that just a Hollywood thing? I felt resistance in several places, but couldn’t get any of the inner mechanisms to move.

The motel room door rattled; someone was coming in. I shoved my makeshift lock pick into the waistband of my pants and started fiddling with the broken pen bits instead; there was no way to hide what I’d done, and whoever was coming in would obviously take away my tools, but if I focused on the wrong tools maybe they would, too.

Agent Mills was talking as he came into the room:

“… call headquarters again and request—oh, for crying out loud. John? What the hell are you doing?”

“Don’t come back here,” I said calmly, “it’s a surprise.”

One of the agents pulled the desk away from the entrance to my alcove, and then Sutton stepped around with her gun aimed straight for my center of mass. “Drop it.”

“I just said don’t come back here,” I told her. “At least Mills listens to me.”

“He’s trying to pick the lock with a pen case,” said Sutton loudly, and then she motioned toward me with the gun. “I said drop it!”

“Put it down, John,” said Mills from around the corner; the entry was too small for both of them to stand in. “You can’t pick handcuffs with a pen case.”

I kept working on the lock, though the fragment in my hand was too big to actually accomplish anything. “She can’t shoot me, I’m too important.”

“Ugh,” said Sutton, “I hate him already.”

“Use your Taser,” said Mills. Sutton smiled, holstered her weapon, and pulled out her stun gun instead.

I stopped working. “Are you really going to tase me?”

“Are you really going to let me?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Let you or make you?”

“It’s definitely ‘let,’” said Sutton. “I’m in a really pissy mood, and I would absolutely love to pull this trigger.”

I paused, then put up my hands. “What is it with you guys and stun guns?”

“Good choice,” she said. “Now put all those pen pieces in the garbage can and, while you’re at it, all that stuff on the counter, too. Then hand the can to me.”

I scraped up the broken pen bits, feeling the hidden fragment bite into my waist as I moved, and put them in the garbage can, then stood up and dropped in the plastic cups as well. I put my hand over the soap and stopped, looking back at her with a question: “Can I keep the soap?”

“You can’t keep anything you actually want,” said Sutton.

“I hate soap.”

“Put it in the can.”

I rolled my eyes. “You feds get so uptight when one of your friends is gruesomely murdered, geez.” I dropped the soap in the can, made a big show about looking for anything else, and then handed the whole thing to her. She took it carefully, keeping the stun gun trained on me with her other hand. I held up my hands to show her I had nothing left, and she shook her head. Whatever patience she had left, I’d worn it out.

Why did I always do that?

“You can’t pick handcuffs with a pen anyway,” said Mills. “You need a bobby pin.”

“Hey, can I borrow a bobby pin?”

“Can I shock him?” asked Sutton.

“Just ignore him,” said Mills. “He’s just trying to get under your skin.”

“Please don’t say it that way,” said Sutton.

“Sorry,” said Mills, “I wasn’t thinking.”

Sutton walked out of my field of view, and I thought about the dead agent just a few doors down, in the other room. I softened my voice. “Did you know him very well?”

“Don’t talk,” said Sutton.

“Agent Murray,” I said. “I’m very sorry. He seemed … well I guess I never met him. But I’m sure he was … nice?”

“Is this you being sensitive?” asked Mills.

I smiled, though no one could see me. “Yeah, I kind of suck at it.”

“Why are we talking to him?” asked Sutton.

“Because he’s been here longer than we have,” said Mills, “and he’s really kind of terrifyingly good at our job.”

“How good?” asked Sutton.

“According to the timeline I’ve pieced together,” said Mills, “he got into town about the same time we did. And while we piddled around and got some clues and whatever, he found and killed a Withered, all on his own.”

Sutton whistled.

I couldn’t help but smile again, even if it wasn’t entirely true.

I heard them sit—a creaking chair and a settling bed—so I pulled out my hidden lock pick and started working again, as quietly as I could. “I’m sorry about your friend,” I said. “Are you going to let me go so I can stop anyone else from being killed along with him?”

“Agent Fletcher Murray was a friend of ours,” said Mills. “I only met him a few weeks ago, but Sutton’s known him for much longer. He was a good agent, and a good man.”

“So, let me go,” I said again.

“What can you tell us about the Dark Lady?” asked Mills.

I sighed. “I take it that’s a no.”

“Sorry,” said Mills.

“Then why should I help you, if I’m just going to get locked up?” I said. “Shouldn’t I get something out of it?”

“You get the knowledge that the killer is stopped,” said Sutton. “If the profile he wrote up on you is correct, that’ll be enough.”

I dug into a new area of the lock, feeling carefully to see if it worked. “Oh, Mills, you wrote a profile on me? That’s sweet.”

“Who’s Mills?” asked Sutton.

“That’s what he calls me,” said Mills.

I stopped, looked up, then shook my head. “I knew you gave me a fake name,” I said. “Agent Sutton, what’s his real one?”

“Why’d you give him a fake name?” asked Sutton.

“Just messing with him,” said Mills.

“You’re both idiots,” said Sutton. “We have an actual adult job here, do you realize that?”

“Let me guess,” I said. “You’re … Max Grit. Wally Washington. Jehoshaphat … Hamsterlicker.”

“Fletcher is dead!” shouted Sutton. “Will someone please start taking this seriously?”

“My name is Sam,” said Mills. The room went silent. “Sam Harris. I didn’t want him to know because that’s his father’s name.”

I felt my face go inert.

“John used to call himself the Son of Sam,” said Mills—or Harris, I guess. “It wasn’t a big thing, it’s not like he was trying to emulate David Berkowitz or anything, he just … he had that connection to his father. And it’s virtually the only connection he has. And names have power, so I figured it was best to just leave mine out of this.”

“They don’t have power over me,” I said, but it was only a whisper. It was shocking to me—embarrassing to me—how profoundly just the mention of my father could affect me. I hadn’t seen him in years, so why did this bother me so much?

Sometimes I think the only way I’ll ever have peace is to just find my father and kill him.

“You should have told me you gave him a fake name,” said Sutton.

“I know,” said Harris, “but I didn’t want to make a big deal of it.”

I got back to work with my plastic lock pick.

“John,” he said, “you can call me whatever you want.”

“I’m good,” I said.

“You ready to talk?”

“I said I’m good,” I repeated. It well after midnight and I still hadn’t slept, but I didn’t want to. I hadn’t been able to solve this on my own, but I always worked better with someone to bounce ideas off of. Max or Marci or Brooke. If I could get them talking and figure this out, maybe I could get the info I needed and then slip out when no one was looking. I took a breath. “Ask your questions.”

“We want to know about the Dark Lady,” said Sutton. “The man in the parking lot, Simon Watts, kept talking about her. It was practically all he could say.”

“He didn’t kill your friend,” I said.

“Oh no?” asked Sutton. “And how do you know that?”

“He wasn’t bloody,” I said. “Anyone who did that much damage to someone would be covered with blood, but he didn’t have a drop on him.”

“He had blood on his shoes,” said Agent Harris. “The rest could have been caught by a smock or a jumpsuit.”

“Did you find one?” I asked. “I assume you’ve checked his car and the garbage and everywhere else?”

“We haven’t found it yet,” said Sutton, “but that doesn’t mean we never will, and that doesn’t mean he’s innocent.”

“Simon Watts tried to drown me a few days ago,” I said. “He may have also drowned Kathy Schrenk. This kind of ritualized corpse is not his MO, and it’s not the Dark Lady’s.”

“So, she told him to stay here to throw us off,” said Agent Harris.

“He’s definitely some kind of a message,” I said. “It just depends on what she knows about who’s chasing her.”

“Well, we know about the Withered,” said Sutton.

“Yes,” I said, still probing at the cuffs, “but does she know that you know? If she thinks you know nothing, then she’s probably trying to hand you an open-and-shut case: blood on his shoes, acting deranged, boom. Another visionary killer locked up, and you all go on your way, and she carries on unmolested.”

“But what are the odds of that?” asked Sutton. “It’s more likely that she knows everything.”

“Everything, everything?” I asked. I found a part of the lock that seemed to move when I levered the shard of pen against it and tested it cautiously. “If she knows about everything, then this is a declaration of war. She can’t be handing us a suspect because she knows that we know that it can’t actually be either of the obvious suspects: it’s not Watts and it’s not the Dark Lady herself.”

“How do we know it’s not the Dark Lady?” asked Agent Harris.

“Because you have me,” I said. “And I know how she and her … thralls, or whatever … actually function. Like I told you—they came after me once already. So, because I am here, I can tell you what I know, and she wouldn’t bother trying to misdirect us after that. Which means she’s calling us out.”

“Like Rack did in Fort Bruce,” said Sutton. “Find the investigators and target them directly.”

“That’s why I asked for backup,” said Agent Harris. “We need all the help we can get.”

“No we don’t,” I said. The mechanism in the lock felt like it would probably work—all I had to do was push on it and it would pop open. Which would probably make an audible click, so I had to wait for the right time. I kept the plastic lock pick in exactly the right place, waiting, and kept talking. “You’re not thinking this through. That was the scenario where we assume she knows everything, but I don’t think she does. I don’t think she knows you have me.”

“Come on,” said Agent Harris, “how could she not know that?”

“Assume she’s done her homework,” I said. “She knows about Rack and Fort Bruce. She obviously knows that I exist because she sent Watts to drown me. And she definitely knows about you because A) the FBI’s been hunting the Withered for decades and B) you’ve been asking about me all over town. If she has even one mind-controlled thrall on the police force, she knows that you’re here and that—this is the key—you and I are not working together. All she saw today was you looking for me and me leaving town. And by the time we got together Agent Murray was already dead. Even if that homeless woman in the desert is one of her thralls and is somehow reporting back to her, a murder like that takes a long time, and whatever message the Dark Lady was trying to send to us was already in place.”

“Yeah,” said Sutton, “I can see where you’re going with this. If the Dark Lady didn’t know we had access to your information, then leaving Watts here to misdirect us is the most plausible scenario. He tells us he did it on her orders, and we have no reason to doubt him. Which means she’s trying to make it look like she did it, which … means she probably didn’t. What?”

“So there’s another Withered,” said Agent Harris. “The Dark Lady is covering for someone else.”

“Exactly,” I said. “But why? Why try to hide that there’s another Withered in Lewisville?”

“Because concealing information is always valuable,” said Sutton. “Why did Jehoshaphat Hamsterlicker here try to hide his real name from you? Deception is valuable for its own sake, especially in a war.”

“First,” I said, “I love you. Second, I don’t think it’s that easy. And even if it is, we shouldn’t be content with an easy answer. Yes, she’s gathering an army, but is she ready to start a war? The only other Withered we know for sure she brought here was Assu, the fire guy, and he’s dead. This … this almost feels like Rain’s trying to throw us off while she gets some more pieces in place.”

“Rain?” asked Agent Harris.

“The Dark Lady,” I said. “That’s her name, or at least a name she’s known by.”

“Why would she try to throw us off by painting a target on herself?” asked Sutton. “There’s no way.”

“But she did,” I said. “And we have to consider that. Profiling a killer isn’t about denying what doesn’t make sense, it’s about finding the circumstances where the parts that don’t make sense actually do.” I paused. “What if the other Withered she’s covering for was not acting under her orders?”

Agent Harris grunted.

I nodded, though they couldn’t see me. This made sense. “If she really wanted us to think this was her, she would have tried to make it look like one of the others; like a drowning. That’s what brought you to Lewisville in the first place. But she didn’t, which might mean that the killing was not sanctioned, just like Minaker wasn’t sanctioned. It was another Withered, acting without oversight, drawing undue attention where it shouldn’t be drawn. She had to do something to throw us off, and Simon Watts was a half-measure—the best she could do under the circumstances. So, there’s an uncontrolled Withered in the mix, and that is very, very not good.”

“You’d rather have them working together?” asked Agent Harris.

“The Dark Lady is gathering an army,” I said. “Two Withered working together would be frightening, I’ll grant you, but who knows how many we’re going to get by the time she’s done. And if she can’t control them, who knows what’s going to happen. Assu came because she called him, but he wasn’t in any hurry to buckle down and start taking orders. There could be dozens more, all in one place, and all just as uncontrolled and dangerous as whoever killed Agent Murray.”

“So what else do you know about her?” asked Sutton. “All we’re doing is scaring ourselves—we need solid info that we can actually act on.”

I nodded again. “Her name is Rain, like I said. ‘Run from Rain.’”

“Run from Rain,” said Agent Harris.

I looked up. “You’ve heard that before?”

“What?” he said. “No, I was … just thinking about something else. We’ve got the old transcripts from Elijah Sexton, the Withered you questioned in Fort Bruce, and on one occasion, talking about Rack, he grouped him in with another Withered named Ren. Rack and Ren.”

“Wrack and Ruin,” said Sutton.

I froze, terrified by the implications that my brain was slowly working through. “We need to get out of here.”

“We can’t leave,” said Agent Harris.

“What do you know?” asked Sutton.

I stood up. “Our historian in Fort Bruce, Nathan, he theorized that Rack was an original name—not a title, like some of the Withered used, but the old, old, ten thousand-year-old name that Rack had had back when he was still human.”

“Still human?” asked Sutton.

“They started as humans and gave something up to become Withered,” I explained. “We still don’t know how they did it, but Nathan’s theory is that Rack as a proper name eventually became the proto-Indo-European word for king. Rex and rey and who knows how many others. That he was so powerful so long ago that our word for a ruler is literally just his name. And I was so distracted by Rain meaning ‘rain’ that it never occurred to me it might mean ‘queen.’”

“Reina,” said Sutton. “Regina. Damn it all to hell, Sam, this isn’t just a Withered—it’s the Withered queen.”

“We can’t leave,” said Agent Harris.

“The soldiers are still a few hours out,” said Sutton. “I’m going to call them off. If there’s a mind-controlling demon queen in town, the last thing we want are a bunch of guys with guns.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Did I tell you that I love you? You’re officially the smartest FBI agent I have ever worked with.”

“I don’t want to,” said Agent Harris.

“You don’t want to call them off?” asked Sutton. “Are you kidding?”

I stretched out to try to look around the corner. “You didn’t call them off in Dillon and look what happened.”

“I don’t want to,” he said again.

“Agent Harris?” said Sutton. “Sam, are you all right?”

My heart skipped a beat. If he didn’t look all right, and he was saying the things he was saying …

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said. “But the Dark Lady says I have to.”

“Sam!” shouted Sutton.

And then someone fired a gun.


 

CHAPTER 15

I dropped to the floor, covering my head, barely half a second before the wall behind me exploded in a shower of splinters and drywall dust. My ears rang, and I was dimly aware of more gunshots—I couldn’t hear them because I was still deafened from the first one, but I could feel them, like deep, distant thuds that seemed to rattle my bones. I tried to move toward the bathroom, thinking the tub might give me better cover, but I was still cuffed to the pipe—and I’d dropped my lock pick. I looked around wildly, scattering the debris from the gunshots, flicking aside another cockroach that I hadn’t even seen was there. I found the plastic fragment just as the wall next to me shook with another impact, but it wasn’t a gun this time. The two agents were grappling.

I shoved the pick into the handcuff lock, trying desperately to find the tiny mechanism I’d found before. Where was it? The wall shook again, dislodging more plaster, and I could see flashes of movement through the bullet holes. My hearing came back slowly, and bit by bit the physical hits and thuds became audible as well—a crack as a body hit the wall. A grunt as someone absorbed a blow. A high-pitched cry as Sutton either gave or received a powerful punch. Where was the catch in the lock? I’d found it before. I had to find it again or—

“I don’t want to hurt you!” shouted Harris. “Please stop me!”

Somebody grabbed the phone off the desk—I didn’t see who, just a hand in a suit coat sleeve that could have been either one. The hand yanked the phone away faster than I could discern any details, ripping the cord out the wall, and I heard it ring suddenly—not a long, controlled trill from an incoming call, but a short metallic tone as some internal piece of metal rebounded off a solid surface. Behind the ring was a crunch, and then a thud as a body fell to the floor.

“I didn’t want to do it,” said Harris. He was crying. “Please don’t make me do it.”

Footsteps. A long, gravelly scrape as he dragged a chair across the floor. He was coming for me now. The table moved, clearing his final path to come around the corner.

And the handcuff sprung open.

I leaped to my feet, stumbling backward into the bathroom. Was he getting his gun? Did he have any bullets left? His hand came around the corner, holding the black telephone like a club, and I kicked the door closed to buy myself time. They’d taken everything, right down to the flimsy plastic garbage can … but they’d forgotten one thing. I jumped up and grabbed the rod for the shower curtain, hanging all my weight on it; it was barely attached, one more chance for the motel to pinch another penny, and it snapped down from its place on the wall just as Harris kicked the door open. I swung the shower rod with all my might, trailing the curtain like a flag, and caught him in the side of the head before he’d even come into the room. The force slammed his skull against the door frame, and he dropped to the floor like a stone.

I stood in the bathtub, my ears still ringing, my heart still pounding. Sam Harris. I wanted to hit him again, to feel that one perfect moment of crunch as the metal broke the bone—no, I wanted to stab him. It was always my favorite, so sharp and bloody and perfect—

No.

I didn’t want to do any of it.

I wasn’t out of control, and I wasn’t under Rain’s control, either. I was me. And I was in charge.

I dropped the rod and it clattered to the ground in a billow of beige plastic sheeting. I stared at the body and swallowed. Was he alive? Was Sutton? What should I do? I could hear shouting in the distance; someone had heard the fighting, or more likely the gunshots. Were the cops still here? What would they think when they found me here, the only one left standing?

I stepped out of the tub and over Agent Harris’s body. His legs trailed out past the sink, and on a sudden impulse I bent down and slapped the open handcuff around his ankle. He wasn’t evil, but if Rain had gotten her hooks in him, I couldn’t have him following me. I stood up, and then realized I hadn’t even stopped to check his pulse—I was so concerned about stopping the bad guy, I hadn’t thought to save the good guy. Even when it was the same person. I went back and put my fingers on his neck. His heart was beating. I moved out of the alcove and into the other room, finding Agent Sutton slumped along the floor and pausing to check her pulse as well. She was alive, but the bump on her head from the telephone was already as big as a golf ball. Both of their guns were on the floor as well, but I didn’t know how to check if they still had bullets. I kicked them under the bed and left Sutton with her stun gun. If she woke up before Harris did, she’d need it.

I grabbed Agent Harris’s keys from the top of the dresser and opened the door. If anyone was watching, they were too far out in the dark for me to see; everyone else was probably hiding from the gunshots, and there were no police in sight. They’d left from their first investigation here tonight and hadn’t had time to respond to this new one yet. I jogged across the parking lot, climbed into Harris’s SUV, and drove away.

The roads were dark and the sky was lit with streetlights and neon. I stopped at the first traffic light, still trying to catch my breath. What should I do? I had the means to leave again, and to get so much farther than before; they’d track the SUV, but I could abandon it in another town, or, better yet, give it to someone and head off in a different direction. That could throw them off for days.

But the problem was here. And I didn’t want to feel again the way I’d felt when Mills—when Harris—had found me. Like I’d abandoned the people who needed my help. The light turned green, but I didn’t move forward. The problem was here. Jasmyn had said once that everyone was worth saving.

So, I guess I had to save them.

I took my foot off the brake and turned the wheel to the left. I knew Jasmyn’s address—I wouldn’t be much of a paranoid obsessive if I didn’t—and it was just a few miles away. If Lewisville really was filling up with Withered, and if Harris really had called for reinforcements, this town was about to be another war zone, maybe even worse than Fort Bruce. I still didn’t know where Rain was, but I knew where my friends were, Jasmyn and Margo and Harold. I could help them, at least, maybe get them out of town before the real trouble started. I checked the mirrors compulsively as I drove, expecting at any moment to see lights and hear sirens behind me, but nothing came. I pulled into the parking lot of Jasmyn’s apartment complex and looked at the clock: 3:38 A.M. I left the SUV running as I jogged up a flight of old cement stairs to Jasmyn’s apartment, and I knocked on her door.

And waited.

I knocked again. Could she even hear me? Maybe she slept with earplugs or something, or a white-noise machine to drown out ambient sound. I pounded on the door harder and counted to ten as slowly as I dared, then pounded again and shouted.

“Jasmyn! Wake up!”

“Shut up out there, it’s the middle of the night!” The voice had come from another building across the parking lot. I ignored it and banged on the door again.

“Jasmyn!”

“Robert?”

I heard a bolt scrape in the door frame, and then the door opened about two inches, stopped by the chain. A bleary-eyed face appeared in the crack of light, but it wasn’t Jasmyn.

“Al!sha?”

“Robert, it’s the middle of the night. What are you doing here?”

“You need to get out of here,” I said. “You and Jasmyn both. Is she awake?”

“She’s not here, she said she had something to do.”

Crap. “Do you know where she went?”

“Robert,” she said, “are you okay? Is Jasmyn okay?”

“Do you know where she went?”

“She went to work,” said Al!sha. “It was like midnight or something. I don’t know why.”

“Okay,” I said, “I’ll go there. Do you have a car?”

“You can’t have my car.”

“I don’t want your car, I want you to get in it and drive away. Anywhere you can go that’s not in Lewisville—family, friends, whatever, just get out. Will you do that?”

“Why would I do that? What did you do?”

“I haven’t done anything,” I said, “but somebody’s going to. Get out now.” I turned and ran back to the SUV. Al!sha called after me once, but only once, and then she closed the door. I didn’t know if she believed me or not, but I didn’t have time to wait around. If Jasmyn was headed to the mortuary then maybe …

Wait.

Jasmyn.

I got into the vehicle and closed the door, then sat there, thinking. Withered were incredibly hard to identify because they usually just looked like normal people—Rack being the obvious exception. But there were two things about the Withered that were usually true:

First. If a Withered could shape shift they could be anybody, but if their powers swung more toward body stealing—and a lot of them did—it was easier to steal teenage bodies. Teenagers were turbulent enough as it was; the foods and the music and the people they liked could change from week to week, or even day to day, so a Withered could step into their life and assume their role without raising a ton of questions. They could do an imperfect impression of the person they were trying to imitate, or even a flat-out terrible impression, and the people in their life would chalk it up to puberty or hormones. So there was that.

Second. If a Withered didn’t steal bodies or shape shift at all, that meant they still had their original bodies from ten thousand years ago. Rack had had his, and Assu, and one named Yashodh. And they had all looked distinctly nonwhite. The old valley they sometimes talked about was probably in the Middle East somewhere; Nathan had theorized it might be in Turkey.

I put the SUV in gear and pulled back onto the street.

If Rain was a shape-shifter she’d be impossible to detect, but if she was either other body type, both of them pointed to Jasmyn. A young girl or a Middle Eastern girl. Why hadn’t Jasmyn wanted to talk about her past? Because she was a demon queen? And why had Margo taken her in with no prior knowledge or references of any kind? Was Jasmyn controlling her mind?

Rain had attacked me literally the first day I appeared in town. How had she known I was here? I can believe that Rain would know who I was, especially if she’d been working with Rack, but I’d only met a handful of people that day. It had to be one of them.

I didn’t want it to be Jasmyn, but it’s like I told the agents: my job wasn’t to find the pieces I wanted, it was to find the pieces that were there and then figure out how they fit. And if the puzzle came together into a portrait I didn’t like, well, there wasn’t anything I could do about that. I didn’t get to pick my own reality. And I sure as hell wouldn’t have picked this one if I did.

The lights at the mortuary were on. I pulled up to the curb and got out, walking slowly to the front door with my backpack over my shoulder. It sang a little song as I passed the motion sensor, and then Harold stepped out of the door.

“No one’s allowed in,” he said. His voice was hollow, like he was an empty shell dressed up as a person.

He was already a thrall. Did I dare to get any closer? If she just turned me into a thrall as well, then everything I’d worked for would end—I wouldn’t be dead, but I’d never get to make my own choices ever again, and that seemed even worse. My body would be doing whatever the Dark Lady wanted, with my mind just watching, helpless and trapped.

Just like Brooke when Nobody had taken her over.

“I’m here to see Jasmyn,” I said. I couldn’t run away anymore, and I couldn’t let anyone else lose their lives to these monsters. “It’s me, Harold. You can let me in.”

“She doesn’t want you here,” said Harold.

I took a step closer. “Does she know it’s me? Maybe she told you not to let anyone else in, but I’m okay. She knows me. You know me.”

“I’ll ask her,” he said, and then he just stood there, staring at me dumbly. I waited for several seconds before venturing to ask:

“Are you going to go—”

“She says no,” said Harold. “She says she knows it’s you, and that your name is John Cleaver, and that she’s always known it was you, ever since you got here.”

“Okay,” I said. I licked my lips, trying to think. She hadn’t taken over my mind yet, so maybe I could keep him—or her—talking. “Did she say why?”

“She doesn’t have to say why,” said Harold. “She’s the Dark Lady. She’s the beginning and the end.”

“And if I come inside anyway?”

“Then I’ll kill you.”

“But you don’t want to,” I said. “Just like the others didn’t want to. They tried to fight it, but they’re not as strong as you are, Harold, you can fi—”

“Of course I want to,” he said. “It’s all I want in the world.”

I stared at him, and then I felt my shoulders sink as the truth set it. Because of course.

“You want what she wants because you’re not new,” I said. “She’s been controlling you for twenty years, and there’s nothing of your own will left.”

His answer was so soft I almost didn’t hear it: “Twenty-five.”

“Because Jasmyn’s here,” I said, “but she’s not the Dark Lady.”

“Of course not.”

I nodded. “Margo is.”

“The light that shaped the world,” he said. “The mother of darkness.”

Of course it was Margo. The absolute authority that the others only orbited.

I couldn’t give up yet.

“What is she doing?” I asked.

“Talking.”

“To who?”

“To Jasmyn,” he said. “And Carol. And Shelley Jones.”

So Jasmyn wasn’t a thrall, then. They were talking. But what did Margo have to say to Jasmyn at 3:30 in the morning? And to Carol and Shelley? I didn’t know why Jasmyn was there, but I could guess about the other two: they were the survivors, left behind after the deaths of their only companions. Rain hadn’t been killing lonely people, she’d been making other people lonelier. Sadder. She was destroying the only things that kept them going, and replacing them with pain.

Pain that she could take away.

“She’s doing the ritual, isn’t she?” I asked. “She’s going to make more Withered.”

“They are Blessed.”

“Then take me in there,” I said. “Take me in to the ritual.” I took a deep breath, and said it as firmly as I could:

“I want to be a Withered, too.”


 

CHAPTER 16

Harold stood still, his shoulders slumped, his face inert. After a moment he turned toward the door. “Come inside.” He opened the door, and I followed him in.

Margo was in her office—not the fancy one, but the backroom office where things got done. Her desk was full but tidy, with papers and folders laid neatly in boxes marked IN and OUT. She sat behind the desk, looking weary but powerful; the face of a woman ready to make impossible choices. Around her, the office was full of people crowded in among the bookshelves and filing cabinets and boxes of old papers stacked high against the wall. Carol and Shelley in their seats, tired and disheveled; Jasmyn leaning against a bookcase; Mr. Connor, the accountant, standing at solemn attention.

I looked at Mr. Connor, made a handful of quick deductions, then looked at Margo. “I assume he’s the body displayer?”

“You were always smarter than I gave you credit for,” said Margo. “You found me by accident, but you still found me. Because you put yourself in the right place to have the accident you needed.”

“Thanks.”

She gave me a weary look. “I assume you’re not here for the ritual.”

“What ritual?” asked Jasmyn.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m mostly just here to figure out how to kill you.”

Margo looked at me a moment, then a sly smile crept into the edges of her mouth. “Good luck.”

“So what’s your thing?” I asked Mr. Connor, looking away from Margo and brightening my voice. “You gave up … I don’t know, sculpting? Can you give up a skill? Abandon all sculpting, and then you can only sculpt when you kill a person to do it? You have to admit, that’s the dumbest godlike power I think I’ve ever heard.”

“Wait,” said Jasmyn, “you know about this? You know what they are?”

“To my ongoing personal sadness, yes,” I said. “How much do you know?”

“I know that Margo has no abdomen,” said Jasmyn, and the look in her eyes made it clear that she was still reeling from the shock. “Have you … seen it?”

I thought about Rack, whose chest and neck and lower face were completely gone, replaced by a roiling cauldron of ashy black soulstuff. “No,” I said. “Though I’ve seen things like it.” If Margo had a similar deformity—something that obviously marked her as supernatural—it made sense that she’d start this particular meeting by showing it off. Jasmyn and the two older women were shocked, but at least they knew this was horribly, inescapably real.

Margo answered my question: “Mr. Connor gave up his imagination.”

I gave him an appraising glance. “How did that help you?”

“I can’t think of anything new,” he said, “but I can remember existing facts with perfect clarity and manipulate them as necessary.”

“You sound like an android,” I said.

“If that helps you,” said Mr. Connor.

“Mr. Connor can’t think of anything new on his own,” said Margo, and her voice was tired and heavy as she said it. “But he can draw inspiration from other people.”

I thought about Agent Murray’s body, arranged so carefully it seemed like a work of art. “By killing them,” I said.

“Inspiration is a physical substance,” said Mr. Connor. “Extracting it is an invasive process.”

“That’s why I like the word ‘draw,’” said Margo. “It sounds like he’s just being inspired instead of … pressing it out, like oil from an olive.”

“That is not an exact metaphor—” said Mr. Connor, but Margo cut him off.

“I didn’t want him to kill that agent,” she said.

Jasmyn and the older women gasped. “You killed someone?” demanded Jasmyn.

“I figured as much,” I said, keeping my eyes focused on Margo. The longer I kept her talking, the more opportunity I had to come up with a plan. “You left Simon Watts there to cover for him, but there were too many loose ends.”

“I told you you were clever.”

“I prefer ‘terrifyingly good at what I do,’” I said. “Though I guess the guy who said that is a mindless thrall now.”

“I call them children,” said Margo.

I shook my head. “You can call them cockatiels if you want, but they’re still mindless thralls.”

“I don’t want to hurt anyone—”

I scoffed. “That’d be a lot easier to believe if you hadn’t told one of your cockatiels to drown me in a canal.”

“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” she said again, “but sometimes I have to. Sometimes we all have to. Life isn’t easy—”

“That’s the worst excuse for murder I’ve ever heard.”

“Will you let me finish a damn thought?” she snapped. “I’m not doing this because I want my life easy; life is work, and work is hard. And sometimes our decisions are hard. But when the alternative is extinction, you make those hard decisions, and you live with them because the alternative is never living with anything, ever again.”

I watched her for a moment, slightly overawed by the power in her voice. Then I spoke again, more softly this time. “That’s a much better excuse. But I’m still not sold on the war you’re trying to start.”

“I don’t want a war.”

“Then why are you gathering an army?”

“You call Mr. Connor an army?”

“You and Mr. Connor and Assu and who knows how many others—”

“There’s only three of us left.”

I was struck dumb again, not by her voice, but by the terrifying finality of the words that voice had spoken. Only three left.

“You really are dying,” I said. “You really are going extinct.”

“You can cheer if you want,” she said, throwing her hand out to the side. “You talk about my army, but you started the war, and you’ve killed and killed and now there’s only three of us left in the whole wide world. Three of the grandest and most glorious beings that ever walked the earth, standing around in an old desert town full of rednecks and hippies, meeting at night so we don’t get lynched, hiding our names and our faces so we don’t get stalked and studied and put down like animals. And then the greatest killer our kind has ever known—and it’s a kid, of all things, barely out of training wheels—shows up at my front door and asks me for a job, and I know my time has come. My number’s been called. You killed us all, John. The hunter is home from the hill.”

Three left, and one of them already gone. Two to go. This is what I’d been working for my entire life.

“Your name is John?” asked Jasmyn.

“She just told you I’m a serial killer,” I said, though I didn’t take my eyes off of Margo. “And you focus on my name?”

“John Cleaver?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“I looked that name up after you said it before. You knew that FBI agent—” she stopped suddenly, and her face went pale. “Oh no!” She looked at Mr. Connor. “Is that the agent you killed?”

“I killed his companion,” said Mr. Connor.

Jasmyn’s eyes filled with tears, glistening in the harsh fluorescent light. “That doesn’t make it better.”

“But you saw it,” said Mr. Connor, and he fixed me with a cold, analytical stare. “You saw the muse.”

I thought about the displayed, mutilated body again and tried to keep my voice even. “That’s a creepy thing to call a corpse.”

His eyes seemed to pierce me. “What did it say to you?”

“I…” An empty circle. An empty everything. “It said that if we keep fighting, we’ll kill each other forever.”

Mr. Connor tilted his head to the side. “All death is forever.”

“I mean the killing itself will go on forever,” I said. “I kill you, Margo kills me, Jasmyn kills Margo, Harold kills Jasmyn, and on and on and on forever.” I shook my head. “Except it’s not forever, because then you’ll be gone. There’s only two of you left!” I was practically shaking as I spoke. “Don’t you see what this means? We can finally end it!”

“I saw the muse too,” said Margo. “I didn’t want him to do it, but he did it, and before I posted Watts there to guard it, I looked at it long and hard, because I needed the inspiration as much as anybody. Sometimes I think his muses only tell us what we want to hear, but I needed to hear something. And it told me the time had come.”

“For the ritual,” I said.

Margo nodded. “We don’t end this your way, we end it mine. We don’t kill, we create—more lives, more Blessed, more glories upon the earth. Not an empty circle but a full one.”

“Don’t do this to them,” I said.

“Do what?” asked Jasmyn.

“Save you,” said Margo. “Take away your pain and put power in its place.”

“She wants to make you a monster,” I said.

“I want to make you my child,” said Margo.

Jasmyn stared at her, then looked at me, then looked back at Margo. “I don’t understand.”

Margo leaned forward, resting her forearms on the desk. “Mr. Connor and I are ten thousand years old, give or take. And we’re not some kind of alien creatures, we’re human beings, just like you. Or we were. We found a way to be something more.”

“And less,” I said.

“More powerful,” said Margo. “Less weak. More brave and less scared. More resilient to pain and damage and heartache, and less liable to—”

“Less human,” I said.

“We’ve been queens and kings and gods and goddesses,” said Margo. “We’ve been emperors and pharaohs, and we’ve been dreams and idols. And all you have to do is give something away, something dark and awful that you don’t want, and you give it away of your own free will, and then you become a god.”

“They’ll never do it,” I said. “Maybe ten thousand years ago, but not today.”

“People haven’t changed,” said Margo. “The world’s changed, but the people in it are the same as they ever were: they’re sad, they’re alone, they’re scared. What do you never want to be again, honey? Hungry? Vulnerable? Hurt? You were betrayed by your own father—give that up. You were lost and broken and alone—give that up. I can’t say exactly what you’ll get in return, but you’ll get something, and it will change you forever.”

“Not all change is good,” I said.

The room felt hushed, like the waves had receded out into the ocean, and we sat there waiting for them all to come back. It was Jasmyn who broke the silence.

“Giving things up never helped me before,” she said. She paused again, thinking. “I gave up my will when I let other people make choices I didn’t like. I gave up my hope, and then I gave up my home and my family and my future. But not one of those was a good decision, and I had to fight to get them back.”

“You gave up good things and held on to so many bad ones,” said Margo. “What about guilt? I know you feel guilty, even though it wasn’t your fault. So give up your guilt.”

“And then what?” I asked, and looked at Jasmyn. “You haven’t seen the Withered like I have.”

“Blessed,” said Margo.

“Withered,” I insisted. “Cursed and Withered and all dried up, like weeds in the sun. You give up your guilt and then what? You’re not complete anymore. We need guilt the same way we need pain—because it reminds us what happened, and it helps us not to do it again. Lose your guilt and you’ll forgive your family, and you’ll go home and be right back in the same situation without any way to protect yourself. Guilt is our emotional immune system.”

“John mythologizes guilt,” said Margo, “because it’s the only way to justify how much of it he’s carrying.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

“And it doesn’t mean I am, either,” said Margo. “Maybe guilt works for you, and I’m glad that it does, but Jasmyn’s different.”

“Jasmyn’s smarter,” I said. “She knows it won’t help to give anything up. She already said she never gave up anything.”

“Jasmyn’s sitting right here,” said Jasmyn, “and she can speak for herself.” She paused a moment, then shook her head. “Can your ritual take away hate? My therapist taught me to hold on tight to my hope and my future and, yes, even my guilt, or at least part of it, because it helps keep me safe, just like John said. But she always told me to let my hate go.” She closed her eyes. “I used to hate my father, and I used to hate my mother for letting him hurt me, and I used to hate my family and my church and my whole neighborhood for looking the other way, and for taking his side, and for calling me the bad one. A temptress or a liar or a troublemaker or a whore. And I used to hate myself, because I believed them. But I let go of it all.” She opened her eyes and looked at Margo. “Can I give up my hate?”

Margo nodded, earnest and intense. “Of course you can, honey.”

“Of course I can,” said Jasmyn, and her face became grim. “And I already did. I don’t need to be a monster to do it.”

“Yes,” I said, clenching my hand into a fist and then pointing a finger solidly at Margo. “You see? I told you she wouldn’t do it.”

“You’re failing to consider all the benefits,” said Mr. Connor. “Weigh the costs against the gains: give up your hate, or whatever you decide to part with, and you’ll receive not just power, but immortality. I am ten thousand years old. I’ve read more books that you’ve ever known existed; I’ve talked to more people, seen more places, eaten more food, and lived more lives that you can possibly comprehend. I’ve watched the sun rise over the most distant reaches of the globe, and set again behind cityscapes so bright and alive they replaced the stars. And all you have to do to get that is to give up something you’re not even using anyway.”

“You’ve seen those things,” I said, “but did you enjoy them?”

“I lost my imagination,” said Mr. Connor, “not my pleasure or my peace.”

“But when you saw them,” I said, “when you saw the oceans and the mountains and the sky—did you think about what was beyond them?”

“I know what is beyond them.”

“No daydreams,” I said. “No ambitions. You’ve seen the most glorious sights in the world and they’ve never inspired you.”

“I make my own inspiration.”

“And the world is darker because of it,” I said. “You’ve seen a million clouds, but you’ve never seen a dragon in any of them.”

“We’re not talking about pictures in the clouds,” said Margo. “We’re talking about power and immortality.”

“I don’t want them,” said Jasmyn.

“I do,” said a frail, old voice. I looked over and saw Shelley Jones, quiet and forgotten in her chair, her walker in front of her like a cold metal cage. Her hands sat folded primly in her lap, shaking slightly from an age-induced tremor. “My Crabtree is dead,” she said. “And my baby boy died when he was three years old. I could never have any more after that. Everyone I came from is gone, and no one is coming from me, and all I’m leaving to the world is a ramshackle house in an old junkyard, and no one will ever live there again. Even if they do, they won’t remember me. All I have left of life is the fact that I haven’t died yet—I’m like a scrub oak, growing from the side of a red-rock cliff, perched where I have no business, twisted and stunted and fighting for every drop of water I can get. I’m not dead, but that’s not the same thing as being alive.” She closed her rheumy eyes and tears crept down her face, and she raised her trembling hands a few inches off her lap. “Can you take away my pain? It hurts to walk and sit and stand and lay down. It hurts to move my hands and hold a fork and swallow and breathe. Can you take that all away from me?”

“Of course I can,” said Margo softly. “That’s why I brought you here.”

“But it can’t be real,” said Shelley. “I know it can’t be real because it’s impossible to be real, and this is all a joke, and I don’t know why you’re telling it, but any minute now you’re going to stop and tell me I have to feel this pain forever.”

“It’s not a joke,” said Margo. She straightened in her chair and then lifted the bottom of her long shirt, exposing her belly—but there was no belly there: her abdomen was a wide, dark cavity, like a cave of obsidian and tar, and pulsing inside of it was the greasy black ash of soulstuff. The heat of it seemed to fill the room. “I can do it,” said Margo. “I can take away everything you never wanted to be.”

Shelley kept her eyes closed, and her voice was a violent whisper. “Then let’s do it.”


 

CHAPTER 17

“Don’t do it,” I pleaded. “You don’t know what you’ll become.”

“Whole again,” said Mr. Connor.

“But what else?” I asked. “Mr. Connor can’t imagine it, but I can. Give up your pain and you might become a living sensor for it—I knew a Withered who couldn’t feel his own emotions, but he could feel everyone else’s and it broke him. Give up your pain and that rest home you live in will become a never-ending nightmare of shared affliction.”

“You can’t know that for certain,” said Mr. Connor, “or I would I know it.”

“No we can’t,” I said. “It might be worse. Maybe you’ll lose all physical sensation completely, pain and pleasure and taste and touch. Maybe you’ll be driven mad by the simple impossible desire to eat a strawberry just one more time. Maybe you’ll have to kill people to absorb their ability to feel, just for a few minutes, like Mr. Connor does with inspiration. Or maybe you won’t lose your pain completely and automatically—maybe all you’ll gain is the power to shunt that pain off onto other people, making them miserable so you don’t have to be. Is that what you want? For other people to suffer the way you have?”

“It never ends,” said Shelley, tears forming in her eyes. “Even with pills. This way it would—even if only for a moment.”

“But you’d do that to people?” asked Jasmyn. “You’d really give them all your pain like that, and your aches and soreness and torment and anguish?”

“I could find people willing to take it,” said Shelley. “How many nurses and doctors and well-meaning neighbors have told me over the years that they’d gladly suffer in my place if they could? I always thought they were just saying that to be polite.” Her face grew hard. “If they were just lying, to hell with them.”

I growled in frustration. “Think about what you’re saying!”

“No,” Jasmyn said, and looked at Margo. “Think about what she’s saying. What she’s doing. Did you orchestrate this whole thing?”

“No,” said Margo.

“Did you drown Shelley’s husband?” asked Jasmyn. “You needed someone sad and hurt and desperate enough to become a monster, and now you have one.”

“Honey—” said Margo.

“Did you kill Kathy?” Jasmyn shouted. She stared at Margo, and her eyes welled up with tears. “Did you hurt me, too? If you can make anyone do anything you want, did you make my father—”

“No,” said Margo. “Never.”

“Prove it,” growled Jasmyn.

“I’m trying to help,” said Margo. “You think I have to go to all this trouble to find people in pain? Or people willing to sacrifice humanity for power? I can find those people anywhere—I can go out on the streets right now and find a dozen before dawn. I didn’t set you up and ruin your life as a part of some evil master plan, just like I didn’t warp Shelley’s joints and bones, and just like I didn’t kill my own friend Kathy. I called you here because you’re hurt and I can help you.”

“Prove it,” said Jasmyn again.

Margo stared at her, then whispered a name into the dark. “Cal Dexter, 2013.” She watched Jasmyn, then spoke again. “Leslie Tyler, 2006. Kendra Blaylock, 1999. Luis Palomeque, 1997. Do you want me to go on?”

“People you’ve killed?” I asked.

“People she’s saved,” said Jasmyn. “I know some of them—I met Cal over Christmas, and I think Leslie, too. They’re all people she’s taken in and given shelter and a job and gotten back on their feet. Just like you and me.”

“Mind control?” I asked.

“I didn’t control you,” said Margo. “Didn’t control Jasmyn.”

“But you did control Harold,” I said. “And Simon Watts, and who knows how many others. Maybe you saved these people, and that’s great, but you tried to kill me.”

“I thought I had to,” said Margo.

“And Kathy?” I demanded. “And Crabtree? You drowned them, too, no matter what you told Jasmyn just now.”

“I said you were smart,” said Margo, and she shot me a glance from the side of her eye. “That doesn’t mean you’ve figured out everything.”

Did she … did she not kill them? But then who did? I stood still as a stone, watching her carefully, trying to see what I’d missed. The Dark Lady tried to drown me, and Margo was the Dark Lady. Margo was Rain.

But that didn’t mean all the drownings were her.

Three of us left, she’d said, but Assu was already dead. There was another one out there. Rain had sent Watts to kill me for the same reason she’d sent him to the motel: to cover for someone.

“Props on that one,” I said, shaking my head. “You got me.”

Rain nodded.

“Who’s the other one?”

“You’ll figure it out.”

“My joints are on fire,” said Shelley. “Let’s get on with this.”

“But why?” Jasmyn asked, stopping Shelley with her hand and looking intently at Rain. “If you’re some kind of ancient monster, why did you help me? Why help any of us?”

“Because you needed help,” said Rain.

“I told her not to,” said Mr. Connor.

“Did you control people’s minds to do it?” asked Jasmyn. “When I got my partial tuition refunded, was that you messing with the college clerk? When I … found my new apartment—was that you, too?”

“Tuition, yes,” said Rain. “Apartment, no. I can’t do everything for you, or it doesn’t work.”

“What doesn’t work?” demanded Jasmyn. “You said you weren’t grooming me for this ritual you keep talking about, so then what were you doing?”

Rain didn’t answer.

“She was raising you,” I said.

Jasmyn frowned. “Huh?”

“She called the thralls her children,” I said, “but I think we’re the real ones: the ‘wayward ducklings’ she keeps taking in. The others are servants, but we’re her children. Or at least she wanted us to be.” I looked at Rain. “What did you give up? You can control minds and you can make Withered, and I could never figure out the opposite of that. You didn’t give up your own mind to control others, and you didn’t give up your own control as far as I can tell. But that’s the key, isn’t it? You keep taking people under your wing; helping them out. That’s what you gave up.”

“Children,” said Rain. She looked into the distance, like she was looking straight into the past, and her thoughts traveled so far back her voice almost seemed to echo across an invisible chasm. “Rack gave up his heart, and Hulla her body, and Kanta his identity. Pta his inspiration. Yashodh his love. I gave up my children.”

Jasmyn’s face contorted in horror. “Actual children?”

“I was pregnant,” said Rain. “Barely more than a month or two—we weren’t quite as precise in those days, of course. And it all came down to that: that’s where it all started. Everyone else could give up something they hated about themselves, but I had to give something I loved or the ritual wouldn’t work, so I lost my child and every child I could ever have, ever again. And not just the biological ones, the emotional ones. I can never have a legacy. I can never have someone who needs me. Cal came to the Christmas party, but he won’t come again this year. He has to move on because that’s how it works. You’ll do the same.”

“You found me in a rape-crisis group,” said Jasmyn.

“Seemed like a good place to find someone who needed me,” said Rain. “And you did for a while, but then you moved away. Pretty soon you’ll get another job, and then I’ll never see you again.”

“That’s not supernatural,” I said. “That’s life. People move on. People end up alone. Shelley doesn’t have any children, either.”

“I didn’t say that being barren has made me a monster,” said Rain, “or being alone, or being unneeded, or anything else. It’s the other way around. Being a monster is what made me alone.” She shifted in her chair and raised her shirt again, and that deep black pit yawned out of her belly. “I can’t have children, but I can have pale, hollow copies of them. Thralls, if you want to call them that, and Blessed. I can’t create life, but I can change it. I can save Shelley right now from the pain that is destroying her life, and then I can save Carol, and then I can save Jasmyn and even you, John. I can do it.” She was practically pleading now. “We can make the world better.”

“It never makes the world better,” I said. “You save one life and destroy countless more. You saved Nobody from the imperfect body that she hated, but her imperfections were still there. Her self-doubt, her jealousy, her lack of confidence and satisfaction. You solved a symptom but not the cause, and then she killed a hundred thousand girls trying to find the happiness you couldn’t give her.”

“I was foolish,” said Rain. “I know better now how to take away the right thing.”

“My pain isn’t a symptom,” said Shelley. “Take it away and I’ll be me again, whole and normal and perfect.”

“You’ll be the kind of person who makes a deal with the devil to get what she wants,” I said. “There’s nothing perfect about it.”

“I won’t kill anyone,” Shelley insisted.

“Of course you will,” I told her. “They all do. I don’t know how the process works but that’s a part of it, right down to the core, because every other Withered has killed people, every time, in every case—even the ones who didn’t want to. They’re parasites on the world who can never get what they need without taking it from us.”

“Just like every human being,” said Mr. Connor.

“With one difference,” I said. “Humans can stop.”

We all stared at each other, watching and thinking, and then Shelley raised herself in agony to her feet. “Enough talk,” she said. “Let’s get on with it. She’s the one with the power here—she doesn’t have to listen to you if she doesn’t want to.”

No, I thought. She doesn’t.

And yet she had.

I looked at Rain, and Rain looked at me, and I tried to imagine her as she used to be, back in the ancient valley where all of this had started—a young woman, soon to be a mother, happy and healthy and eager to help everyone around her. So willing to help that she’d damned herself to ten thousand years of loss and pain and regret trying to make other people happy. And then I thought about my own mother, who’d done the same for me for sixteen years—a tiny fraction of some lives, but the entirety of mine.

What did Rain see when she looked at me?

She watched me with ancient eyes, staring and thinking. Eventually she shook her head, lowering her shirt back over the mass of soulstuff.

“No,” she said. “I’m sorry, Shelley, I truly am. But John’s right. I can’t pretend I’m making the world better by putting more Withered in it.”

“I’ll be benevolent,” said Shelley. “I’ll use my power for good.”

“We all said that in the beginning,” said Rain. “But beginnings don’t last forever.”

Shelley clutched the handles of her walker and her mouth moved, trying for an argument or even a word, but nothing came. She began to cry, and lowered herself in misery to her chair.

I watched Rain, and when my backpack began singing—all three songs at once, loud and cacophonous and shocking—I closed my eyes and shook my head.

“Well, crap,” I said.

“What?” asked Jasmyn. “What does that mean? Do you have three cell phones?”

“They’re motion sensors,” I said. “The FBI is here, and with all their reinforcements. We’re surrounded.”

“Why crap, then?” asked Jasmyn, rising to her feet. “They can save us, right? They know you’re the good guy and those two are the bad guys, and they can take them away or … whatever they do, and we’re going to be okay. Right? Why crap?”

“Because you were right,” I said. “The other day, when that guy burned to death and we thought it was a murder, you said everyone is worth saving. And it sucks, but you were right.”

“Why does that suck?”

I opened my eyes and looked at Rain. She looked back, but didn’t speak.

“Because everyone means everyone,” I said. “And now we have to save the queen of demons.”


 

CHAPTER 18

“I need to think,” said Mr. Connor.

“No you don’t,” I said quickly, stepping toward him in the cramped office. “We’re trying to save you two, and I know how you think, so there’s no thinking allowed, okay? The last thing that strike team is going to want to see when they get in here is one of our bodies tastefully redecorated on the floor here.”

“They’ll shoot us,” said Carol.

“They’ll be a lot less likely to if you’re lying down,” I said. The backpack kept singing: all three tones, over and over. I zipped it open and started turning them off. “Lying down might be a good idea for all of us, actually.” I clicked off the last doorbell ringer. “Everybody down, face on the floor, hands above your head.”

“You can’t save us,” said Rain.

“Don’t fight me on this,” I said, but Harold reached over and turned off the lights. “Stop that—we need to be open and welcoming and harmless,” I said. “Turning off the lights in this situation is deceptive and threatening.”

“I can feel their minds,” said Margo. “Your friend, too—Sam Harris. They know we’re here but they don’t know where. I’m going to—”

“No,” I said again, as firmly as I could this time. “No mind control. You don’t understand this: I’m going to save you, or at least I’m going to try very hard, but I can’t do that if you take over even one of their minds. You have to be worth saving.”

“I need to think,” said Mr. Connor again.

“If you’re going to be good, you have to be good,” I said. “That’s more than just not murdering anyone—it’s no more manipulation, no more stripping people of their own free will. You can’t be parasites anymore, you have to be equals.”

“This is ridiculous,” snarled Rain. “You think they’re going to talk to us peacefully?”

“If we’re peaceful first.”

“You think we can just change who we are?”

“I did,” I said. “My brain was broken, or is broken, and I don’t know why or how or if it was my father or my mortuary or my DNA or what, but I want to kill people.”

“What?” asked Jasmyn.

“I wanted to do it again tonight,” I said, “when I had Agent Harris unconscious in the bathroom—I wanted to hurt him and crush him and cut him until you couldn’t even tell who he was anymore, but I didn’t. Because I don’t let a broken brain tell me what to do. Because who you’re supposed to be has nothing to do with who you actually are.”

“They’re getting closer,” said Margo.

“I need to think,” said Mr. Connor, and his voice was darker now, almost a growl of desperation. “I need to get out of this—I need to think!”

“Think about rules,” I said. “I will not hurt people. Say it: I will not hurt people.”

“I … don’t know if I will or not!” growled Mr. Connor. “I need to think!”

“I will not hurt animals,” I said. “I will not burn things. I will not call people ‘it.’”

“The rules that worked for you aren’t going to work for everybody,” said Rain, “and even if they did, we can’t just repeat a bunch of rules and magically become good people.”

I nodded firmly. “Yes, you can, because I did. Say it: I will not hurt people.”

“It doesn’t work like this!” Rain shouted.

“You’re going to come in here,” said Mr. Connor. We heard the glass in the front door break, tiny shards clattering across the floor of the entryway. “Good,” he said, “I need one.”

“No you don’t,” I insisted. “You need self-control. It’s not magic and it’s not easy but it works.” I looked at Rain. “And work is hard, and you’ll struggle every day. But you can do it.”

A sudden burst of gunfire echoed through the air, and I covered my head and ducked toward the ground, screaming that I needed more time. But then the shooting stopped abruptly, and we looked around, probing for damage in the darkness.

“Everyone okay?” asked Rain.

“Fine here,” I said. I listened for movement in the hall but heard nothing.

“I think it was outside,” said Jasmyn. We turned to the window, and she pulled aside the curtain. The sky was growing lighter—it was almost five in the morning and dawn was almost here. We saw cars, all black and unmarked, but only one person: a body, lying still and lifeless on the ground.

Soaking wet.

Shelley wailed.

“She’s here,” said Margo.

“Who’s the drowner?” I asked. “The third Withered you were covering for—who is it? How does she work?”

“Her name is—” Margo started, but stopped suddenly when another man appeared out of nowhere, banging on the window and screaming in terror.

“Let me in!” he shouted. “Let me in! She’s killing us! Let me in!”

Just as suddenly the man was caught in a storm—a rainstorm, or even a hurricane, so fierce and deadly it shattered the window and rattled the walls. Shards of glass flew in, and Jasmyn shrieked as the storm pelted her with water and glistening blades. I shielded my eyes, but then watched in horror as the falling water encircled the man, trapping him in wind and rain, cutting off all his air. His eyes bulged, his hands clawed uselessly at his rain-slick neck, and he suffocated completely, drowning barely three feet away from us. The fury of the storm abated, and the man fell dead to the ground.

“Her name is Dana,” said Margo, and we watched as the tiny maelstrom shrank and shriveled and coalesced into a woman: the homeless woman. She looked at us with haunted eyes, and then her gaze locked onto me—not feral, like in the desert, but sharp and lucid and full of a fathomless sadness.

“I’ll hold them off,” said Dana. “Try to get away.”

Then a bullet caught her shoulder and she exploded again, a warhead made of wind and water and fury, and she spun off across the front lawn toward the men who had attacked her.

“I made her sixty years ago,” said Margo. “The first I’d tried since the old days. And the last.”

“What did she give up?” I asked.

“Her mind,” said Margo. “She has nothing in her head but chaos.”

“Until she kills,” I said, thinking about the tortured intelligence I’d seen in her face. “No mind at all until she steals one from a victim, and then she realizes what she’s done.”

“For sixty years,” said Jasmyn.

“Try living like this for ten thousand,” said Mr. Connor, “and then come crying to me about how hard it is.” He froze, and then he looked up sharply. There was another crash of glass, and shouting and boots and the sudden, deafening roar of gunfire. The attack was inside this time.

Mr. Connor turned toward the door. “I need to think,” he said, and ran into the hallway.


 

CHAPTER 19

Mr. Connor ran through the hall, with Harold close behind him; I sprinted to catch up, but they were too fast. We rounded a corner into the main hallway to find a group of three men in bulletproof vests—useless against the furious force of nature that had assailed them on the lawn—struggling to bar the shattered glass entrance with couches. Mr. Connor crouched low, but Harold roared and barreled forward in a rage.

“Stop!” I shouted, but he either didn’t hear me or didn’t care. The agents turned around just as Harold reached them, but they were holding a couch and couldn’t defend themselves. Harold dropped one with a punch to the face, kicked another solidly in the stomach, and turned to grapple with the third.

“Rain!” I shouted; I turned to look for her, and she was close behind. “I told you not to hurt them!”

“I’m not,” she said, and took cover in a doorway. “He’s been controlled so long he just … It’s instinct. He’s not under my control right now, but he’s not under his own, either. All he can do is defend me.”

“Make him stop!”

“He’s dead already,” said Rain, and I turned back to see that it was true—the agents had recovered, dropping the couch in a broken heap and raising their weapons. Harold sunk his teeth into the shoulder of the man he was fighting, and when that man fell to the ground with a scream the other two men shot Harold a dozen times or more.

“No!” I shouted. “We have to stop!”

The agents turned toward us, and I saw Agent Harris standing in the middle of the group. They raised their guns, and Harris called out: “Nobody move!”

“I need a muse,” Mr. Connor hissed, and raised up to run. I grabbed him, but he slapped at me with his hand—not slapped, but slashed, for his fingers had all elongated into eight-inch razors of yellowed bone. They raked my arm, as sharp as a surgeon’s scalpels, and I fell backward as my skin opened up in four long lines. The cuts were deep, but so sharp I couldn’t even feel them. Mr. Connor launched himself at the agents, and they fired back in an overwhelming volley; I dropped to the floor, covering my head with my hands and praying that none of the bullets flew wide enough to hurt me. The sound of the gunfire was deafening, drowning out even the screams. I think I screamed when something grabbed my legs, but it was lost in the noise, and no one could hear anything. I kept my hands tight over my head and felt myself get yanked helplessly back into the darkness.

More hands grabbed me, pulling me farther; I slapped at them, but there were too many. When the shooting stopped I looked up, expecting the tooth-filled maw of a ravenous Withered, but I saw only Jasmyn, wide-eyed and panting, trying to sit me up against a wall. Rain was next to her.

“Are you okay?” I asked, but my ears were still ringing too loudly to hear my own voice, let alone her answer.

“They will never listen to us,” said Rain, though it wasn’t her voice but her mind, speaking directly to mine. Her thoughts entered mine like dragons in a medieval village, ancient and overwhelming, bringing destruction even where it wasn’t intended; I felt memories and emotions and even reason corroding at her mental touch, toppled as casually as a wooden hut caught by the flip of a great, forked tail.

“Let go of my mind,” I shouted.

“Your hearing will return in a moment,” said Ren, for now there was no other name for her but the primeval one—the mother of darkness. Her words rang through my mind like wailing spirits. “We need to get out of here.”

“They’ll only keep chasing us,” I thought back. I felt like I was kneeling before an angry god. “We have to talk to them. Harris is there—let me reason with him.”

“After all of this?” Her mental sneer scraped across my consciousness.

“They’ll pin the mutilations on Mr. Connor,” I thought, “and the Dark Lady stuff on Dana—they’ll conflate that name with the drownings, just like I did. But they don’t know about you. I’ll save them later if I can, if I can find a way to reason with Harris, but we can save you now. Don’t do anything suspicious or dangerous or supernatural and we can still get out of this.”

“Jasmyn can,” thought Ren. “And you. But not until after they cuff us and search us for weapons. At that point, there are certain things I can’t hide. I’m too obviously Withered.”

“So what will you do?” I asked.

Ren didn’t answer, and I heard a distant shout. My hearing was coming back.

“I don’t know,” she thought at last. “I could fight back, and I could win.”

“But you haven’t yet,” I said. That meant more than I dared to hope.

“No I haven’t,” she said at last.

“John!” I heard the voice, cutting through the ringing that still filled my physical ears. Ren pulled her thoughts away from mine, leaving me alone again in my own head, and the world seemed to snap back into focus. “John!” the voice shouted again. I took a deep breath, feeling a thousand pounds lighter than a moment ago. “John Cleaver, are you there?”

It was Harris’s voice. I nodded, taking another breath, and then shouted back. “I’m here,” I said. “I’m here. Are you okay?”

“Are you on their side?” he demanded.

I looked around and saw that Ren, Jasmyn, and I were holed up in the chapel, hiding behind a low wooden pew; the wide double door was riddled with bullets, and one side of it was hanging from a single hinge. Agent Harris’s voice floated in from the hallway, probably still crouching in the shelter of their makeshift barricade.

“I’m trying to stop this fight,” I said.

“Then you’re on their side,” he said. “They’re the enemy, John, they need to be killed. There’s no room for treaties here.”

“Then the circle will never end,” I said. “One side has to give.”

“It’s not going to be us,” shouted Harris.

“That’s okay,” I said, “the other side already did. Now all you’ve got to do is stop shooting.”

Harris’s voice rose a few tones in disbelieving anger. “Are you kidding me? That thing you were with has already killed one of my men and dragged another off to who knows where—and that’s not even counting what Hurricane Katrina is doing to the rest of the team outside.”

“She’s trying to save us,” I said. “It’s complicated, but her heart’s in right place.”

“I can’t wait to find out where Agent Gray’s heart’s going to be when that skinny guy gets through with him,” snarled Harris. “Do you think he’ll balance it on top of the guy’s head, or maybe carve it open like a turnip rose first? Make a nice centerpiece or something.”

“I tried to stop him!” I shouted. “And maybe all we can do is kill him, and if that’s how it has to be then—”

“Maybe?” cried Harris. “John! He’s killed three agents so far, and who knows how many more that we don’t know about. He’s been going for ten thousand years.”

I closed my eyes. “People change.”

“That’d be great if they did,” said Harris, “but when? I have a responsibility to keep people safe, and I can’t do that by letting a dangerous murderer go free. The circle can’t end on him, John. That should be as clear to you as to anybody. And that thing outside can’t end it, either, no matter how much you talk about her trying to do the right thing, because anyone who thinks that killing a dozen faithful law-enforcement officers counts as doing the right thing does not get to make any more of those decisions. They can’t. And that third one…” he said, and I shook my head: he knew there was a third Withered. Ren shifted behind me, and I turned just in time to see her creep backward into the shadows. I clenched my jaw, trying to think of a way out of this. Everything was falling apart.

Harris continued his tirade: “… the third Withered, the mind controller, she tried to kill me once already. She tried to use me to kill my partner. She tried to kill you, John! For crying out loud, what does it take to piss you off anymore? Can’t you see that these things are evil? That they need to be destroyed? I know you’re trying to turn over a new leaf and be all good and righteous and I respect that; I applaud it. I think it’s exactly the direction your life needs to go. But self-defense is a thing. You can’t stalk someone and murder them for no reason, but when you see someone else doing it, it is your right—it is your responsibility—to step in and stop them. As an officer of the law or a citizen of it. And if that means killing the aggressor you do it, and that is right and legal and moral. The Withered are threatening the world and everybody in it merely by their existence; they kill and hurt and torture as a matter of course. It’s as natural to them as breathing, and people like that cannot be allowed to live.”

He stopped talking, though his words seemed to hang in the air like ghosts. I looked at Jasmyn, and she looked back. Terrified but determined. Ren was gone.

I looked back at the broken doorway. “Does that mean you would have killed me?”

He waited several seconds before answering: “That’s different, John.”

“No it’s not.”

“You’re a human being!”

“So are they.”

“They’re killers!”

“So am I.”

“You’re a sociopath, John. You don’t feel the difference between right and wrong, but you know it. You make choices to follow it, no matter how bad things get. They don’t do that.”

I smiled. “Then why aren’t you being mind controlled right now?”

Agent Harris said nothing for a while. I crawled closer to Jasmyn, and she grabbed my hand and held it fiercely.

“Is she here?” asked Harris.

“She is,” I said. “I don’t know where, but she’s definitely close enough to hurt you if she wanted to. But she’s not.”

“Then she’s planning something,” said Harris. “This whole building is a trap.”

“Occam’s razor,” I said. “Why use an elaborate trap when she could just make you all shoot yourselves in a couple of seconds?”

He paused again, then shouted back: “Are you armed?”

“No.”

“Then why are we shouting?”

“Because you don’t believe me,” I said.

A moment later Harris peeked his head around the edge of the blasted door. I stood up and pulled Jasmyn with me. Harris stepped inside and pointed his gun at us.

“Jasmyn Shahi?”

“I’m not armed either,” she said, and I saw that she kept her cool well enough not to raise her arms at the sight of his gun. “And I’m not a Withered or whatever the hell.”

“Hell is close enough,” said Harris. Now that he was close I could see a bad cut on the side of his head, and a patch of purple skin and dried blood around it. “I’m going to pat you both down just to be sure.”

“Oh, my word,” I said.

“I’m not an idiot, John.”

“I just gave you a whole speech about breaking the cycle of violence,” I said, though I let go of Jasmyn’s hand and spread my arms and legs wide. “I’m not hiding a shower curtain in my back pocket, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

He patted my legs and chest with a sneer. “I bet you’ve been saving that one all friggin’ night, haven’t you?”

“The woman we’re looking for is named Ren,” I said.

“The demon queen?” He satisfied himself that I was not armed and moved on to Jasmyn. She didn’t look remotely comfortable letting a man touch her, but she bit her tongue and stared at the wall. I let Harris finish before I started talking again; Jasmyn jogged several steps away the instant she was allowed to.

“Ren doesn’t want to hurt anyone,” I said. “But there’s only three of them left and they feel kind of backed against a wall. Understandably, I think.”

Harris looked up as we heard more shouts and shooting in the distance. “I think our feelings are pretty damn understandable as well.”

“Everyone’s feeling are,” I said. “That’s what makes this so hard.”

“I don’t hear any more shooting,” said Jasmyn. “Or screaming.”

I nodded. “You think Dana’s gone?”

“Is that the hurricane girl?” asked Harris.

“Yeah.”

“She’s gone,” he said, “or she’s come inside.”

“Then we need to find Mr. Connor,” said Jasmyn. “We might still be able to save the agent he took.”

Harris sucked in a breath, considering his options and obviously hating them all. “Yeah,” he said at last, “you’re probably right.”

“You’re way too optimistic,” I said, “but you’re right anyway.” I started walking toward the door. “Mr. Connor’s building another muse; he needs them for anything deeper than computational thought.”

“What about Ren?” asked Harris. “I don’t want to leave a demon queen unaccounted for.”

“If she was attacking us we’d know,” I said, and I caught just the hint of an involuntary shudder that ran through Harris’s head and shoulders as I said it. He’d felt that same horrible thing I had. But Ren still wasn’t attacking.

We went into the hall, and Jasmyn picked up the rifle from the fallen FBI agent. Harris raised his eyebrow. “You know how to use that?”

“This is small-town America,” said Jasmyn. “Half the dates I’ve been on have been to a gun range.”

“Fair enough,” said Harris.

“Did you see which way he went?” I asked.

“This hallway,” said Harris, pointing toward the embalming room. We followed the hall cautiously, listening for sounds, but heard nothing. I checked in the embalming room; there were wet footprints on the tile, but no people or bodies.

“What else is down this hallway?” asked Harris.

“The crematorium,” said Jasmyn.

“Awesome,” Harris said, and shuddered again.

We crept softly down the hall, poking our heads into each room as we passed it—the restroom, the coatroom, a custodial closet—but Mr. Connor wasn’t in any of them. I looked for wet footprints in the carpet but couldn’t see any. No shouts or cries rang out in the distance; no bodies lay bleeding or soaking on the floor. We were alone in the house of the dead. With three Withered demons.

We approached the crematorium slowly, the last room at the end of the hall. The door hung open, and we could see now the faint hint of red and the subtle roar of flame. Someone had turned it on. I waved Harris and Jasmyn back a few steps, and peeked into the room as quietly as I could.

Blood covered the floor and walls, and a totem made of human flesh rose from the center of the floor.

Agent Gray’s body had been disassembled and the pieces had been carefully stacked and balanced in a grotesque new configuration. The torso, headless and limbless, sat at the base, with a careful arrangement of handless arms and footless legs forming an intricate web of arches and buttresses above it. Within this web was the head, too concealed to see clearly, and sprouting from it were hands and fingers and feet and toes, spraying out from the edges like leaves and spikes and horns. I couldn’t tell how they were attached. On one side of the room the oven burned fiercely, bathing the room in a hellish orange glow, and next to it, cross-legged on the ground, sat Mr. Connor, his fingers steepled solemnly in front of his face. Directly across from him, in the dancing light of the fire, the corpse-made monument cast a writhing, rippling shadow against the wall.

Mr. Connor watched that shadow and dreamed.

“Don’t come in unless you really want to see this,” I said, and then stepped further into the room. Agent Harris followed, his face grim and flat. A moment later, hesitant and wary, Jasmyn came in as well. She balked when she saw the display, but didn’t back out. Death was her life now, and corpses had become so clinical they couldn’t faze her. Even this one.

“What do you see?” asked Mr. Connor.

I looked at the body, at the muse he had so carefully constructed, and once again I had the unnerving thought that it meant something, that it was saying something in a language that my head or my heart or my soul could speak, even if I, myself, couldn’t remember a word of it. It was a hieroglyph, or a pictogram, or something even more primitive; it was a trail marker, flat stones stacked up to show where one hunter had passed before, so that another could follow behind. Slashes cut into a tree. I looked at my own arm, sliced with four neat lines by one killer, and raked with a chaos of scratches by another. Ancient carvings, to mark the path.

“It’s not true,” I said.

Mr. Connor stared at the shadows. “Nothing is.”

“It’s marking a path,” I said, “but the path isn’t true—it isn’t the right path just because it’s marked. We don’t have to follow it.”

Mr. Connor’s voice was low, like a drumbeat in the distance. “There’s only one path now. The only path we’ve ever had.” He rose to his feet, fluid and almost majestic in the firelight. “This is why I need the muse—to tell me what I see.”

“What do you see?” asked Jasmyn.

“Dancing shadows,” said Mr. Connor. “Real and unreal at once.”

“Like the Withered,” said Harris.

“Like everything,” said Mr. Connor, and then the bones slid out from his fingertips, as thin and precise as a sculptor’s tools. “I grew up in a cave, you know. Before the ritual, when I was still a child. It doesn’t mean anything, but this made me think of it.”

“We can get out of this,” I said, watching his claws warily, putting myself between him and the others. “We can make this right.”

“The only way out is down,” he said, and then he leapt toward me with a hiss. Harris and Jasmyn both fired their weapons, deafening me again, but the bullets simply punched through him and sparked against the cement wall behind, and Mr. Connor slashed at me with his blades. I tumbled backwards, falling to the ground, and Mr. Connor descended toward me with a soundless howl, but he never landed. A burst of wind filled the room, catching him up and surrounding him with a torrent of air and water. Dana had come. She held him in the air, invisible and intangible and impervious to his flailing claws, and then the water condensed out of the air and covered his head. He fought and slashed and kicked and screamed, but no sound came out; he clawed at his own throat, desperate for air, but the only thing constricting it was water, and all he did was slash his own face, his own skin, his own neck and throat and sinew. Water and blood leaked out only to flow back in, forced through him by the wind, and then his struggles grew weaker and his arms fell and then he stopped altogether. And then it wasn’t blood leaking from his wounds but soulstuff—ash and grease and tar, as black as the darkest shadow. He crumbled before our eyes, shriveling in on himself at the heart of the raging storm. And when the storm suddenly abated, it wasn’t a body that fell, but a slick, runny blob. It splashed against the floor, spattering us with sludge both warm and cold at once.

Mr. Connor was dead.


 

CHAPTER 20

Dana appeared in the room, condensing like dew from the moisture in the air. Her bare feet touched down lightly on the floor, and she watched us with eyes sunk deep into her skull. Her hair hung tangled and stringy in a frame around her face.

We looked back, too frightened to speak.

“Is it safe to assume,” said Harris at last, “that if you wanted us dead we’d already be dead?”

“You’re safe for now,” said Dana. Her tattered dress dripped tiny drops of water on the floor, splashing and mixing with the sludge from Mr. Connor’s death. The muse, toppled by the storm, sat in meaningless, powerless heaps upon the floor.

“So, what can we do,” asked Jasmyn, “to make sure that doesn’t change?”

“Nothing,” said Dana. “Stay away from me, I guess.”

“Is that a threat?” asked Harris.

“It’s a weather report,” said Dana, and sighed. “No pun intended.”

“She won’t be lucid forever,” I said, watching her carefully. “Maybe longer than normal, after so many victims, but it’ll fade eventually.”

“Her mind?” asked Harris.

“Her control,” I said, and took a step toward her. “How long does it last, usually?”

“There’s no way to predict it,” she said. “Part of the deal, I suppose. Part of the chaos. I didn’t want rules; I didn’t want to feel trapped in somebody else’s way of thinking. I wanted to be free, I guess, and now I’m free of everything.” She breathed in and tried to smile, and the feigned good humor was more painful to look at than the sadness. “My mind’s so open I can’t hold anything in it.”

“Then Mr. Connor was right,” said Harris. “The only way out is down.” He looked at me, so tired and frustrated and broken he was practically laughing. “Don’t you get it, John? We have to keep fighting them because they have to keep fighting us. It’s never stopped for ten thousand years, and it’s not going to stop now just because we want it to.”

“I came to the same conclusion,” said Ren, and we spun around, guns raised, to see her standing in the doorway. Agent Harris maneuvered himself closer to the wall, where he could see both women at once, and moved his eyes and gun back and forth between them, twitchy and terrified.

“Either one of them could kill us in a second if they wanted,” I told him, “but they don’t. So just stay calm.”

“She just said she’s planning to fight,” said Harris.

“I didn’t say it to you,” said Ren, and her voice held the authority of ten thousand years. “John’s the one who deserves an explanation—you keep quiet and try not to attract my attention.”

“Maybe Dana can’t control herself,” I said to Ren, “but you can. You’re smart, you’re powerful, you’re an ancient goddess, for crying out loud.”

“That’s exactly why I can’t follow your rules,” said Ren. “I have to be me—I can’t let other people make all my choices for me.”

“So, you choose to kill?” I said. “You choose to fight and hurt and maim and destroy?”

“I choose to live the way I want to live,” said Ren. “That’s never been any more violent than anybody else, but the world still wants to kill me for it.”

“I can think of three people you tried to kill in the last six hours alone,” said Harris.

“I was trying to help,” said Ren fiercely, but then her voice softened, and she looked at her palms. “It just … got out of hand.”

“So, you fight and you die,” said Jasmyn. “John and Harris and I here, presumably, and then you later on, and what does that get us?”

“It gets us freedom,” said Ren. “And when we finally die, at least we die making our own choices, under our own control.”

“You’re not under your own control,” said Dana. “And you’re not free.”

“I’m the mother of darkness,” said Ren. “Who do you think is controlling me?”

“Pride,” said Dana. “Selfishness.”

“I’ve heard the church-and-sin talk plenty of times before,” said Ren. “You can save it for next time you give someone a speech.”

“You don’t want to be controlled?” asked Dana. “I gave up my control when I did your ritual, and I lived my life without anyone telling me what to do. And it wasn’t a life worth living.” She started walking as she spoke, tracing a small arc across the floor of the room; Harris tracked her with his gun. “Choosing to follow rules isn’t giving up control,” she said, “it’s controlling yourself. That doesn’t seem like a superpower, but try it for sixty years and tell me what you think about it then.” She stopped in front of the oven, and her shadow fell across the room like a storm cloud. “I’ve killed five people this morning, one of them a Withered.” She stared into the flames as she spoke. “Ten thousand years old. I have more control now than I’ve ever had before.”

“What are you going to with it?” asked Harris. I didn’t say a word, because I already knew.

“Honey,” said Ren, “don’t you dare do what I think you’re going to do.”

“I’m going to do what you won’t do,” said Dana, holding a hand to the heat of the flames. “I’m going to break the cycle. You can’t stop me from killing, Agent Harris, but I can stop myself.”

“No!” shouted Ren, but Dana seemed to explode into a storm again, a furious maelstrom of wind and water and chaos—but now, for one brief window of time, controlled by a powerful presence of mind. Her storm surged into the oven, hissing and steaming as the water expanded, but the intelligence behind it kept pulling back in, reining in the clouds and forcing them over and over into the heat of the flames. Steam hit the ceiling and condensed into big, heavy drops, only to come back into the fire again, over and over, endless and relentless, until the cloud grew smaller and the steam grew darker, and the harsh, acrid smell of tar filled the room like a toxic mist. I walked to the side of the oven and turned it off, and the flames disappeared. The inside of the oven was coated with soulstuff, brittle and burned into charcoal.

Ren was crying.

Agent Harris turned his gun on her.

“Don’t do it,” I said.

“Last one left,” said Harris. “I can end it here.”

“Don’t end it by killing,” I pleaded, and looked at Ren. “End it by choosing.”

“I don’t want to burn myself,” said Ren.

“You don’t have to,” I said. “You just have to promise. Don’t hurt anyone—don’t destroy any lives, don’t control any minds. I know that’s all in your nature, but you can be better than that.” I stopped talking and stared at her, trying to make her understand. “Ren,” I said, and then, after a pause, “Margo.”

She looked up.

“I’m the worst person I know,” I said. “If I can do it, anyone can.”

“That can’t possibly be true,” said Margo. “Most of the people you know are monsters.”

“Everyone’s worth saving,” I said. “Even monsters.”

Margo looked at me, and I looked at her, and I thought about what I was doing. Did I really know? Was I really certain she could change? Was any of this really worth it? I looked at her, and I thought about my mother.

And I knew.

“Let me stay with her,” I said. “Tell the FBI that we’re dead, and that the war’s over, and leave us here. You can drop in every now and then if you want, but I’ll stay here, and I’ll help her stay clean.”

“I can’t have a family,” said Margo. “It’s part of the pact—I gave that up. I can’t have children, and I can’t be needed.”

“I can be,” I said simply. “Maybe that’ll be enough.”

We watched each other, and Harris watched us, his eyes flicking back and forth from Margo to me to Margo.

“It’s not that easy,” he said. “For all the reasons I told you before. The government wants you locked in a cell that nobody even knows exists.”

“But you know me better than they do,” I said. “Death follows me because I’ve been hunting Withered, but if I’m not then it won’t. I’ll stay here—you know I will.” I looked at him. “You’re a criminal profiler, and I’m practically your entire career. As depressing as this sounds, you know me better than anyone in the world.”

He stared at me and then shook his head—not in argument, but in disbelief.

“You’d be under constant, omnipresent surveillance,” said Harris. “And you, personally, would be responsible for everything. If I have to come back here next week or month or whatever for some kind of mind-controlled, arsonist, crazy-ass murder spree, I’m going to be very disappointed. And that disappointment will be measured in platoons of active-duty soldiers, adequately equipped to kill Godzilla.”

“We’ll be fine,” said Jasmyn.

“You’re not a part of this arrangement,” said Harris.

“My best friends are a serial killer and the Mother of Darkness,” said Jasmyn. “Try to stop me.”

Harris rolled his eyes but holstered his pistol. “Fine. But give me that gun back. And be prepared for a very long interview process before this is all over. Five FBI agents died on this property today, and even if I can manage to fake your death, John, this isn’t going to go away easy.”

“I believe in you,” I said. “Super-Best-Friends Powers, activate!”

“Shut up.”


 

CHAPTER 21

“Say it with me,” I said. “‘Today I will think good thoughts and smile at everyone I see.’”

Margo stared at me across her desk. “You know I hate this.”

“More than government execution?” I asked. “Because that’s a lot of hatred.”

“It’s getting up there,” said Margo, and she grimaced. “Maybe it’s time for another pressure valve. What’s it been, five months? Six?”

“Five months, three weeks, and two days,” I said. I adjusted my new hearing aid—too many gunshots in an enclosed space do some pretty permanent damage. “One hundred and sixty-eight days with neither a workplace injury nor a rage-fueled binge of pent-up supernatural terrorism.”

“You make that sound like a long time,” said Margo.

“You want a button?” I asked. “Alcoholics Anonymous gives you a button when you hit a milestone—”

“Don’t get smart with me.”

“I can’t help it.”

“‘Helping it’ is the entire point of this conversation,” said Margo. “Show some self-control before I give you extra mopping duty or something.”

I smiled, and she looked at the calendar on her desk.

“Has been a while since the last pressure valve, though,” she said. “Think it’s time?”

“Mine or yours?” I asked. Our “pressure valves” were activities that helped us stay in control of the important stuff by letting loose a little on the small stuff. For her it usually meant volunteering for something—she got to boss people around without the use of mind control, and she got to form relationships. For me, we usually just went out in the desert and lit something on fire.

Very big somethings. It was awesome.

“Yours,” said Margo. “I think I can go another week or so.”

“Same,” I said, and smiled. “You still haven’t said it with me.”

“Said what?”

“You know what.”

She gave an exasperated sigh. “Dammit, John, I have important things to do!”

“Not as important as this.”

“Fine,” she said, and we recited it together: “Today I will think good thoughts, and smile at everyone I see.”

“Are you happy now?” she said.

“As a sociopath I’m technically never happy—”

“You are the snottiest little—”

“I’m happy,” I said, “I’m happy. You still got your rules on your mirror at home?”

“And I read them every day,” she said, and laughed. “Someone’s going to have some awfully difficult questions if they ever use my bathroom and wonder why I have a sign taped up that says ‘I will ask for what I want instead of controlling people’s minds.’”

“Just tell them the truth,” I said. “With lives like ours, no one believes it anyway.”

She chuckled softly, tapping her finger on the desk, but then she sighed, and the corners of her mouth turned down.

“This can’t last forever,” she whispered.

“Nothing does.”

“You’re going to leave.”

“Never.”

“Then you’re going to die,” she said. “Even if it’s not for a hundred more years—do you think I haven’t had friendships before? Do you think I haven’t built relationships with people, just to watch them grow old and die while I just continued on? Even if you think you know how long ten thousand years is, I guarantee that you do not.”

“I haven’t lost as many people as you have,” I said, “but the ones I’ve lost were … significant. And it hurts, and I’m sorry.”

“You think you’re ever going to see them again?”

“Brooke, maybe,” I said. “Someday. Probably better for her if I don’t.”

“She loves you.”

“All the more reason to stay away.”

Margo smiled slyly. “When are you going to ask Jasmyn out?”

“Why does everyone keep asking that?”

“Because you’d be stupid not to.”

“She’s not my type,” I said.

“Alive?”

“That was low,” I said, pointing at her. “You don’t see me in here … pushing all your psychological buttons—”

My backpack sang out: ding-dong, ding-dong.

Margo raised her eyebrow. “You turned those things back on again?”

“It’s been almost six months,” I said, standing up. “Agent Harris is going to check in on us any day now.”

“Did he give you a schedule?”

“No,” I said, peeking out of the curtain. “I just know him. And there’s your car, you little FBI twerp. I know you as well as you know m—”

And then I heard a dog bark, and I froze in place.

“John?” asked Margo.

“Can you…” I peered out the window, but I couldn’t see anyone. “Can you tell a dog by its bark?”

“I guess so,” she said. “Depends on how well you know the dog.”

“I could swear I know this one,” I said, and moved out into the hall. Margo stood up and followed.

Agent Harris opened the front door, and Boy Dog waddled in. He sniffed the air and barked again, and I stopped. Boy Dog looked around, snuffling his nose against the floor, checking out the entryway to make sure it wasn’t filled with bacon, and then trundled over to me and sat down, his warm, fat bulk resting just on the edge of my toes.

“Hey John,” said Harris. “Brought you something.”

“Thanks,” I said. I stared at Boy Dog, half convinced he wasn’t even real. But he was.

“Is this that dog you keep talking about?” asked Jasmyn, stepping out of the chapel. “Lean down and pet him, for goodness sake, what kind of joyful reunion is this?”

“Trust me,” said Harris, watching my face. “This is about as joyful as I’ve ever seen him.” He winked. “At least so far.”

I raised my eyebrow. “Do I get a pony, too?”

“The United States government does not trust you with a pony at this time,” said Harris. “But yeah, I’ve got someone else here to see you.”

“Not Brooke,” I said, and took a step backward. Boy Dog whined at the shift in his bulk. “I can’t see her. I’m not ready to see her.”

Margo gripped my shoulders tightly. “It’s okay,” she said. “Whatever it is, we’re going to be okay.”

Harris looked to the door and nodded, and then beckoned again with his hand. Someone outside reached for the handle and pushed it open and stepped inside, and I thought for just one brief, tiny moment that it was my mother.

“Aunt Margaret,” I whispered, and then another woman came in behind her. “Lauren.”

“Oh my gosh,” said Lauren when she saw me, and her eyes filled with tears. “You’re so tall!”

“Hey,” I said, and then because I couldn’t think of anything else: “Do you…” I swallowed. “… know?”

“Yeah,” said Lauren.

“Everything?”

“Yeah,” said Lauren, nodding, and she glanced at Margo. “Everything.”

“And you’re … okay?”

She laughed, wiping the tears from her eyes. “John, we love you. No matter what.”

“Hey John,” said Margaret. “You look … Do you mind if…” Her eyes were wet, and she put her hand over her mouth. She tried again. “John, can I give you a hug?”

“Sure,” I said, and she opened her arms, and I walked up and hugged her, and Lauren hugged us both, and we were all crying and swaying and holding each other more tightly than I’d ever held anybody ever before.

And I was happy.
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PREFACE

In the early nineteenth century a powerful bacterial neurotoxin was identified in spoiled meat, earning it the name botulinum toxin, or “sausage poison.” The resulting condition, known as botulism, destroys the nervous system’s ability to communicate with muscles, rendering all soft tissues—including the heart and lungs—completely immobile. A mere ninety nanograms can kill a two hundred pound adult in a matter of minutes. It is the most acutely toxic substance known to man. And in 2014, nearly five million beauty-conscious customers voluntarily injected it into their faces.

People don’t like the way they look. More than two-thirds of women in the United States are trying to lose weight; more than half of American teenage girls have quantifiable eating disorders, with symptoms occurring as early as kindergarten. Beauty products and cosmetic surgeries account for more than $426 billion in annual global sales, rising at a rate of nearly 100 percent per year: men implant hair in some places and laser it off in others; some women have their breasts enlarged, others have their breasts reduced; fat is vacuumed out of abdomens; collagen is injected into lips and eyelids; wrinkles are masked and puttied and stretched and poisoned.

In a culture where we can be anything we want, only one thing is certain:

Nobody wants to be themselves.


PART ONE

NEWYEW


1

Thursday, March 22

9:01 A.M.

NewYew headquarters, Manhattan

267 DAYS TO THE END OF THE WORLD

“The yew,” said Carl Montgomery, “is a majestic tree.” He wheezed with the effort of speaking, and paused to take a slow, deep breath from his oxygen tank. “Yggdrasil was a yew,” he said, “the tree that holds up the world.”

They were gathered in an opulent conference room: Carl, the CEO of NewYew, Inc., and all of his executive staff. Lyle Fontanelle, the chief scientist, was always surprised at the sheer ostentatious luxury in this part of the building. The offices had been constructed and furnished in the early days of the company when business was booming, orders were rolling in, and Carl used to say that “people are dying to give us their money!” This was technically true: their sole product at the time had been paclitaxel, a chemotherapy drug, and their customers were all cancer patients. That had been before Lyle was hired, but Carl had often confided to him that the secret to his success had been the ability to treat cancer without curing it: “Sell a cure for something,” he would say, “and you’ve destroyed your own market; sell a treatment, and you’ve gained a customer for life.” Given that his customers’ lives depended quite literally on the treatment he sold them, Carl’s philosophy had been remarkably accurate.

Lyle liked to tell himself that he would not have worked for NewYew during those days—that he would not, when confronted with fabulous wealth, compromise his principles. He was not a mercenary. He was a scientist.

NewYew’s fortunes had changed in the 1990s, when scientists developed a way to synthesize paclitaxel without the need to harvest its namesake tree, the Pacific yew. A simple, unrestricted process meant that more companies could manufacture it; more manufacturers meant wider availability and lower prices; good access and low prices meant that more patients could use it. The patients were happy, the doctors were happy, even the environmentalists were happy because the Pacific yew was no longer in danger.

Carl Montgomery had not been happy.

Without a monopoly to sustain it, NewYew suffered a huge financial hit and was forced to rebuild itself; they had the equipment and the infrastructure to manufacture consumer chemicals, so they simply repurposed them from chemotherapy to cosmetics. They recruited Lyle, an up-and-coming chemist from Avon, and got to work. The only real difference, as far as Carl was concerned, was that now his lobby portraits were supermodels instead of little bald children—so, if anything, the offices looked even nicer than before.

As with most evolutions, this one had produced a number of vestigial appendages—holdovers from the old company that didn’t really apply anymore, such as the name of the company and the tagline “The Healing Power of Yew™.” Carl even went so far as to insist that the Pacific yew be included in their cosmetics formulas, though his executives fought him on it every time. On the morning of March 22, Lyle Fontanelle rolled his eyes and prepared to have the argument again.

“Yggdrasil was an ash,” said Lyle. “I looked it up.”

“And we can’t use yew in a hand lotion,” said the lawyer, a man named Sunny Frye. His real name was Sun-He, and he was Korean; Lyle had been working in makeup for so long, he could pinpoint a face’s origin with uncanny accuracy. Sunny continued patiently: “The yew tree has no moisturizing or antiaging properties whatsoever. We’ve gone over this before. It adds nothing to the product.”

“So don’t use very much,” said Carl, virtually motionless in his chair. It was an overstuffed office chair of soft black leather, blending deliciously with the rich brown mahogany of the conference table, and Carl rarely ever moved from it—or, truth be told, in it. He was seventy-nine years old, long past retirement age, and in Lyle’s opinion he had no business trying to run the company. On the other hand, Lyle had to admit that the alternative was probably worse: the next in line of succession for the position of CEO was the company president, Jeffrey Montgomery. He was Carl’s son, and almost willfully useless.

Carl sat unmoving in his chair. “We don’t need to use very much yew, just enough to put it on the label.”

The room full of executives sighed as politely as they could. There were four of them (not counting Jeffrey, who was playing games on his phone in the corner): the vice president of finance, the vice president of marketing, the chief legal counsel, and, of course, the chief scientist. Lyle had long harbored the secret dream of changing his business cards to say “chief science officer,” but for nearly ten years and counting he’d been too afraid to actually do it. He wasn’t sure which was scarier—being mocked for the Star Trek reference, or realizing that nobody cared what it said on his business cards.

Carl plunged onward, feebly waving a wrinkled hand for emphasis. “The yew is a glorious tree, and our customers associate it with health! We treated cancer for thirty-five years with the yew tree, can’t we leverage that somehow?”

“It would be a brilliant marketing move,” said Kerry White, leaning forward eagerly. He had been hired as vice president of marketing only a few months previously, so this conversation was relatively new to him. “Think of the commercials: ‘The company that saved your life is going to save your skin.’ “

“We ran that campaign four years ago,” said the VP of finance, a skeletal woman named Cynthia Mummer. “It didn’t play.”

“It didn’t play,” said Carl, “because we didn’t have yew in the products!”

“Okay,” said Lyle, “can we …” He wanted to show off his newest idea, and struggled to find a good segue. “Can we make it a pun?”

“A pun?” asked Kerry. “That’s your contribution?”

“Our whole company name is already a pun,” said Cynthia.

“But I mean a pun on what Carl just said,” said Lyle. “That we have yew in the products. ‘You’ in the products.”

“We know what a pun is,” said Cynthia.

“Just let him explain it,” said Sunny. Lyle was grateful and indignant at the same time: he needed Sunny’s support every time in these meetings, but he didn’t want to need it. Why couldn’t they let him stand up for himself?

“I’ve been researching some biomimetic technologies,” said Lyle, “and I have something I want to—”

“What’s biomimetics?” asked Kerry.

“Bio-mimicry,” said Lyle. “It’s like a smart product, that can adapt itself to match your body.”

Cynthia nodded. “We have biomimetic lipids in our teen skin care line. It’s one of our best sellers.”

“Oh yeah,” said Kerry, “my wife loves that lotion.”

“Your wife uses teen lotion?” asked Cynthia.

“If you’ve been researching biomimetics,” Carl growled, “what have you got? We don’t pay you to sit on your butt all day—that’s why we have Jeffrey. You we pay for research and development. So: have you developed anything?”

“Actually I do have something I’d like to show you,” said Lyle, lifting up his briefcase to set it on the table. “It’s the burn cream we’ve talked about before—it’s, ah, showing some interesting promise as an antiaging lotion. It’s not ready for the public yet, by any means, but the early results are promising and I want to dedicate a bigger piece of the budget to following it up.”

“Why do we need a burn cream?” asked Cynthia icily. As CFO, she would have the strongest say in whether or not he got any more funding. Lyle swallowed nervously and opened his briefcase.

“It’s not really a burn cream,” said Lyle, pulling out a folder and a stack of glossy photos. “The technology comes from a burn cream, from some medical research published a few years ago, but like I said, I think we have some pretty neat options for using it in cosmetics, in antiaging especially. The key component is plasmids.”

“Oh,” shouted Jeffrey, “like in that game!”

“No,” said Lyle, “like in the bacteria.”

“You’re putting bacteria in a hand lotion?” asked Kerry. “I know there’s no such thing as bad publicity, but that’s pushing the limit.”

“It’s not actual bacteria,” said Lyle, flipping through the folder. “Bacteria is where plasmids come from, but then they take them out and sell them separately.” He found a photocopied page in the folder and held it up, displaying two grainy, black-and-white images of what may or may not have been skin. “This is from a test at Boston University, using plasmids to rebuild burned skin—they go into the cells and accelerate collagen production, so the skin heals faster and more fully.”

“Wait,” said Kerry, excited, “this is like a collagen injection in a lotion? That we can market the hell out of.”

“Then why are you working on a lotion?” asked Carl, “and not a lipstick? Can we do it in a lipstick?”

“Most lipsticks just make your lips look fuller,” said Kerry, “this one would actually make them be fuller. I can see it now—”

“Wait,” said Lyle, “it’s not … it wouldn’t work like that. I mean, we’re not talking magical plastic surgery lips or anything.”

“What are we talking?” asked Sunny.

“It doesn’t enlarge anything,” said Lyle, “but it has the potential to be a pretty amazing wrinkle reducer.”

“Antiaging is huge,” said Cynthia. “The baby boomers are so old their children are getting old; we could do a lot with a new wrinkle reducer.”

“It’s a very clever system,” said Lyle, pleased to have their positive attention. “Your skin is primarily composed of collagen, and other proteins, and as you get old your skin stops producing quite so much of it, and that’s what makes it sag and shrivel. The plasmids help you heal from a burn by producing more collagen—or more accurately, by tricking your cells into overproducing it. When you apply it to healthy skin, it creates extra collagen and fills out the sags and wrinkles. Here, I think I have some of our test photos here… .” He riffled through his folder. “Every other antiaging product on the market, from Botox to makeup to everything else, is all just covering the problem, or stretching the problem, or doing something to hide it. But a lotion that directly stimulates your skin cells to build more collagen is actually solving the problem—not just hiding the wrinkles, but reversing them.”

“Rejuvagen!” shouted Kerry. “The first skin care product that actually reverses the aging process, exclusively from NewYew!”

“That’s not bad,” said Carl, pointing an unsteady finger at Kerry.

“Thanks,” said Lyle uncertainly. He found the photo he wanted and placed it on the table. “This is one of our early test subjects. We were testing the healing properties on a small abrasion here, on her cheek, but you can see her whole face pretty well.”

“Wait,” said Sunny cautiously. “You said it goes into the cells? What do you mean by that, exactly?”

“Well, it’s a plasmid,” said Lyle, “so it—”

Carl cut him off. “I don’t care how it works, I care if we can protect it, economically and legally. You say this came from a university study—is the research public domain?”

“The university study was an academic proof of concept,” said Lyle. “The technology is fully public, and the plasmids themselves are pretty common. I ordered these off the shelf from a chemical supply place.”

“But how invasive is it?” asked Sunny. “If it messes with the cells directly we’ll probably have to run it past the FDA, and that could take years. If you think we can really use this, a portion of the budget will have to go toward that.”

“The FDA will never pass it,” said Cynthia sternly, picking up the photocopied page and pointing to the blurry text. “Lyle forgot to mention that this is gene therapy.”

“Gene therapy?” asked Carl.

Sunny laughed. “The FDA has never approved gene therapy in a consumer product, Lyle, why didn’t you tell us up front this was a gene thing?”

“I said it was plasmids,” said Lyle, looking around the room. “What else would I be talking about?”

“Nobody knows what plasmids are,” said Kerry.

“I told you,” said Jeffrey, “they were in that game.”

“A plasmid is a circle of DNA,” said Lyle, ignoring him. “They’re a very small, very efficient way of transcribing genetic information. The one I’m using attaches itself to your DNA to prompt the creation of HSP47, which is a heat-shock protein—”

“This is genetic engineering,” said Sunny, shaking his head. “There’s no way the FDA would even get near it.”

“It’s not exactly a weird technology,” said Lyle defensively. “I told you, I bought these by the case from a lab supplier. They’re everywhere.”

“They’re everywhere in labs,” said Sunny, “not in consumer products. That’s a pretty huge difference.”

“Let me see your test results,” said Cynthia, looking at the photos. Lyle slid his folder across the table, but Sunny shook his head.

“The tests don’t matter,” said Sunny. “It could be the most effective antiaging product in the world and we still wouldn’t be able to sell it.”

“But it is,” said Cynthia, looking up from the file. She was smiling, but Lyle thought it looked surprisingly predatory. “The most effective antiaging product in the world. Look at his notes in the margin: ‘A seventy-six percent reduction in deep wrinkles. Complete reversal of fine lines. Full results in two weeks, visible results in a matter of days.’ “ She looked at Carl. “This is a gold mine.”

“It’s a gold mine we can’t touch,” Sunny insisted. “At least not without another ten years of FDA testing. Seriously, Lyle, we shouldn’t even have been testing this without good legal coverage.”

“The subjects all signed the release forms,” said Lyle, “and I passed them all on to you.”

“But you didn’t tell me they were for genetic engineering!” said Sunny. “What if something goes wrong?”

“Now ease up a bit,” said Carl, leaning forward. The others in the room stopped and looked at him—Carl never leaned forward unless he had something very important to say. “If this lotion is as good as Cynthia says, what are our options?”

“With gene therapy?” asked Sunny. “Nothing. Wait ten years for FDA approval, or scrap it and reformulate.”

“How closely did you look at this photo?” said Cynthia, placing it back in the center of the table. Everyone leaned in to examine it.

“Cute,” said Kerry. “Is this a teen product?”

“That’s a forty-three-year-old woman,” said Cynthia, “after just three weeks of treatment. With a face like that she could get picked up by a pedophile.”

The room was silent. Carl stared at the photo. “Lyle,” he said slowly, “are these results typical?”

Lyle couldn’t help but smile. “The woman in that photo had a fairly youthful face to begin with—there’s more going on there than just our lotion—but yes, in general, that level of wrinkle reduction is typical of our test cases. I’ve had several of them call back to ask if they could get more. This product has the potential to be a best seller like we haven’t seen since … paclitaxel, really. Everyone’s going to want this.”

Carl stared at the table in front of him frowning in thought. At last he spoke, without looking up. “Sunny, you’re going to find a way for us to sell this.”

“But—”

“If you do,” said Carl, “I will personally buy you a Caribbean island, and I will do it with the loose change this product puts under my couch cushions.”

Sunny paused. “It could be huge … but only if there’s a way to make it work legally.”

“Find a way.” Carl looked at Kerry. “I want a name, I want commercials, I want bottle designs, I want everything.”

“Absolutely,” said Kerry.

“And you,” said Carl, pointing a yellowed finger at Lyle. “I want this in production by next week.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Not a full run,” said Carl, “we don’t even have a bottle yet. But I want sample runs and stability tests. Call Jerry at the plant and set it up.”

Lyle grimaced. “I have one more test scheduled for next week, but … yeah, I can probably get it done. Two weeks would be better.”

Cynthia raised an eyebrow. “You’ve tested everything from litmus to rats to human skin. What else do you need?”

“I’m still refining the formula,” said Lyle. “The woman in the photo is from batch 14E, and the newest is 14G. The tweaks were minor, though, and one test ought to do it. It’s already scheduled through HR: adult males, eighteen to forty-five.”

“Skin care for men is the next big thing,” said Kerry.

“None as big as this,” said Carl. “Run your test, Lyle—I want this product guaranteed for every gender, every age, every race, every everything. If you’ve got skin, you’re a customer.” He folded his frail hands and stared at the executives sternly. “A lotion that literally makes your skin younger—and does so this effectively—has the potential to be the biggest cosmetic breakthrough since breast implants, and with a wider appeal. I want a bottle of this lotion in the hands of every man, woman, and child in the country—I want women to bathe in it, and I want schoolgirls to feel old if they don’t use it. Am I clear?”

The executives nodded.

“Good,” said Carl. “Let’s go change the world.”
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Monday, March 26

2:04 P.M.

Lyle’s office, NewYew headquarters, Manhattan

263 DAYS TO THE END OF THE WORLD

“This is ridiculous,” said Susan.

She was a student from NYU, working as Lyle’s research assistant to help pay for college. She was an excellent chemist, a hard worker, and at least a decade too young for Lyle, who consequently spent most of his time not looking at her, talking to her, or being near her. Thinking about her, on the other hand, occupied a great deal of his mental energy.

Lyle kept his eyes on his computer. “Hm?”

“An earthquake in Mombasa,” said Susan, stabbing her computer screen with her finger. “Ten hours ago: it leveled the city. They have no homes, no food, nothing.”

“That’s awful,” Lyle murmured, not really paying attention. Susan was an impassioned activist for almost every cause she encountered, and he didn’t have the energy to keep up with them all. His fingers clacked on the keyboard, filling in the final details on his most recent report. Sunny was still trying to find a loophole that would let them actually make the antiaging lotion, and he needed all the details Lyle could give him.

“It’s because we’re racist,” said Susan.

“Now … wait a minute,” said Lyle, turning fully to look at her. Her hair was long and blond, streaked with natural highlights; Lyle had spent enough time working on hair dyes to know a natural highlight when he saw one. He tried not to think about Susan as the model on a box of hair dye. “The earthquake happened because we’re racist?”

“America hasn’t helped them yet because we’re racist.”

“It’s only been ten hours.”

“We can get there in ten hours.”

“So maybe we’re slow,” said Lyle. “That’s not the same as racist.”

“We can be fast when we want to,” said Susan, “but Kenya’s not a major trading partner, so screw them—we’ll toss a few volunteers and water bottles off a cargo plane, but we’ll save the good stuff for the next time Japan gets a tsunami. We only help when it helps us, or when it helps our image.” She stared at Lyle, and held up her finger for emphasis. “But image means nothing.”

“You realize you … work for a cosmetics company?”

“You can change what people look like,” said Susan, “but you can never change who they are.”

“I …” Lyle looked at her face, identifying almost subconsciously her shade of lipstick: plum pink. He lost his train of thought and glanced at the clock instead. “It’s 2:08,” he said quickly. “We need to get ready for the test.”

“14G?” asked Susan, forgetting her tirade almost as quickly as she’d started it. She rolled her chair across the floor to Lyle’s desk and looked at his computer. “What’s new in this batch?”

Lyle became acutely aware of the proximity of Susan’s knees to his own. “Some pretty interesting stuff, actually.” He looked up and gave her what he hoped was a dashing smile. He was pretty sure it didn’t work, and stopped. “I’ve added a retrovirus to help regulate the process.”

“Really?” asked Susan, leaning in closer to look at his screen. Lyle pursed his lips and thought about flat things: walls, cabinets, tables. He swallowed and slid his own chair a few inches away. “I thought the formula was bacterial.”

“The plasmids are bacterial,” said Lyle. “That’s where the DNA is. The retrovirus is how we get the DNA out of the plasmid and into the host cell.” He wanted to say more, eager to impress Susan, but this was the part he didn’t know as much about; he was a chemist, not a geneticist. He thought for a moment, then repeated the blurb from the supplier’s brochure. “It uses an RNA transcriptase to unzip the host DNA, inserts the DNA fragment stored in the plasmid, and zips it back up again. They came from the same supplier; they’re engineered to, um,” he tried not to look at her, “fit together.” He started to gesture with his hands, then turned a little red and fell silent.

“Cool,” said Susan, peering closer at the screen. She was almost as interested in chemistry as she was in social justice, and arguably better at it. “This is … well, it’s groundbreaking.”

Lyle turned red and pretended to busy himself with some papers. “Well, it’s certainly interesting, and we have high hopes. I mean, Carl said it’s going to change the world, but what does he know, right?” He was practically bursting with pride. He’d probably get on the cover of Scientific American again, and Susan thinking he was brilliant was the cherry on top of the whole thing. He glanced at the clock, and jumped up with a shout, “It’s 2:15! I’m late!”

“Need any help?”

Lyle frowned, his mouth half open for words that never came. Of course he wanted her to come, he wanted her to go everywhere with him, but he wasn’t supposed to want her to go anywhere with him. “I …” He didn’t know what to say.

Susan gestured at her computer. “I finished color matching the lipsticks you asked me about.”

Lyle stared for a moment, trying not to think about her lips, then turned to gather up his samples. “Sure, you can do the photos.”

Susan picked up the trays and spatulas and headed cheerfully down the hall, Lyle following several steps behind. Kerry gets to look at beautiful women every day, he thought, with photo shoots and commercial shoots and who knows what else. He gets paid to look at beautiful women. Is it really so bad that I look at this one? One who’s wearing a lab coat, for crying out loud? It’s not like she walks around in a swimsuit all day.

Hmmm, Susan walking around in a swimsuit all day… .

“Dr. Fontanelle!” Lyle shook himself from his daydream and realized he’d walked past the door. He smiled nervously, wondering if Susan knew what he’d been thinking about, but she seemed as cheerful as ever. He walked back into the room and smiled at the six men seated on the other side of the long, narrow table. HR had managed to grab a batch of outside volunteers with a pretty good mix of skin types: an Asian, a Latino, and four Caucasians, one of whom had red hair and intensely fair skin, and another who was heavyset and greasy. It should be a good test.

“Sorry,” said Lyle, “just got a little distracted. I assume you’ve all read the packet and signed the release forms?”

“We get paid for this, right?” said one of the subjects, a tall, skinny man with dark black hair.

“Naturally,” said Lyle, collecting the row of proffered papers and checking to see that each release form had been fully filled out and signed. Susan followed him, placing a small Styrofoam tray and a mini plastic spatula in front of each man.

“Good,” said the tall man—Lyle saw on his paperwork that his name was Ronald—”because that’s why I’m here. To get paid.” He seemed nervous, and Lyle laughed silently. Test subjects were so twitchy sometimes.

“Good,” said Lyle, and looked at the group. “Well. I’m pleased to tell you that this is a very late-stage test, and the product you’ll be sampling is essentially ready for production. Your skin is in very safe hands, and in fact we think you’ll be pleasantly surprised. Now, we’ve given each of you a tray and a spatula; next we’ll give you a—Susan?”

Susan was on the end of the row, rubbing lotion onto the back of a subject’s hand. A very handsome subject, Lyle noted with some irritation. The man glanced at Lyle, then looked up at Susan and flashed exactly the kind of debonair smile Lyle had tried to make earlier, in exactly the kind of way that made Lyle know he had failed. His teeth were more perfect than some of the models they’d used for their teeth-whitening ads.

“You’ll give us a Susan?” the man asked, grinning devilishly. Susan smiled back. “If I’d known that, I’d have signed up weeks ago.”

“Susan,” Lyle whispered, walking toward her, “we can’t actually touch them. That’s what the spatulas are for.”

“He doesn’t mind,” said Susan, and gave the man a stunning smile.

Lyle rolled his eyes. She’s flirting with him.

“I don’t mind at all,” said the man, smiling back.

Lyle successfully avoided groaning. “No,” he said, “I mean it’s actually illegal—if you’re not a licensed cosmetologist you’re not even allowed to touch another person’s face, and the hands are … essentially the same thing, so.” He pulled Susan gently away. “Let’s just not touch anyone, anywhere, just to be safe.”

Susan raised her eyebrow, staring at him.

“Give them all some lotion,” said Lyle, gesturing at the other men. “Just a squirt from the bottle, straight into the tray.” Susan saluted, and Lyle frowned. “Now, gentlemen: use the spatula, or your fingers—you can touch your own face without a cosmetology license, of course—and spread it around on your arms or your face, maybe somewhere you have some fine lines or wrinkles… .” He watched as the six men poked and sniffed at the lotion and slowly began smearing it on their skin. “Careful of your eyes, of course,” said Lyle. “It’s perfectly safe, but that doesn’t mean it feels good in your eyes.”

“We want to test it over time,” said Susan, “so we need you to come back in three weeks so we can see if there’s any progress.” She finished giving each man some lotion, and picked up a camera. “I’ll be taking some ‘before’ photos so we have something solid to compare it to when you come back.”

The nervous guy looked up. “Do we get paid now or at the end of the three weeks?”

“Both, Ronald,” said Lyle. “Don’t worry, you’ll get paid. I just have some quick questions first.” Lyle looked at the sheaf of papers and saw that the handsome man’s name was Jon Ford. “Mr. Ford, let’s start with you: Do you ever experience any …” He paused, realizing what the question was about, and felt a surge of mischievous satisfaction. “Do you ever experience any itching, perhaps a contagious skin rash of some kind, or an epidermal fungus?”

“Do I have to answer?” asked Ford, scowling in disgust.

Lyle stifled a smile. “I’m sorry, this is for science. Now, please tell us the exact nature of the problem.”
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Monday, March 26

3:31 P.M.

Midtown Manhattan

263 DAYS TO THE END OF THE WORLD

Ronald Lynch waited by the service elevators in the dirty back room of another office building, just a few blocks away from NewYew. He’d worked in this building for years, but he’d never once entered through the front doors. Corporate espionage was a little more complicated than that.

The elevator dinged, and the doors opened, revealing a heavyset man in an ill-fitting suit, leaning calmly against the back railing. He didn’t move, but raised one finger and beckoned for Ronald to step in and join him. Ronald did, and the man nodded.

“Floor seventeen,” said the man. Ronald pushed it, and the doors closed. “I’m Abraham Decker,” said the man, and offered his meaty hand to shake. “Chief scientist. We’ve never met, but I’ve read your reports. You do good work.”

“I came straight from the product test,” said Ronald. “They wouldn’t let me take a sample, but I—”

“Straight?” asked Decker.

“Well, I … meandered a bit first,” said Ronald. “Obviously. Nobody followed me.”

“I don’t think they understand what they have yet,” said Decker. “We need to be extra careful with this one.”

Ronald frowned. “Seemed like a pretty standard test to me.”

“It’s a whole new technology,” said Decker. “It’s so cutting edge we’ll need new legislation just to manage it.”

“For a wrinkle reducer?”

“For genetic engineering,” said Decker.

Ronald looked at his hand in shock, wondering what he’d just rubbed on his skin, but before he could ask any more questions the elevator dinged again and the doors slid open. Decker heaved himself up from the railing and walked into the hall, Ronald close behind, and after a few short turns they entered a massive corner office, bigger than Ronald’s entire apartment and furnished like a mansion. This, more than anything else, is what finally started to make Ronald scared. He didn’t mind reporting on product tests: rival companies were always going to spy on each other, and Ronald figured somebody was going to get paid to do it so why not him? He honestly kind of liked the excitement. But he’d always dealt with intermediaries—burner phones and anonymous envelopes of cash—but this office was a whole new level of intrigue. This was a place for high rollers; this was a place for people who were ambitious and proud and ruthless. This had to be the CEO.

Ronald started to realize that this was a much bigger deal than he’d expected.

“Have a seat,” said Decker, plopping down on a couch by the wall, and gesturing for Ronald to join him. A few moments later another man walked in, tall and stern and flanked by two dark-suited giants whose skills, Ronald guessed, had little to do with cosmetics. They arrayed themselves in front of Ronald and stared at him a moment.

“Ira,” said Decker, “this is Ronald, one of our informants in the product testing program.” Ronald stood up to shake his hand, but the beefy man on Ira’s right pushed him back down. Ronald swallowed and tried to smile.

“How do you do, sir?”

“Welcome to Ibis Cosmetics,” said the man. “My name is Ira Brady, and I’m the CEO. You’re our man at NewYew?”

“Yes, sir,” said Ronald. “At least for today, sir. They were testing a new kind of hand lotion with some kind of antiaging—”

“I know what they were testing,” said Ira. “What we don’t know is the interior layout of the building. You’ve been in a part of NewYew none of us has visited.” He started pacing as he talked, gesturing broadly with his hands. “What floor did they take you to? How many doors did you pass through to get to the room where the test was held? How many turns did you take, and in what directions? And perhaps most importantly …” He turned back toward Ronald. “Did you happen to see any laboratories while you were there? And could you tell us accurately how to find them?”

“You’re going to steal the lotion,” said Ronald.

“Of course I’m not going to steal it,” said Ira, “that’s illegal. But a technology like that is bound to be stolen eventually, and I suspect that it may, through circumstances beyond our control, end up in my hands. Now: describe the building.”
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