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   “Leave the forest alone. Whatever's out there, just let it be. Don't make it angry.”
 
    
 
   When a horrific discovery is made at the edge of town, Sheriff James Kopperud realizes the answers he seeks might be waiting beyond in the vast forest. But everybody in the town of Deal knows that there's something out there in the forest, something that should never be disturbed. A deal was made long ago, a deal that was supposed to keep the town safe. And if he insists on investigating the murder of a local girl, James is going to have to break that deal and head out into the wilderness.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, James has no idea that his estranged daughter Ramsey has returned to town. Ramsey is running from something, and she thinks she can find safety in the vast tunnel system that runs beneath the forest. Before long, however, Ramsey finds herself coming face to face with creatures that hide in the shadows. One of these creatures is known as the devil, and another is known as the witch. They're both waiting for the whore to arrive, but for very different reasons. And soon Ramsey is offered a terrible deal, one that could save or destroy the entire town, and maybe even the world.
 
    
 
   The Devil, the Witch and the Whore is the first book in a trilogy about a town and its demons, and about the consequences of making a deal with the devil. Contains scenes of horror and violence.
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Prologue
 
    
 
   There are scratches all around the coin-slot, reflecting the flashing reds and yellows of the distant highway.
 
   “Help me!” I gasp as I grab the handset and frantically dial 911.
 
   As I wait for the call to connect, I glance over my shoulder and watch for any sign that he's caught up with me. All I see so far is the dark tree-line, picked out against the lights of the road, but there's no sign of him. Still, I know he won't be far behind. He chased me this far. He's not going to just give up now.
 
   “Hello?” I stammer, turning back to the phone. There should be a tone, somebody should have picked up by now, but so far I'm not hearing anything.
 
   I hit the switch on the cradle several times, trying to force a connection. “Hello, is anyone there? I need help!”
 
   I thought it was free to call 911, but finally I reach into my pockets and start searching for coins. It takes a moment, but I manage to dredge up a dime from the very bottom of my back pocket, and I drop it into the coin-slot before dialing 911 yet again.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Come on,” I whimper, with tears streaming down my face.
 
   I hit the cradle again and the coin drops out. I slot it back in at the top and try dialing, but I'm starting to think that maybe this phone is out of order. Sure enough, I wait a few seconds but there's still no dial tone, so I press the switch on the cradle and the coin drops out again. Before making another try, I close my eyes for a moment and try to get my head together. I need a miracle.
 
   “Please work,” I whisper. “Please God, I'll do anything, but please help me.”
 
   I wait a few seconds longer, and then with a trembling hand I drop the coin into the slot for a third time.
 
   Nothing.
 
   This phone is dead.
 
   Suddenly I hear the sound of an approaching vehicle. Even before I turn, I know I'll see the lights of his truck heading this way along the gravel road that runs up from the forest. Sure enough, the huge, hulking truck is already at the edge of the parking lot, and for a fraction of a second I see his silhouette in the cab. He's come for me.
 
   He won't get me, though.
 
   No way.
 
   I am not going to die tonight.
 
   Things like this don't happen to people like me. Bad things, really really really bad things like this, do not happen to ordinary people like me.
 
   But the truck is getting closer and closer.
 
   Panicking, I turn to run, before realizing that he'll just chase me down again. Figuring that there might be another phone inside the diner, I run along the side of the building and up the steps, but of course all the lights are off and the door is locked. I pull frantically on the handle before hammering against the window, even though I know it's after midnight and everyone will have gone home. On the other side of the glass, a 'Closed' sign is dangling from a plastic sucker.
 
   Suddenly the truck's lights fill the dust-smeared window, and then they blink off as the truck grinds to a halt behind me.
 
   “No way,” I whisper, quickly coming up with another idea and taking off my shirt. It's too late to run, and I wouldn't get far anyway with my damaged foot, so I have to do this another way. Wrapping the shirt around my right arm, I smash the window next to the door and then I reach through, fumbling for some way to get inside. I catch a bare patch of skin on some broken glass, ripping the flesh just below my elbow, but I barely even notice the pain as I finally manage to turn the latch that unlocks the door.
 
   Behind me, the truck's door creaks open and feet set down on the gravel parking lot.
 
   “Come on!” I hiss, pushing against the door but finding that it still won't open. A moment later I realize I need to pull instead, and sure enough the door swings toward me.
 
   I stumble inside and pull the door shut, and then I turn the latch so that it's locked.
 
   Stepping back across shards of broken glass, I look out through the shattered window and see the man walking calmly around to the rear of his truck. He's not panicking at all. It's as if he thinks he's finally cornered me, and I can just about make out a long-handled ax swinging from his left hand. I know I should run, but for a moment I can only stare in horror as he hauls the rear panel of the truck down, props his ax against the vehicle's side, and reaches into the back. I watch as he pushes some tarpaulin aside, and then finally he turns and steps toward the front of the diner.
 
   He reaches down and sets what looks like a metal bucket on the ground, then he places another next to it, and another, and I watch until he has seven buckets in a row.
 
   They're empty.
 
   Like they're waiting to be filled.
 
   He adjusts the buckets for a moment, as if he's making sure they're lined up all neat, and then he stops and stares at me for a moment. I can't make out his face, since he's silhouetted against the line of traffic that runs along the highway a couple of miles away, but I know he's looking right at me.
 
   “No, please,” I stammer, taking a step back, unable to stop looking at the buckets. “What are those for? What are you going to do with them?”
 
   No reply.
 
   He's just watching me.
 
   “What are you going to do?” I shout, before looking toward the lights of the highway. “Help me!” I scream, even though I know they're too far away for anyone to hear me. “Somebody help me!”
 
   I wait, but the only sound now is the faint, distant hum of traffic. There are hundreds of people out there, but the highway is so bright and the diner is shrouded in darkness.
 
   “Help!” I scream again, my voice breaking now as I taste blood in the back of my throat. “Please -”
 
   Suddenly the man heads back over to his truck and grabs the ax, before turning and stepping past the buckets, making his way toward the diner's front door. Each footstep on the gravel sounds a little louder and closer than the one before, and his silhouette is getting bigger.
 
   “No!” I yell, hurrying around the counter. Pushing open the first door I come to, I find myself in the diner's dark kitchen. I look around for a moment, hoping against hope to spot a phone on the wall, but instead all I see are a series of counter-tops.
 
   I'm not an idiot.
 
   I can defend myself.
 
   I rush to the nearest counter, looking for a knife, but again there's nothing. Trying not to panic, I race to the far side of the kitchen and push open another door, and finally I come to a small hallway at the rear of the building. I look over my shoulder, but now there's no sign of the man at all, although I assume he won't have had much difficulty reaching through the broken front door and turning the latch. He's probably inside by now, waiting to come at me again with that ax. I got away from him last time, but that was just a fluke. If he comes at me again, I might not be so lucky.
 
   You're gonna get out of here, I tell myself. You're gonna figure out a way.
 
   Turning to face the back door, I peer out through the glass panel and see the diner's dark, empty rear lot. There's nothing out there, no parked cars or figures or anything, and I can see all the way to the dark forest on the far side. The last thing I want is to go running into the forest again, but I figure maybe I can find a way to lose this asshole. He's been after me for so long, and he's seemed to strike lucky at every turn, but eventually his luck has to run out and mine has to come good.
 
   Please, just one stroke of luck. That's all I need.
 
   I glance over my shoulder again, looking through to the dark kitchen, but there's still no sign of him.
 
   Reaching down, I run a hand across my damaged ankle. I think pure adrenaline must be keeping me from feeling the extent of the pain, because my fingertips quickly run against a thick flap of sliced flesh. The bastard caught me earlier, and the wound has been slowing me down ever since.
 
   But running's my only option.
 
   My heart is pounding, but I tell myself that I can outrun this bastard and make it to the forest, and then I can somehow get the hell away. I don't know much about the guy who's chasing me, but I know he's older than me, and I figure that even with an injury I should have a fair chance. I just need to be smart this time. Smart and lucky. My hands are still trembling, but I can't just wait here in the dark until he comes for me, so I reach up and slide the latch across before peering out and double-checking that there's absolutely no sign of him waiting outside for me.
 
   Finally, I dare to pull the door open a crack, and I immediately feel the cold night air against my face. I can see my breath ahead of me, too, and I wait a moment longer just in case I hear the tell-tale sound of someone coming closer across the gravel.
 
   Nothing.
 
   It's almost as if he's disappeared entirely, but I know that's not possible.
 
   I take a step forward, but then I pause again. I tell myself I can make it to the trees, and that then I'll be able to disappear into the darkness of the forest. I tell myself the same thing over and over, but somehow I can't force my body to start moving. I guess I'm terrified that he'll suddenly come at me from somewhere, that I'll see him raise his ax and swing it at me again. He only missed my neck by inches last time, and I know I've already had several miracles just to get this far.
 
   Blood is running from the wound on my foot.
 
   I look back through toward the kitchen again, but I'm still certain that he hasn't come through the door from the main part of the diner. I'd have heard him. There's a part of me that just wants to stay here and hide, to maybe crawl into one of the cupboards and hope for someone to show up and save me, even though deep down I know that's not going to happen. This diner is old and shuttered, and no-one ever comes here anymore.
 
   I turn back and look toward the trees.
 
   “Please God,” I mouth silently, hoping against hope that somewhere there's someone who can watch over me and get me out of this mess. “Save me.”
 
   I'm not some dumb kid who deserves to get hacked to death by a crazy hillbilly. I don't deserve that one bit. Focusing on that thought, I pull the door open all the way and step out into the cold.
 
   Immediately, I sense movement next to me. I turn and see the man lunging toward me, and I immediately spin around and rush back inside. Before I can make it, however, I feel a firm hand grabbing my left arm, yanking me back out. I scream as I grab the door-frame and I desperately try to pull away. The hand is too tight, however, and I turn just in time to see him raising his ax against the starless, traffic-red night sky.
 
   “No!” I shout, turning away and pulling as hard as I can.
 
   Suddenly I feel the sharpest, most agonizing pain in my left arm, just below the elbow, and I fall against the door before slamming to the floor. The pain is so strong, pulsing through my body and filling my mind, that I can barely even think straight as I turn and throw myself against the door to push it shut. I reach up with my right hand and slide the latch across, but I'm shaking more than ever and a moment later I see the silhouette of the man as he steps back from the door. He's still watching me through the dusty, scratched glass. He has his ax slung over his shoulder, and he's holding something in his right hand.
 
   A severed arm, dribbling blood down onto the step.
 
   Shivering frantically, I look down and see that my left arm has been severed a short way beneath the elbow. Blood has begun to pour out, soaking my t-shirt and pants, but for a few seconds all I can do is stare in horror at the sight. I tell myself that I'm wrong, that there's no way he just cut my arm off, and I try desperately to move my missing left hand. Finally, as I feel more blood soaking through my t-shirt and onto my skin, I let out a slow, terrified wail and my entire body starts shaking violently with shock.
 
   Outside, the man is calmly walking away from the door.
 
   “Help me!” I scream, somehow managing to shout even louder than before, even though my voice is filled with sobs. I lean back against the wall, still shuddering with shock. “Mom! Dad! Somebody help me! Get me out of here! Help me!”
 
   For a moment, the pain continues to overwhelm every thought in my head. Tears are streaming down my face and I can't even bring myself to look at my damaged arm. It's not true, it's not real, it can't be.
 
   “Help me,” I whimper, barely able to get the words out at all.
 
   And then, as suddenly as it started, the trembling stops.
 
   This isn't how I'm going to die.
 
   I refuse to let anyone do this to me.
 
   Realizing that I need to stem the blood loss, I scramble to my feet and stumble back into the kitchen. My missing arm keeps me slightly off-balance, but I quickly find some kitchen cloths hanging from a set of hooks and I start desperately wrapping them around the severed stump of my arm. Blood quickly starts soaking through the fabric, and I let out a pained gasp as I lean against the counter. I wrap more and more cloths around the stump, hoping that I can squeeze the wound tight. Even as I do so, however, I can feel myself getting weaker and a little dizzy.
 
   And in some weird way, I keep trying to use my left hand, even though it's gone. I can feel it, like it's a ghost attached to me just below the elbow.
 
   “I'm not going to die here,” I whisper, clutching the cloth tighter against my severed arm as I stumble across the dark kitchen. “Phone. Find phone.”
 
   I bump against the wall several times, but finally I push through the door and come back out in the main part of the diner, next to the counter. I know there's a phone here, there has to be a phone here, but so far I don't see anything.
 
   You're missing it, I tell myself. It's here somewhere. It has to be.
 
   Suddenly the bundle of cloths falls from my stump, and more blood splatters down to the floor.
 
   Panicking, I grab the cloths and wrap them in place again, and this time I take an apron from a nearby hook and wrap it around the bundle, hoping that this time they'll all stay in place.
 
   “Come on, please,” I stammer, hurrying along the counter. Suddenly my knees buckle and I fall, slamming against the wall. I try to reach out and support myself, and for a fraction of a second I swear I feel my missing left hand. After reaching and grasping for a couple of seconds, however, I have to forcibly remind myself that the hand is gone. Whimpering like a little kid, I quickly get up again and keep searching until I reach the counter's far end and turn to look back along the diner.
 
   And that's when I see him.
 
   The man is out at the front of the building again, walking calmly toward his truck and swinging my severed arm as he goes.
 
   Shivering like crazy, I stumble toward the window and drop to my knees, and then I watch as he makes his way past the truck and stops at the line of seven buckets. He hesitates for a moment before reaching down and dropping my severed arm into the third bucket from the left, and then he turns and looks straight at me.
 
   I still can't see his face, not in the darkness, but somehow I can feel his gaze. And that's when I realize what's going to happen here.
 
   I'm going to die.
 
   No.
 
   No, that's not true. I'm not going to die, not tonight. Not at the hands of this asshole.
 
   I'm not going to die, because I'm eighteen goddamn years old and my life is not going to end like this. No fricking way. I'm not a helpless little girl, I'm eighteen years old and I can fight back against this lousy asshole.
 
   “You want a piece of me?” I scream, banging on the dusty window as he continues to stare at me. “You think you can do this to me? Come and try it, then! I dare you!”
 
   Feeling a sudden surge of strength, despite all the blood I've lost, I struggle to my feet while keeping my eyes fixed on the man's silhouette. Again, I swear I feel the ghost of my left hand for a few seconds, but I force myself to rely instead on my other hand, which at least is really still there.
 
   “I'm not going to die here,” I whisper as I take a step back, feeling more and more certain that I can save myself. “Do you hear that, asshole?” I yell, hoping that he really can hear me out there in the parking lot. “I'm not going to die, because I am too strong for you to take me down. You don't have a goddamn chance!”
 
   He's still staring at me through the diner's dirty window. He doesn't seem to have reacted at all.
 
   “I've got a plan!” I scream. It's a lie, but I figure it's worth a shot to slow him down. “I've got a phone and a plan and knives, so you'd better get the hell out of here if you don't want the cops all over you!”
 
   I wait, but he hasn't reacted at all.
 
   “Go on!” I shout. “Run! It's your only shot. You're gonna -”
 
   Before I can finish, I burst into tears and drop back down to my knees. My chest is shuddering and tightening at the same time, and it takes a moment before I'm able to pull myself together again.
 
   And then I hear him.
 
   Footsteps on gravel again, and I look out just in time to see him stepping around the buckets and making his way toward the diner's front door. I stare for a moment at my severed left hand, which is poking out from the top of the bucket, and then I realize that the bastard with the ax is coming back into the diner and I need to be ready to defend myself.
 
   “You're making a huge mistake!” I yell, although I can no longer hide the sobs in my voice. “You should run while you still can!”
 
   He starts walking up the steps.
 
   Turning, I stumble back around the counter and into the kitchen, just as I hear the front door swinging open.
 
   “Damn you!” I hiss, looking around for something, anything, I can use as a weapon. This is a kitchen, so there has to be a set of goddamn knives somewhere. For a moment, in my mind's eye, I picture myself clutching a dozen huge knives in each hand and then rushing at the bastard.
 
   I could do that.
 
   Screw mercy.
 
   If I get a chance, I'm taking this asshole down. I'll gouge his goddamn heart out if that's what it takes.
 
   Hurrying to the nearest set of drawers, I start rummaging through the contents, but so far all I'm finding are rolling pins and spoons. I can still feel the sensation of my missing left arm and hand, and I have to force myself to remember that they're no longer there. I head to over to the next set of drawers, with no better luck, and then finally I pull another drawer open and see a set of gleaming knives.
 
   “Thank you, God!” I stammer. “Thank you so much!”
 
   After pulling a couple of the largest knives out, I step back and then duck down out of sight. A fraction of a second later, I hear the dividing door swing open, and I realize that the man is in the kitchen with me.
 
   I hold my breath, not daring to make even the slightest sound.
 
   All I hear is silence.
 
   Did he turn back?
 
   Is he scared? Does he realize I have the knives, and that I can fight back?
 
   Or is he stalking me, edging closer and closer without making so much as a squeak?
 
   I take a slow, quiet breath. I'm starting to feel weak again, and I know the cloths around my severed arm are coming loose. I'm going to pass out soon, but at the same time I have to drop this bastard first. I tighten my grip on the knife's handle, and I realize that I'm going to have to drive it into his goddamn chest at the first opportunity. No holding back, no second thoughts, just a cold, hard strike. Even if I don't kill him, I have to at least slow him down. But I can kill him. I'm not some little kid who'll get scared. When I get the chance, I'll drive these knives into his heart and I won't ever, ever have any regrets.
 
   I am not going to die tonight.
 
   A moment later, I hear the faintest of bumps from nearby, as if the man's shoe caught against something. He must be over by the stoves, but now the kitchen has fallen silent again.
 
   I'm not going to die.
 
   I'm not going to die.
 
   I'm not going to die.
 
   I keep repeating those five words in my head over and over, using them to force the pain away and keep my mind focused. There's no goddamn way that this asshole knows exactly where I am. Hell, he probably thinks I made a run for it through the back door. In fact, as the silence stretches out and a couple more minutes roll past, I can't help wondering whether he might have left already. If he knew I was here, there'd be no reason for him not to come at me, and he can't risk having me run out into the forest.
 
   Maybe the kitchen is silent because he's long gone. Maybe he's out there in the forest right now, searching for me, and this is my only chance to get away.
 
   I almost lean forward to peer around the corner of the cabinet, but at the last second I hold back. After all, he might still be here, he might just be waiting for me to show myself. I should wait, even though I'm feeling weaker by the second, and I'm worried I might pass out right here on the floor. I need to time this perfectly. Too soon, and he'll come at me with that ax. Too late, and I'll bleed to death. Reaching up, I push the cloths back into place, but I can feel warm blood soaking through the fabric.
 
   I have to make a decision.
 
   I wait a few seconds longer, listening to the absolute silence of the kitchen, and then I tell myself that I need to peer around the edge of the cabinet and see if there's any sign of the man. I can't keep hiding. That's what a little kid would do, but I'm old enough to be brave. My heart is pounding so hard, I can barely believe he can't hear it from all the way outside in the goddamn forest, but slowly I start to lean forward until I'm able to see partway around the cabinet's side.
 
   There's no-one there.
 
   I look back over my shoulder, to make sure he's not creeping up behind me in the dark, and then I turn and lean a little further past the edge of the counter.
 
   Still nothing.
 
   Just dark cabinets and counters.
 
   I feel a little burst of hope in my chest at the thought that maybe, just maybe, he's gone. If he's out in the forest searching for me, I at least have some time to run toward the highway. Still, although I want to get to my feet and head for the door, I don't dare make my move, not yet. One wrong choice, and I'm dead.
 
   A moment later, I feel more blood start trickling through the cloths.
 
   I lean out further, but now I can see almost half the kitchen and there's definitely no sign of the man. I'm still terrified that he could be lurking nearby, although after a moment I realize that I can use this goddamn knife to fight back. I just have to be ready for him.
 
   I count to three in my head, before stumbling to my feet and turning. I press my back against the wall and hold the knife up.
 
   The kitchen is dark, but there's clearly no-one else here.
 
   He's gone.
 
   I take a couple of steps to the left, just in case the bastard happens to be hiding behind one of the cabinets, but he's definitely gone. I must have been right after all. He took off into the forest, searching for me. Maybe I finally got my first lucky break since this nightmare started, although a moment later I look toward the dividing door and realize that he might still be lurking out there.
 
   My first instinct is to go to the back door, but then I figure he might still be able to see me from the forest. Instead I head to the dividing door and peer through into the darkened main section of the diner, but there's no sign of anyone and I can't hear a sound. All the booths are empty, and I can't even see anyone on the other side of the large, dusty window.
 
   Please be gone. Please be gone. Please be gone.
 
   I wait, before gently easing the door open. The hinges creak, but apart from that there's not another noise in the entire place.
 
   This feels too easy.
 
   Stepping through, I hold the knife up, ready to defend myself in case he comes for me. I can see his truck still parked out front, and my arm is still in one of the buckets. The sight of my silhouetted hand, with its fingers curled into a half-fist, sends a punch of nausea to my belly, but I know I have to keep moving. That asshole is going to come back from the forest soon, and I need to be long gone by that point.
 
   I glance around once more, just to double-check that he's nowhere to be seen, and then I keep my back against the wall as I edge toward the front door. The diner is so quiet now, but all I have to do is get to the door, make my way down the steps, and then run as fast as I can toward the highway. I'm already feeling weak, but I figure adrenaline will keep me going. That, and the fact that I know, deep down, that I'm not going to die here tonight. I'm not some pathetic little bitch who gets hunted down and murdered by a backwoods freak. I'm tougher than that.
 
   This isn't my destiny.
 
   With the knife still raised, I make my way around the counter and over toward the door. I'm shaking so much, I almost fall, but finally I get to the broken window and -
 
   Suddenly something slams into my back, cracking through my shoulder on the right and sending me thudding into the wall. Even before I have a chance to cry out, I feel the ax's blade being torn out of my body. I cling to the door-frame and try to turn with the knife in my hand, but a second later the ax thuds into my waist and I fall, slamming against the floor. An involuntary groan erupts from my lips, as if all the air is being forced from my lungs.
 
   The man puts his boot on my right hip, steadying me as he pulls the ax out.
 
   “Please,” I gasp, realizing I dropped the knife, “don't -”
 
   Before I can finish, he grabs my right foot and drags me back several meters across the floor, and then he lets go again.
 
   I reach out for the knife, but a moment later I feel an immense pain as the ax crunches straight through my right leg, severing it just below the knee. At least, that's what it feels like, but I quickly tell myself that can't be what really happened. Sobbing and panicking, I try to crawl forward, but then I feel even more pain as the ax slices through my other leg. I reach out toward the door with a trembling hand, and a moment later the man steps around me and pulls the door open anyway.
 
   Through tear-filled eyes, I see that he's carrying my severed legs.
 
   “No!” I scream, watching in horror as he makes his way down the steps and over to his truck. “Help me! Somebody help me!”
 
   The door swings shut. I can still see the distant highway. All those bright, moving cars are so close, but still so far away.
 
   A moment later, I watch as the man reaches down and puts my legs in one of the buckets. Then he turns and carries his ax back up the steps, coming into the diner again.
 
   “Help!” I scream as soon as he pushes the door open. Maybe someone from the highway will hear if I just shout loud enough. “I'm in here! Help me!”
 
   The door swings shut and I immediately start sobbing again.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I whimper, leaning on my remaining elbow as I try to turn and drag myself back into the kitchen.
 
   I was safe in the kitchen.
 
   I should have stayed there, but if I can get back, maybe I can still hide and -
 
   Suddenly he grabs my right arm and holds it up. I scream and try to wriggle free, but he quickly slices the ax against my shoulder and rips the arm away, although a strand of muscle remains and he has to cut again. Once he's done, he turns and carries the arm back outside, no doubt to drop it into another of those goddamn buckets.
 
   Still screaming, I try desperately to wriggle toward the dividing door, but my arms and legs have all been severed and I can barely move at all. I know I'm going to get out of this, I know I'm going to survive somehow, but I can't figure out what to do next. I'm panicking, but something's going to save me. It's not my destiny to die here tonight. Not like this.
 
   “Help me!” I scream, louder than I ever thought anybody could scream, as I feel pools of warm blood soaking through my clothes. “Somebody help me! I need -”
 
   Before I can finish, I feel him grab the hair at the back of my head, and he starts lifting me up. I cry out and try to struggle free, but I'm powerless to resist as he slowly turns me so that I'm facing him. For the first time, I'm able to make out some of his features in the low light, and I see a calm face with large, penetrating eyes that seem fixed on me with shocking intensity.
 
   “I'm not going to die!” I hiss, barely getting the words out as I continue to sob. The stumps of my legs are bumping against the cold, tiled floor. “You can't kill me! I'm -”
 
   I scream as he flashes the ax toward me, and I feel a sudden sharp pain in my neck, followed by a heavy thump as something falls to the ground beneath me.
 
   He lifts my head up, and suddenly I feel so much lighter. For a moment, I can't work out what happened, but then he turns and starts carrying me toward the door. As he does so, he swings me around and I look back to see a limbless, headless body on the floor, surrounded by blood.
 
   I try to open my mouth to scream, but I can barely move at all. Meanwhile, fresh blood is spattering down from my neck and I can feel my thoughts getting smaller and smaller, as if my mind is switching off and I'm falling asleep. My eyes flicker slightly, and a moment later I feel the cold night air as I'm carried down the steps. He's holding me by the hair, and my head is bobbing about.
 
   I'm going to survive.
 
   I'm too strong for this bastard to kill me.
 
   I don't know how, but I'm going to get out of this.
 
   Suddenly he swings me down and drops my head into one of his buckets with a dull thud. Then he stops for a moment, staring down at me with the ax over his shoulder, and it's almost as if she's waiting for something.
 
   I can't move my lips, I can't even cry out. All I can do is blink one final time, staring up at the man from down here in the bucket, and then everything starts fading to black. Once my vision is gone, I can still hear for a couple of seconds, and it sounds as if the man is heading back into the diner to deal with the rest of my body. I hear the door swinging open, and then it bumps shut again.
 
   I can get out of here. I try to scream, but I can't move my mouth at all. I can still get away, though. I just have to be smart and think and come up with something.
 
   This isn't my destiny.
 
   I'm not going to die.
 
   I refuse to be some kind of -
 
   


  
 

Part One
 
    
 
   Homecoming
 
   


  
 

One
 
   Leanne Halperin
 
    
 
   “This place is so different,” Ramsey says with a smile as she and I take our seats. “Did they, like, redecorate or something?”
 
   “Yeah, barely,” I reply, before taking a sip of soda. “I mean, some kid was abducted from here a few years ago and no-one ever saw him again so I guess they tried to, like, freshen things up. The bus terminal was already known as this gross place full of junkies on heroin, and most people knew to keep away, but then a little kid named Tommy Hague was abducted and murdered, so the bus company finally got around to cleaning the place up. It's, like, totally gross.”
 
   My voice trails off, and after a moment I shudder.
 
   “That's so messed-up,” she mutters.
 
   “No kidding!”
 
   “But how do they know he was murdered?”
 
   “Of course he was murdered,” I point out. “Like, why else would you abduct a little kid? He was probably, like, chopped up after the killer had done loads of depraved stuff to him. It's totally sick. He was only, like, five years old.”
 
   “You don't know that's what happened to him.”
 
   I roll my eyes.
 
   “You don't!”
 
   “It's how the world works,” I continue. “Five-year-old kids don't get abducted from bus stations by people who wanna look after them. One day they'll find his body somewhere, and there'll be all this evidence of, like, horrible stuff that was done to him. He's probably buried out in the forest. Guaranteed. It's sick to think of what that kid must have gone through in his final moments. Then again, we live in a sick world. Cheers.”
 
   I hold my soda up. When she doesn't get the hint, I clink my bottle against hers.
 
   “You know I'm right,” I mutter. “I always am. Don't you remember that about me?”
 
   I can't help noticing that even though we're both so much older now, Ramsey hasn't really changed very much at all. She's still the same Ramsey I remember from school, and from those days playing in the park and the forest. When she texted me an hour ago, out of the blue, and told me she was in town, I guess I got a little worried that ten years was too long for our friendship to survive. I mean, when I came and met her, I might have ended up in this totally awkward encounter with a stranger. Five minutes here at the bench is already enough for me to know, however, that we have a bond for life. Best friends forever.
 
   “So how long are you here for?” I ask.
 
   She watches the far side of the bus station for a moment longer, seemingly lost in thought, before suddenly turning back to me.
 
   “Oh, um...” She takes a long sip of soda, almost as if she's trying to buy herself some thinking time. “Just for the summer, I think,” she continues finally. “I just need some time to decompress after everything that happened at home. Well, I mean, everything that happened in New York. I guess, deep down, I still think of Deal as home. I mean, it's complicated, right?”
 
   “Damn straight,” I reply, before taking a big bite of my sandwich. “It's gonna be so cool if you hang around for the whole summer, Ramsey. I don't want to sound like I'm sucking up, but honestly, it wasn't the same after you left. So many people in this town are just stuck, like they can't even think beyond the horizon. At least you've been around. You know there's more out there.”
 
   “Sure,” she replies with a smile. “Totally.”
 
   “You inspired me, you know,” I tell her.
 
   “I did?”
 
   “You got out of Deal, so I think maybe it's time for me to do the same.”
 
   “I didn't really get out of Deal under my own steam,” she replies. “I was eight years old and my mom took me. I wasn't consulted or anything.”
 
   “You know what I mean. It doesn't matter how you get out, it just matters that you do. And you did!”
 
   “And now I'm back!” she points out wryly.
 
   “Just for a visit, though, yeah?”
 
   She nods.
 
   “Maybe when you go,” I continue, “I'll go too. We can blow this joint together.”
 
   “Why would you want to do that?” she asks, and now she actually looks worried.
 
   “Because the world's bigger than one stinking little town! That's why! I mean, look around. Most people who are born here... They just spend their whole lives rotting away on these streets, and then they die and end up buried in the Mount Street cemetery. Half the people we went to school with are doing crumby, dead-end jobs that they'll be stuck in until the day they die. I don't want that. I want to get out of town, like you.”
 
   “Be careful what you wish for,” she mutters, taking another sip of soda.
 
   “But it's amazing, right?”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Everywhere else! The world!”
 
   I wait for her to tell me about all the cool things she did while she was in New York. She's so lucky that her mom took her away from Deal when she was just a little girl. Frankly, I can't even believe that she ever wanted to come back and visit. I mean, I'm glad she showed up again, because she was my best friend back then and she blatantly still is, but I'm super-surprised.
 
   “It's different,” she admits finally, almost as if she's holding back. “At least Deal is safe. It's got that going for it. In New York, you have to be careful which streets you go down, and which subway car you get into. In Deal, you know that – most of the time – everything's going to be safe.”
 
   “Yeah, safe,” I mutter, rolling my eyes. “In other words, boring.”
 
   “There's a lot to be said for being safe and boring. You shouldn't knock it.”
 
   “Anyway, Deal isn't always safe,” I continue. “Like I said, Tommy Hague got murdered. It wasn't long after you and your mom left town, actually.”
 
   She nods. “I remember. I heard about it on the news. I guess I was too young to really understand at the time.”
 
   “I also heard,” I continue, “that since they never caught the person who did it, they think he might be a serial killer. And you know what that means. It means he'll do it again.”
 
   Sighing, she leans back in her seat.
 
   “It does!” I hiss, although I'm also starting to laugh now. “It totally does! A guy doesn't go out, kidnap a little kid and do horrendous stuff to him, and then just go home and get on with a normal life again! Maybe he's even killed again, but nobody knows 'cause the other bodies haven't been found! I mean, maybe there are still some out there, with blood and guts rotting in some shallow grave!”
 
   “Are you sure you're not getting a little ahead of yourself?” she replies. “I know there are plenty of psychos out there, but I think you've got some seriously crossed wires.”
 
   “Ask your dad about it,” I continue. “He'll tell you it's all true.”
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   “I bet he's glad you're back,” I add.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Maybe? Come on, he must be going crazy! I bet he's, like, doting over you!”
 
   “I dunno,” she mutters, and now she seems to be avoiding looking directly at me. “I haven't exactly... I mean, I haven't necessarily been to see him yet.”
 
   “Seriously? You came to meet me first, instead?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I'm honored!” Reaching across the table, I grab her hand and give it a squeeze. “To be honest, I wasn't even sure you'd remember me! I mean, it's been a long time since we hung out.”
 
   “Of course I remember you,” she replies. “Don't be stupid. We were, like, best friends.”
 
   “Yeah, but I thought you'd meet loads of extra-cool people in New York, and then you'd forget about people like little old me who stayed in Deal.”
 
   She shakes her head, and now she looks a little sad. “That's not quite how it works.”
 
   “But he's waiting for you, right?” I ask, as I take another sip of soda.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Your dad, dummy! What time is he expecting you home?”
 
   “I'm sure he would be,” she replies, “if... I mean, if I'd told him I was coming.”
 
   She stares down at her soda for a moment longer, before finally looking at me. I don't know if it's new, or if I just didn't notice it before, but suddenly she seems nervous. Scared, even. And sad.
 
   “You haven't told your own father that you're in town?” I ask, unable to hide my sense of shock. I must be misunderstanding something.
 
   “It's complicated.”
 
   “How the hell is it complicated, Ramsey? When was the last time you even saw him, anyway?”
 
   “A while back. Not since Mom and I left. She didn't want me to have anything to do with him.”
 
   “Have you spoken to him on the phone?”
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   “Have you emailed?”
 
   “There's been no contact.” She hesitates for a moment, as if there's something else she wants to say but she can't quite get the words out. “Birthday gifts in the mail, that's all.” She takes a moment to stir her soda with a straw, but it's clear that she's deep in thought. “Have you seen him around? Do you know how he's doing?”
 
   “Of course I've seen him around,” I tell her. “He's, like, the local sheriff now.”
 
   “He is?”
 
   “You didn't know that? He's in charge of the police, he's totally popular.”
 
   “Huh.” She seems genuinely surprised for a moment. Impressed, even. “Does he still...”
 
   Her voice trails off.
 
   “Does he still drink?” I ask, finishing the question for her. “I don't know. I think so. But I bet it's not as bad as it was before. I mean, it couldn't be, not if he's Sheriff James Kopperud. You can't do a job like that if you're the town drunk.”
 
   She stares at me for a moment, before muttering something under her breath and shaking her head.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “It doesn't matter.”
 
   “You're gonna go see him, right?” I continue. “Ramsey, promise me you'll go see your dad later today.”
 
   I wait for a reply, but something seems to be really troubling her.
 
   “Ramsey, seriously.” I reach over to grab her hand again. “Where are you even gonna sleep tonight, if you don't go to your dad's house? Why wouldn't you be -”
 
   “Let's go to Devil's Lookout,” she says suddenly, getting to her feet. “Come on! I wanna go out to the forest!”
 
   “Huh? Ramsey, why would -”
 
   “It's been years,” she continues, forcing a smile that really doesn't seem genuine. “Leanne, please, can we just go to Devil's Lookout? I wanna see if it's the same as it always was, or if it's changed. Please, it's where we always had the most fun when we were little, and I've really missed being out in the forest. Don't argue with me, don't ask me questions, just come out there with me!”
 
   I stare at her, and I can't help feeling that something's really wrong. She's deflecting like crazy.
 
   “Come on,” she adds, leaving her soda behind as she turns and heads toward the exit.
 
   “Wait up!” I shout, getting to my feet and hurrying after her. I catch her just as she goes through the door, and for a moment the bright morning sunlight almost blinds me. “Ramsey, Devil's Lookout is boring,” I continue, trying not to sound too much like I'm whining. “The rest of us stopped going there, like, years ago. It's just a big old empty forest!”
 
   “So? I wanna go. Come on!”
 
   With that, she hurries along the sidewalk, leaving me standing alone for a moment. Finally, realizing that I'll just have to find some other way to figure out what's bugging her, I hurry to catch up. She might be the same Ramsey I remember from when we were kids, but I'm starting to think there's something she's keeping hidden. And what she is telling me, so far, doesn't quite seem to fit together in a way that makes sense.
 
   “It'll be fun,” she says with a forced smile, as she leads me marching across the street.
 
   


  
 

Two
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   The pain is intense, rippling up through my belly and into my chest. It feels as if somehow my liver is expanding and pressing against my lungs and heart, and my hands are tingling as I frantically unscrew the bottle of pills.
 
   And my radio is crackling. Of course it is. The guys are waiting for me at the scene.
 
   Once I've swallowed two of the little orange lozenges and chased them down with a swig of water, I lean back in the driver's seat and wait for the pain to subside. These pills are damn-near miracles, but they still take a little while to work their magic, so for now I just have to bite my tongue and try not to cry out. After just a couple of seconds, however, I gasp and lean forward, leaning against the wheel as I feel something gnawing its way through my gut.
 
   It'll pass. It always passes. I've been dealing with this crap for a while now. I can deal with it for a while longer. I'm not giving in to this thing. Not yet.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Tom Lanston called it in,” Hinch says a short while later as he lifts the cordon tape for me to duck under. “He was out looking for his dog Keanu early this morning. Keanu'd dug his way out of the yard, on account of Mrs. Collins' dog being on heat is what he assumed, but it was okay 'cause Tom had a GPS tracker on Keanu's collar. Anyway, he tracked him down to right here, and he noticed Keanu seemed to be interested in something around one of the trees. He kept calling the dog away, but it wouldn't budge until suddenly it ran off again. Dogs, huh? Anyway, Tom came closer to take a look and... Well, that's when he saw this and called us. The poor guy was still white as a sheet when I arrived.”
 
   We walk in silence for a moment, making our way across the damp, leafy forest floor. I can already see the seven buckets ahead, with various officers taking photos. I feel an immediate tightening sense of nausea in my chest, which is the last thing I need on a day when the pain in my gut is so bad, but at least the pills have started working. Just as I start to think that I can handle this, however, I hear a faint buzzing sound, and I realize there are hundreds of flies buzzing in the air up ahead.
 
   “We think the remains had been out here for two or three days,” Hinch continues. “Doctor Shaw'll give us a better idea as soon as the autopsy's been done, and obviously it'll help once the victim has been identified.”
 
   Stopping at the first bucket, I look down and see that it's full of glistening red intestines. There's blood caked all around the bucket's metal edges, and spatters too. I'm guessing the killer dropped his victim's guts in, rather than laying them gently. I don't know why that even matters to me, but somehow it does. I guess maybe because dropping them in seems casual, almost sloppy, like he was dealing with the remains of some butchered animal. If he has to kill these girls, he could at least treat their remains with a shred of respect.
 
   “Did you ever see anything like it in all your life?” Hinch asks nervously. “I mean, it's...”
 
   His voice trails off for a moment.
 
   “No,” I say finally. “No, I've never seen anything like this. Not ever.”
 
   I step over to the next two buckets, which contain the arms and lower parts of the legs. No doubt the upper legs and sections of the chest will be in the remaining buckets. It looks as if the girl's entire body has been chopped up and distributed across the buckets, and there are already flies crawling all over the pale flesh. There are no words to describe how much I need whiskey right now.
 
   “Where's the head?” I ask finally.
 
   “In that one, at the far end.”
 
   I make my way over to take a look. When I stop and peer down at the final bucket, I see a mass of matted, blood-stained dark hair. The features are out of view, facing down toward the bottom of the bucket, which means I can see the gnarled stump of the neck with a section of spinal column poking through the middle. The way the head is tilted means I can see the cut pretty well, and it's clear that the head was severed smoothly. I'm guessing there was one quick blow, so the killer probably used something like an ax.
 
   “Did anybody take a proper look at the head yet?” I ask.
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Hinch replies.
 
   I keep my eyes fixed on the severed neck. “And?”
 
   “Nobody we recognize so far. Do you want to see for yourself?”
 
   I open my mouth to tell him it's fine, but deep down I know I should just get this over with. Hiding from the horrors of the world is never a good idea, because the horrors always come and seek you out. And then you end up like me.
 
   “Sure,” I mutter.
 
   I wait as he steps around me, and then he reaches in with two plastic-gloved hands and gently takes hold of the head's sides. He lifts it gently out of the bucket, revealing a bloodied face with two wide-open staring eyes. Somehow it's the eyes that get me, even though they're looking over toward the trees. I don't recognize the girl so far, but I've learned over the years that sometimes people can look a lot different when they're dead compared to when they're alive. The muscles on a dead face hang differently, and even a subtle change can catch a guy out.
 
   “Recognize her?” Hinch asks after a moment.
 
   I stare at the head for a moment longer, before reaching out and gently pulling strands of hair away from her face. Some of the strands are stuck to dried blood on her cheeks, but I pull them clear anyway. Even now, there's too much dirt and blood all over her face for me to really get a proper look at her.
 
   “We need a timeline,” I say finally. “We need to figure out what happened to her, and where, and put it all in order.”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “A timeline's always the first thing you need to get straight in a case like this. Once you've got events in order, even just a few, you can start filling in the gaps.”
 
   “Okay. Timeline it is.”
 
   “And we need to know her name,” I continue, “because somebody out there is missing. This girl can't have been much older than her mid to late teens. She has parents, and friends, maybe even a boyfriend. If she's really been out here for up to three days, somebody should have started wondering where she is. Do we have any missing persons reports filed?”
 
   “I don't think so, no.”
 
   “Check again, just in case. I guess there's a chance she might have just been passing through, but she seems a little young for a drifter. Somebody somewhere has to be missing her.”
 
   “I heard a car backfiring out here the other night.”
 
   I turn to him.
 
   “I was out in town,” he continues, “and I remember pretty late, I heard a car backfiring really, really loud. I remember thinking at the time that it was odd that anyone was in the forest at all. In fact, come to think of it, the sound was so loud, I reckon it might have been a big truck. Do you think that could have anything to do with the body?”
 
   “Make a note and ask around,” I reply. “Add it to the timeline.”
 
   He nods.
 
   “And you can put the head back in the bucket now, Hinch,” I add. “I've seen enough.”
 
   Nearby, Bob and Lewis are taking photos of the other buckets' grizzly contents, although I'm sure they've got all the pictures they really need by now. The smell is pretty foul and sweet, so I take a step back and swat more flies away. I've never liked this forest much, and I've always kind of figured that one day something nasty would turn up out here. But never in my life did it occur to me that something so horrific could happen so close to our little town.
 
   “Devil's Lookout is pretty popular with dog-walkers and plenty of other people,” I mutter, turning and heading away from the buckets as a forensics team moves in. “Then again, it's also a huge forest, so a bunch of buckets like that could easily be missed, at least for a while.”
 
   “So do you think there are more out here?” Hinch asks, hurrying after me.
 
   “I hope not.”
 
   “Do you think we should search the area?”
 
   “Check for footprints and vehicle marks.”
 
   “And backfiring trucks?”
 
   “Sure. Anyone who was near Devil's Lookout over the past few days. We need a timeline of the entire forest.”
 
   “Why's it called Devil's Lookout, anyway?”
 
   “You don't know?” I stop and turn to him. “You really are new to the area, aren't you?”
 
   He shrugs. “I keep meaning to look the name up online, but then I never remember.”
 
   “It's because of a story that goes back a long way,” I continue. “There's just this dumb legend about this forest. Obviously nobody actually believes it apart from a few fringe whack-jobs, but the story goes that whenever this devil-like creature wants to check on the world, to see which way the wind is blowing and what's shaking, he climbs up from deep below and this just happens to be the place where he pops his head up and looks around. There are a load of tunnels under the forest, so that's part of the set-up. So he comes up into the tunnels, and then he pokes his head up through a hole in the forest floor and sees what's up. Then he scuttles back down to the fires below and gets on with his latest dastardly plans.” I can't help but roll my eyes. “Terrifying, huh?”
 
   Hinch stares at me, as if he can't quite believe such a ridiculous story.
 
   “I told you it's dumb,” I continue, forcing a smile. “Try not to have any sleepless nights.”
 
   “But it must be based on something,” he replies. “Even the most insane stories usually have some kinda truth at their core.”
 
   “Not this one,” I reply , turning and leading him back toward the cars. “It's mostly just a way to scare kids. My girl used to come out here with her friends, and I'm telling you, they used to scare each other witless by talking about how one day they might spot a terrifying head poking up from a hole in the ground. She used to climb into bed with us, 'cause she was too scared to sleep alone.”
 
   “I didn't know you had a kid.”
 
   “It's complicated,” I mutter.
 
   “Where does -”
 
   “Timeline!” I say firmly. “Focus on getting a timeline built. Once we start knowing how one event relates to another, we can figure out a narrative. The narrative is everything. Until then, there's a risk that we're seeing things wrong. Plus, we need to get those buckets analyzed. It's a long shot, but you never know, maybe the bastard screwed up and left us a nice set of prints. We also need to figure out where the girl was killed, 'cause I really don't think it happened out here. The job was done somewhere else, and then the remains were carried to this location for dumping. I mean, that's what buckets are for, right? For carrying stuff?”
 
   “Sure,” he replies, jotting something in his notebook.
 
   “We also need to identify her,” I continue, looking back toward the crime scene. “Spread the net wider, look at neighboring counties, even neighboring states. Also look for any vehicles that might have been abandoned in town. If that girl came from somewhere else, she must have arrived here by car or on a bus, which means somebody knows who she is. Check at the terminal, see if anyone remembers seeing a stranger. Just...”
 
   I pause for a moment, wincing at the sight of one of the buckets being carefully placed inside a transport box. The dead girl, whoever she was, must have been around Ramsey's age. I know it's not an entirely rational reaction, but somehow that simple fact really gets me in the pit of my stomach.
 
   “Somebody has to be missing her,” I whisper. “Probably missing her real bad. We need to draw up a list of teenagers in town and check on them.”
 
   I pause again, before feeling a rumbling pain in my chest. The pills are going to wear off soon, and I don't want to be around Hinch and the others when that happens.
 
   “Finish up out here,” I tell Hinch. “I'm going back to the station.”
 
   “You are? But I thought you'd want to -”
 
   “I'll see you there,” I add, already making my way around the side of the car. The pain in my gut is really biting again, and I'm starting to think this is one of those days when I need to keep myself to myself. People'll just ask questions if they see me in pain. “Get Doctor Shaw on the phone and tell her to meet me. I want to expedite this investigation as much as possible.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “And Hinch?”
 
   He's already starting to head back to the crime scene, but he quickly turns back to me.
 
   “Do you have a cake waiting for you at home?”
 
   I wait for him to make some jokey comment, but he simply stares at me blankly.
 
   “A birthday cake?” I add.
 
   Again, I wait, but again he seems to have no idea what I'm talking about.
 
   “Katie said it popped up as an alert on the computer system,” I continue. “It's a little thing we do at the office. The computer tells us when it's somebody's birthday.”
 
   Even now, he seems lost.
 
   “It's your birthday, Hinch,” I say finally. “Isn't it? Please, don't tell me you'd forgotten.”
 
   “Right,” he mutters, smiling nervously as he rubs the back of his neck. I swear, he seems genuinely embarrassed. “I never really pay much attention to that kinda thing. I mean, the last thing I want is to be reminded that I'm getting old. I'll be thirty soon!”
 
   “Wow, you're ancient,” I mutter bitterly.
 
   “I'll get a cake on the way home. I promise.”
 
   “You don't have to promise,” I tell him. “I'm not telling you what to do, I'm just wishing you happy birthday. Trust me, when you do a job like this, you really need to remember to take time out. Find someone to celebrate with. I'd offer to go for a drink, but something tells me this case is gonna keep me up late.”
 
   “Well, at least Keanu's okay.”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, before hesitating. “What?”
 
   “Tom Lanston's dog Keanu. He came home this morning, safe and sound. A little spooked, apparently, but other than that he's fine. I guess we have to give thanks for little mercies, right?”
 
   “Sure. At least the dog's fine.”
 
   With that, I climb back into the car. I know I was a little short with Hinch, but in truth this case has got me spooked. This is the first time I've ever seen a dead body that's roughly the same age as my little girl, and I can't help taking my wallet out and checking the only photo of her that I have left. The photo shows Ramsey smiling at the camera, back when she was just eight years old. Now she'll be eighteen, and that's the kind of age when a girl can really start getting herself into trouble.
 
   The one good thing is that at least I know she's a long, long way away. She's nowhere near Devil's Lookout.
 
   


  
 

Three
 
   Leanne Halperin
 
    
 
   “I missed Devil's Lookout so much,” Ramsey says as she walks ahead of me, leading me through the forest. “You know, I think I actually dreamed about this place sometimes. Is it dumb to get nostalgic about a forest?”
 
   “So where are you gonna sleep tonight?” I ask.
 
   “I get nostalgic about the dumbest things,” she continues, clearly ignoring my question. “Streets. Houses. Rooms. Benches. Not people, but places. How weird's that, huh? Or maybe it's not weird at all. Maybe I'm just kidding myself that I'm weird, when in fact I'm just like everybody else. Gotta be a possibility, right?”
 
   “Ramsey, where are you gonna sleep tonight?”
 
   “Chill, Leanne.”
 
   “Are you gonna go to your dad's place?”
 
   “I'll be fine.”
 
   “But if -”
 
   “I see it!” she calls out excitedly, suddenly rushing on ahead.
 
   “Hey, wait!” I stammer, but I get the feeling she's deliberately avoiding all my questions.
 
   It might be six years since I last saw Ramsey, but I know when somebody's trying to hide something from me. Ramsey Kopperud used to be my best friend, we were absolutely inseparable all the way up from kindergarten, and I was devastated when her mother moved her away from Deal. I should be ecstatic that she suddenly came back, and in some ways I am, but deep down I've got this rumbling feeling that she's in trouble. I guess, unless I can get her to open up, my only hope is that I'm wrong.
 
   I might be wrong.
 
   I'm wrong about stuff quite often.
 
   “Leanne!” she yells from far off in the distance. “I found it!”
 
   “It's not like it ever went anywhere,” I mutter, not really hurrying too much to catch up. “The whole town was still here all the while you were gone.”
 
   It's no surprise that when I finally reach her, she's standing in the clearing and looking down at a small ring of stones on the ground, surrounding a small hole about a foot across. As I get closer, she crouches to take a better look, and she seems genuinely fascinated by the stones, even though she and I both saw them plenty of times in the old days. There are half a dozen of these markers spread out through the forest. Some of the holes, like this one, have domed metal bars running over them. To keep that devil creature from breaking through, naturally.
 
   “Has anyone seen anything weird since I left?” she asks, reaching out and placing a hand on one of the bars. “Or felt anything weird?”
 
   “Weird like how?”
 
   “You know what I mean. Out here.”
 
   “No, Ramsey,” I continue, “nobody's seen the devil in these woods.”
 
   “Really?” She smiles. “Pity.”
 
   “You know all that stuff isn't actually true, right?” I ask. “It was fun to freak ourselves out when we were kids, but we're older now.”
 
   “We're eighteen.”
 
   “Exactly!”
 
   “We're hardly ancient.”
 
   “But we're not silly little girls,” I continue. “We're not dumb enough to come out here and scare each other with spooky stories.”
 
   “So you don't believe that the devil sticks his head out through these holes sometimes?”
 
   I wait for her to admit that she's joking, but she actually seems to be serious.
 
   “Like some kinda whack-a-mole?” I ask finally, crossing my arms. “Are you kidding? It's such a ridiculous story, it's almost funny. I mean, what, does he come up with this bright red head with horns? How can you not laugh at that?”
 
   Again, I wait for a reply, but she seems lost in thought as she continues to stare at the ring of stones. Somehow, I get the feeling that she's actually giving the idea the time of day. Maybe, in the ten years she was away from Deal, she became way more serious and credulous.
 
   “Do you ever go down there?” she asks suddenly.
 
   I can't help laughing at the idea. “As if!”
 
   She looks up at me again. “Why not?”
 
   “Down into the tunnels?” I continue, convinced that she has to be joking. “Why would anyone ever want to go down into the tunnels?”
 
   “Basic human curiosity.”
 
   She smiles, and I swear now there's a little glint in her eye.
 
   “The tunnels are gross,” I point out. “If you read about them online, it's pretty clear that there's no mystery about them. They're just left over from some freak's random mining project that didn't even get off the ground. Anyone who even thinks about going into them has to be insane. If you ask me, they'd deserve whatever happened to them.”
 
   “So you never went down there once? Not in all the time I was gone?”
 
   “No way!”
 
   “Since when did you turn into a scaredy-cat?”
 
   I flinch at that description. “Okay,” I say finally, “who are you, and what did you do with the real Ramsey Kopperud?”
 
   She gets to her feet, still grinning. “What's that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It means you were always just like me,” I continue. “You never wanted to go exploring the tunnels, you never even wanted to go far away from your backyard. We both agreed that stuff like that was stupid! We always went to one of the entrance and looked inside, but we were too scared to actually go further. Even that time you said you felt something in the air, you still didn't go down there.”
 
   “We were eight years old,” she replies. “We're eighteen now.”
 
   “Sure, but still -”
 
   “And I want to go explore the tunnels.”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “Why not?” she asks. “Are you scared?”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   “You are!”
 
   She's starting to bug me a little now. “I'm not scared,” I say firmly. “I'm just sensible.”
 
   “Are you scared of the devil?” she continues, stepping closer and putting an arm around my shoulder. She hugs me tight, before turning to look back down at the ring of stones on the ground. “Think about it, Leanne. One day, years ago, an old man was out here alone in the forest, just minding his -”
 
   “I know the story!”
 
   “Sshh!” she hisses. “Let me remind you. He was just getting on with his own business, and then he heard a scratching sound. And he looked all around, but he couldn't tell where it was coming from, but then he was pretty much right where we're standing right now, and he looked down, and what did he see?”
 
   Sighing, I stare at the ring of stones.
 
   “What did he see, Leanne?”
 
   “This is a story for little kids,” I point out.
 
   “Humor me. What did he see?”
 
   “I'm not saying it.”
 
   “He saw the devil's head poking up, grinning at him.”
 
   “Ramsey, that's just -”
 
   “And it drove him mad,” she continues, with a hint of wonder in her voice now, “and he ran like a maniac all the way back to town. And when people came out to check, they found there really was a new hole in the ground, and they put these rocks around it to mark it, and they put bars over it and then they added it to the long list of times when people have seen the devil poking his head up to take a look around. 'Cause that's what happens around here. That's why this place is called Devil's Lookout. It's 'cause the devil really does appear in this forest from time to time. Not just a bad guy, or some random demon. The actual, real devil.”
 
   I wait for her to continue, but I think she's pausing for effect. She probably thinks she's scaring me.
 
   “It's just an urban legend,” I say finally.
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “Blatantly.”
 
   “But urban legends are always based on some nugget of truth, Leanne. Maybe people just pretend it's an urban legend, 'cause they're too scared to admit that it might be real.”
 
   Sighing again, I slip away from her and take a step back. “I think we should head back to town.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because wandering around in the forest is kinda boring. And because it's getting cold.”
 
   “I want to take a look at the tunnels.”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “Okay, well...” She pauses, before putting her hands on her hips and sighing. “I guess I'll catch you later, then.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means I'm gonna go take a look in the tunnels, and I'll catch you later. I'll look you up tonight, or maybe tomorrow. Chill, Leanne. I'll see you around.”
 
   With that, she turns and starts making her way between the trees, as if she's actually thinking of going off alone. She seems so confident and sure of herself, but she has to be putting on an act.
 
   “Hey, come back!” I yell. “Ramsey, don't be a dumbass! You can't go wandering around out here by yourself! It's not safe!”
 
   “I'll be fine!” she calls back to me, not even bothering to turn and look. After a moment, she raises her right hand and makes the peace sign.
 
   “I can't leave you out here!” I shout. “Ramsey, please, just come back to town with me right now! We can go back to my place if you've got nowhere else to go! My mom'll let you stay! She probably won't even notice!”
 
   She replies, but she's too far away now for me to hear exactly what she says.
 
   “Please don't do this,” I mutter under my breath, as I start to realize that there's no way in all the world that I can just let her be alone out here. “Please, Ramsey, you never used to be like this!”
 
   I stand my ground.
 
   She'll come back. She has to. She's only testing me. She did this a few times in the old days, but she never actually meant any of it.
 
   And then she disappears past another line of trees, and she's gone.
 
   Finally, even though I desperately want to go back to town, I set off after her. If she wants to see the entrance to the tunnels, I guess that's fine. But then we really are going straight home, because we're not idiots.
 
   


  
 

Four
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   “A visit from the sheriff?” Buddy says, grinning at me as I make my way up the steps that lead to his porch. “Now, what did I do this time? Are you gonna drag me away in cuffs and throw me in one of those fancy new high-tech jail cells you got installed last year?”
 
   “You're just jealous,” I reply, heading over to him and taking a seat. “Back when you were the sheriff, you had those clunky old sliding doors with big-ass metal keys. The damn things looked like they were leftovers from the set of some wild west movie.”
 
   “Never had a problem with them.”
 
   “They didn't exactly inspire confidence.”
 
   “But they did the job!”
 
   “They could be unlocked with a goddamn hairpin!”
 
   “Well, that's why you don't let our prisoners have a hairpin, dumbass. Do I have to explain everything to you? I thought I trained you up when I left!”
 
   I can't help smiling, despite the pain in my gut. Ever since he retired and I took his place, Buddy has spent his days sitting right here on the porch at the front of his house, watching the town go by. It's a nice life, and I can't help thinking – even if this isn't very rock n'roll of me – that I wouldn't mind ending up the same way some time. Then again, it's easy to think like that on a day like today, when Buddy's dementia seems almost non-existent. There are other days when I turn up to visit him, and he doesn't even remember who I am. Those days are the hardest.
 
   “Did you hear?” I continue. “Chris Halperin's our new mayor. He won the election yesterday. Results are gonna be announced later today, but I heard a few things on the grapevine.”
 
   “Fascinating.”
 
   “I thought you'd wanna know,” I mutter. “I remember how much you despise the guy.”
 
   “Yeah, well -”
 
   Before I can finish, my phone starts ringing. I slip it from my pocket and check that it's not Hinch or anyone from the office, and then I put it away again.
 
   “Something important?” Buddy asks.
 
   “Life or death,” I reply, forcing a smile. He knows better than to probe too deep.
 
   We sit in silence for a moment, watching as people stroll past the house. Right now, Deal looks so utterly peaceful and normal, it's hard to believe that anything bad could ever happen here. Soon news of the discovery in the forest will get out, and then the fear'll spread. I've seen it happen before, back when Tommy Hague disappeared, and I'm about to see it happen again. I also know from experience that at times like this people can tend to get antsy and irrational. They also start demanding answers, and right now I don't have any answers to offer.
 
   “So what happened?” Buddy asks finally.
 
   I turn to him.
 
   “You only come to see me when something's wrong,” he continues. “You're gonna tell me all about it anyway, so you might as well spit it out now. Something happened and you've come to me for advice.”
 
   He reaches into the cooler next to his chair and takes out another cold beer, which he sets down right next to me. As I open it and take a swig, I know he's watching me with interest, and I also know that I really shouldn't be drinking beer at all, not given the state my stomach's in. Still, at a time like this, I need a drink.
 
   “The longer you hold off on telling me,” he says after a moment, with a hint of concern in his voice, “the more I'm gonna get worried. It's not another kid gone missing, is it? Like Tommy?”
 
   I stare down at the beer bottle for a moment, before turning to him. I think I can see just a flicker of fear in his eyes. Real, deep-down fear.
 
   “We found something,” I say finally. “In the forest.”
 
   I wait for a reply, before turning and seeing the fear in his eyes.
 
   “We found a girl's body out there,” I continue. “She'd been...”
 
   I blink, and in that fraction of a second I see the glistening bucket of intestines. By the time my eyes open again, Buddy's expression has changed from fear to anger.
 
   “She'd been cut up pretty bad,” I tell him. “Her body had been chopped into pieces and arranged in seven buckets. Other than that, we don't really know anything right now. The wholes situation is kind of up in the air.”
 
   “Do you have any suspects?”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “Do you know the girl's name?”
 
   Again, I shake my head.
 
   “Jesus,” he continues, leaning back in his chair. “This isn't right. Things like this shouldn't be happening around here.”
 
   I watch him for a moment, hoping that he might volunteer the information I need. Then again, I've known Buddy for a long time, and I guess it's unlikely that he'll break old habits now.
 
   “I need to know what you know about the forest,” I tell him finally.
 
   He turns to me. “What's that?”
 
   “I need to know if there's anything I need to know.”
 
   “I don't have a goddamn clue what you're talking about.”
 
   “That forest is huge,” I continue. “No one man can know it all, but you must've come pretty close back in the day. And I know you've always said that the forest is none of our business, but I always got the impression you were scared of something that might be out there. Now, I put those concerns out of my mind, because I figured I didn't really need to know, but the situation has changed now. A girl is dead, and I need you to tell me anything that might be relevant.”
 
   “I don't know anything,” he mutters, starting to sound agitated now as he sits up and adjusts his shirt collar. “I'm just an old man. What the hell would I know?”
 
   “That's what I'm hoping you'll tell me.”
 
   “Are you accusing me of holding back?”
 
   “I'm saying that there's a time for being honest, and that time has arrived.”
 
   “James -”
 
   “Ever since I first heard about the Molly Abernathy incident,” I continue, “I've felt like you're hiding something.”
 
   “What are you doing wasting time here?” he hisses, starting to sound a little breathless now. “I can't help you! I'm not gonna magically whip some flash of insight out of my butt and help you with the case! You need to be down at the station, going over it all, not -”
 
   He sighs, before reaching over and snatching the beer from my hand. He's angry, but there's something else in his eyes too. Panic.
 
   “Go!” he hisses. “Do your job!”
 
   Before I can get another word out, he starts getting out of his chair, although his arthritic hands are trembling as he reaches out to steady himself against the railing. He's clearly in no fit state to be up and about, so I stand and reach out to support him.
 
   “Get your hands away from me!” he stammers, pushing me back as he shuffles toward the top of the steps. He shuffles away, before stopping and pausing for a moment, and finally he's breathless by the time he turns back to me. “What in God's name is wrong with this town?” he asks, with fear in his eyes. “We're good people, this is a good place! Why do we have something like this here?”
 
   “I remember what you said when Tommy Hague vanished,” I reply. “You said we had to pray that it was a one-off, that there'd never be another murder like it. You said the kid must've wandered into the forest and upset something. You talked about a balance. And for a few years, it started to look like our prayers were going to be answered. What I need to know, Buddy, is whether what happened to Tommy Hague could in any way be linked to the girl we found today?”
 
   “Why would it be?” he spits.
 
   “I don't know,” I reply patiently. “That's why I'm here. I need you to tell me.”
 
   He turns and looks out at the town, and for a moment I can't help noticing that his whole body seems to be trembling.
 
   “When I took this job,” I continue finally, “you only gave me one piece of advice. You told me my jurisdiction ended at the edge of town, and that anything that happened in the forest was none of my business. I knew at the time there was something you weren't telling me, but I let it slide and I followed your advice. Against my better judgment, maybe, but I still followed it. But now that's not an option anymore, and I have to start wondering why you always shut down investigations that seemed linked to the forest.”
 
   I wait, but still he looks away.
 
   “What's out there?” I ask.
 
   “Are you still drinking?”
 
   “That's got nothing to do with -”
 
   “You look like you are.”
 
   “Just occasionally,” I continue with a sigh. “It's not like it was. But -”
 
   Finally, he turns to me. “And Emma and the girl?”
 
   “They're gone. I don't have any contact with them.”
 
   “You let it go too far,” he points out. “You let it eat you up until you drove your family away. That's a sign of weakness, James.”
 
   “I'm not here to talk about my problems, Buddy. I'm here to talk about the forest.”
 
   “It's a nice forest,” he replies, with a faint smile. “Best not to go too deep, 'cause you could get lost. But if you stay at the edges, you can have a swell time.”
 
   “Buddy -”
 
   “James?” He furrows his brow. “Is that you? What are you doing here? I didn't hear you arrive.”
 
   I open my mouth to ask what he means, before realizing that he seems to have drifted into another of his confused states. Sometimes I swear this happens at the most convenient moments, but I'm not about to accuse him of anything. Nor am I going to go through the whole conversation again, just to get back to this point and have his mind reset again.
 
   “I just came by to say hello,” I tell him.
 
   His smile grows. “That's nice of you. Why don't you sit down and have a beer with me?”
 
   He waits for me to agree, but I swear I see a hint of fear in his eyes. If I didn't know better, I'd think he was using his dementia to get out of talking to me. He's always been very keen to deflect questions about the forest, even going so far as to personally intervene and shut down investigations that seem to be heading that way. I guess I was wrong when I hoped I might get him to open up this time.
 
   “I should get going,” I tell him. “I've got a case.”
 
   “Nothing too nasty, I hope.”
 
   “I'm sure you'll read about it in the paper soon,” I mutter, turning and heading down the steps. There's a part of me that wants to turn around, go back up there and shake that old bastard until the truth falls out of his mouth, but I know there's really nothing I can do to get him on my side. Buddy decided a long time ago that the forest is off-limits, and he's sure not going to help me change that now.
 
   “James!” he calls after me.
 
   I turn to look back at him.
 
   “How are Emma and Ramsey?” he continues, with an innocent smile on his lips. “It's been so long since I saw them! You should bring them over some time!”
 
   Ignoring him, I head to my car. The pain in my gut is getting worse, and in truth I'm starting to wonder whether I've been fooling myself about my reasons for coming to see Buddy. Maybe I've just been delaying the moment when I get back to the station and have to go to the medical examiner's office. I could excuse myself and try to avoid seeing the girl's corpse, but I can't let myself fall prey to weakness. There's a monster out there in the forest somewhere, and I don't think I'm ready to start believing in devils or any of that garbage.
 
   This monster is human.
 
   


  
 

Five
 
   Leanne Halperin
 
    
 
   “Do you seriously want to go in there?” I ask as Ramsey and I reach the entrance to the tunnel system. “There's nothing down there, you know. It's just a bunch of boring tunnels that don't lead anywhere! They tried boarding it up before, but they stopped 'cause idiots kept breaking holes in the barrier. It's just a dumb tunnel.”
 
   She stops and stares ahead in the darkness. There are several entrances dotted about Devil's Lookout, and this one – like all the others – takes the form of a cavernous opening that was dug into the rocks many years ago. A few stray tree roots hang down, as if to offer some kind of warning, and then there's nothing but the absolute darkness of the tunnel as it leads deep under the forest. There aren't even any lights.
 
   “Remember when we came here once before?” I continue, hoping to jog her memory and remind her of a time when she made the right decision. “You almost went into the tunnel, but I talked you out of it. You said you could feel something in there. I mean, it's crazy, right? What does that even mean? I guess it just proves how easy it is to let things get to you and mess with your head. It's like...”
 
   My voice trails off.
 
   I'm not even sure she's listening.
 
   “My dad's gonna want me home for dinner later,” I tell her, figuring I should try another approach. “Did I tell you? He's running for mayor! The election's tomorrow and he's, like, super-stressed about the whole thing. He flies off the handle at the slightest provocation, so my ass is toast if I'm even five minutes late. Then again, he and Mom might be out again. I haven't seen them in, like, days. If I'm lucky, we might have the place to ourselves!”
 
   I wait, but she ignores me as she takes a step forward. Already, she's starting to fade into the darkness of the tunnel.
 
   “Ramsey?” I add. “Are you even listening to me? I'm sure it'll be okay if you come to dinner. Do you remember how good my mom's cooking is?”
 
   She takes another step into the tunnel, disappearing even further into the gloom.
 
   “Do you, Ramsey? Do you remember?”
 
   Another step, and now she's almost gone.
 
   “Ramsey, stop!” I yell finally, no longer able to contain my fear.
 
   She turns to me, but I can barely make out her face.
 
   “We can't do this!” I continue. “Do you understand? These tunnels are dangerous. People have gotten lost in them, they aren't even mapped properly. And that's even before you consider the possibility of a cave-in! Or there might be wild animals!”
 
   She holds up her phone, and the bright screen is almost blinding in the gloom of the tunnel's entrance.
 
   “GPS,” she says proudly, “and a flashlight app. It's literally impossible to get lost. Besides, what are you really scared of? Come on, Leanne, you're starting to sound the way you did when we were little kids. Don't you remember when we were kids and we used to come here and dare each other to enter the tunnels?”
 
   “Of course, but -”
 
   “And we never did. Not once. We always chickened out like total pussies.”
 
   “Exactly, and -”
 
   “But we're eighteen now,” she adds, interrupting me again, “and chickening out would be pretty lame. It's like a rite of passage, we have to go into the tunnels. At least part of the way.”
 
   “Is that why you came back?” I ask. “Did you come all the way to Deal just to prove some stupid point?”
 
   “It's not why I came back, but it's as good a thing as any to do while I'm here. What's wrong, are you scared the witch of Devil's Lookout is gonna leap out and grab you? Or the devil himself?”
 
   I can't help sighing.
 
   “Come, don't come, whatever,” she mutters, turning and heading further along the tunnel. “I don't need you to hold my hand, Leanne! You can go home and not worry about feeling guilty. I'll be fine, and you're still a good friend!”
 
   “Just wait,” I stammer, even though I hate the fact that I sound like I'm whining. I desperately, desperately don't want to take another step into this stupid tunnel system, but I feel like Ramsey is already starting to look at me like I'm still a kid. She seems so mature and confident, and I want to be like her.
 
   Finally, despite my better judgment, I make my way forward.
 
   Up ahead, the light from Ramsey's phone is already out of sight. I guess she must have gone around a corner, although the tunnel seems pretty straight so far and I'm starting to feel more and more nervous.
 
   “Hey, I'm coming, okay?” I call after her. “Where are -”
 
   “Boo!” she says suddenly, stepping out of the shadows.
 
   I leap back, bumping against the wall, and then I feel a flicker of irritation as she switches her phone's flashlight back on.
 
   “And that,” she says with a grin, “is the scariest thing down here. Aren't you glad you got the guts eventually?”
 
   She turns and keeps walking, and this time I hold pace with her. The air is getting much colder, and maybe a little thinner, and I might be imagining things but I swear the tunnel is getting very slightly narrower and shorter, as if it's tapering down. I kind of hope that we'll eventually reach an impassable point, but suddenly I spot what looks like a junction up ahead, with a set of thick tree roots hanging down.
 
   “Which way now?” Ramsey whispers, stopping and looking first left, then right. “Do you wanna pick?”
 
   “Not really,” I mutter.
 
   “The GPS is keeping us on the straight and narrow,” she replies, flashing her phone at me too fast for me to really see what's on the screen. “Just trust me, okay? I didn't suddenly develop a death wish while I was in New York. I just grew up. That's all.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “You said earlier that you want to go out into the world, Leanne. How do you think you're going to manage that, if you're still too scared to go into a gloomy tunnel in your own home town?”
 
   She hesitates, before suddenly taking the turn on the left and leading me deeper into the tunnel system. As she does so, she reaches up and grabs one of the thick roots that hangs down from the ceiling, and she pulls hard before her hand slips.
 
   “Careful!” I hiss.
 
   “Why? Are you worried about a cave-in?”
 
   “No, but -”
 
   I can't help sighing. To be honest, I am worried about the tunnel's roof collapsing on us. As far as I know, these tunnels aren't supported at all, which means they could come crashing down at any moment. Just because they've been here for over a century doesn't mean they're totally sturdy, and even though I know I'm probably worrying just a little too much, I think Ramsey might be too far toward the other end of the spectrum. She seems almost foolhardy, like she thinks nothing can hurt us. Or, worse, she wants something to hurt us.
 
   “How many people do you think have died down here?” she asks after we've been walking for a few more minutes.
 
   “Probably none.”
 
   “What about the witch? Don't you think she hunts people through the tunnels?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “But the devil part of the story? That you believe?”
 
   “I just think we should show some respect,” I continue. “Everyone is always warned to keep away from the tunnels, and there's a reason for that!”
 
   We reach another junction, and she immediately takes the turning to the right.
 
   “It's cool down here,” she says after a moment. “We should've explored when we were kids. We shouldn't have let ourselves get too scared. I mean, think how much free time we had. We were always on our bikes, and playing, and doing all sorts of dumb stuff, but we could have been out here having proper adventures. There's only -”
 
   She stops suddenly.
 
   “Did you hear that?” she asks.
 
   I stare ahead, but all I see is the light from Ramsey's phone dancing against the mud-and-stone walls. I didn't hear anything at all, but I quickly reach into my pocket and take out my phone, holding it up to add a little extra light to the scene.
 
   Just in case.
 
   “It was like a distant bump,” she continues, lowering her voice as if she's worried about us being overheard. “It was like something moving.”
 
   “You don't know that for sure,” I tell her.
 
   “Well, that's sure what it sounded like.”
 
   “That doesn't mean that's what it was,” I continue, starting to feel a little more sure of myself. “If there was a noise, and I'm not saying there was, but if there was, it was probably just the ground settling, or some kinda insect, or wind blowing in through one of the other entrances. It could've been any one of a million things. Ramsey, you're just hyping this up and -”
 
   Suddenly I hear a scraping noise far ahead of us in the darkness. Instinctively, I raise my phone up a little higher and take a step back, but the noise is already gone again.
 
   “So do you think that was one of a million things?” Ramsey asks, and I turn to see a grin on her face. “Or maybe there's someone else down here.”
 
   “Why would there -”
 
   The words catch in my throat. Before I can try again, I hear another scratching sound in the distance, and Ramsey quickly grabs my arm, pulling me around the next corner.
 
   “Listen!” she hisses, as the sound continues.
 
   I listen, but all I hear is something that seems to be scrabbling at the rocks somewhere in a nearby tunnel. This time the sound persists for several seconds, maybe even getting louder and more insistent. Whatever it is, I can't pretend it's something natural, not now. We definitely have company.
 
   “We need to go!” I whisper. “It's probably some drug-crazed hobo or -”
 
   Ramsey places a cold, slightly clammy hand over my mouth, silencing me.
 
   “Whatever it is, it's alive,” she says after a moment, as the sound seems to get closer for a few seconds before scuttling away again. “Does it sound human to you?”
 
   I wait, with her hand still over my mouth, before shaking my head.
 
   “What if it's him?” she continues, turning to me. Her eyes seem bigger than ever, as huge as dinner-plates. She's really beautiful. “What if it's the devil, and we're down here at the same time that he's down here? Maybe he's come up to poke around again and we're going to come face to face with him. How lucky does that make us? Is your phone any good at taking photos in bad light? 'Cause I've gotta be honest, mine kinda sucks..”
 
   I stare at her, waiting for her to tell me she's joking, but after a moment she looks away and stares along the tunnel as the scratching sound continues in the distance.
 
   Suddenly she turns back to me.
 
   “Or maybe he realized we were down here,” she adds, “and he came to find us.”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “Maybe,” she continues. “What would you say, Leanne, if the devil started hunting us tonight?”
 
   With her hand still clamped over my mouth, I stay completely still. I know she's wrong, I know she's bluffing and making all this stuff up, but I'm still scared and my heart is still pounding. I don't want to act scared and make Ramsey think I'm immature, although at the same time I'm pretty sure only a kid would want to mess around in the tunnels like this.
 
   “Feel my pulse,” she says suddenly, removing her hand from my mouth and placing two fingers against the side of her neck. “It's hammering so hard, I can hear it! And I can feel it even before I touch my neck! Feel!”
 
   “Ramsey!”
 
   “Feel!”
 
   She grabs my hand and places my fingers against her neck, and sure enough I can feel her heart thundering. At the same time, she touches the side of my neck, and I can feel my own pulse pounding against her two fingers.
 
   “We have to get out of here,” I whisper. “It's not the devil, the devil doesn't exist, but it might be, like, some kind of Oxy hobo who's gone crazy on moonshine. You remember in horror movies when characters go exploring and do something stupid and you think they're idiots? And you're, like, begging them to turn back? That's how stupid we're being right now, and we need to stop and leave before something bad happens.”
 
   “You can leave,” she replies, taking a step back. “I'll be fine.”
 
   “No way!”
 
   “I can handle myself,” she continues. “Seriously. I'm not a little kid anymore. Neither of us are. If this is as far as you're willing to go, then that's cool, but I'm going further.”
 
   I can't help sighing. “Ramsey, we -”
 
   “And don't you think it's weird,” she adds, “that the one who says she doesn't believe in the devil, is the one who's running away? And the one who thinks maybe there's something to the devil is the one who wants to keep going? It's almost as if...”
 
   Her voice trails off. From the look in her eyes, it's clear she thinks she's made some profound point that'll change my mind, but I'm cold and tired and I really don't see the point in stumbling along these tunnels for a few hours only to chance upon some drop-out drug addict.
 
   “I'm going,” I tell her, stepping back around the corner. The scrabbling sound is persisting, off in the distance, and I stare into the darkness for a moment before Ramsey comes to join me. “I've followed you twice now. I really think you should follow me this time, and come out of here.”
 
   “I want to see what it is!”
 
   “Well, I don't!” I hesitate, hoping against hope that she'll see sense, before realizing that maybe she's just changed too much and she's into all this dangerous stuff.
 
   Maybe we're more different now than I'd realized.
 
   “I really hope you come with me,” I continue, as the scratching, scrambling sound continues in the distance. “I really hope you're smart and you'll do the right thing, and that you'll be a good friend.”
 
   She pauses, and for a moment it seems as if she's actually on the verge of agreeing.
 
   “Well,” she says finally, “I could decide to do that, or I could not. But either way, there's a problem that I don't think you're realizing.”
 
   I sigh again. “And what's that?”
 
   “Hear the noise?”
 
   I turn and look ahead, into the darkness. “Yeah, I hear it. And I don't wanna go see what it is.”
 
   “Then you have a bigger problem than I do,” she continues, and for the first time I see a hint of fear in her eyes, “because it's doubled around behind us. That's not the way forward deeper into the tunnels, Leanne. That's the way back out. It's blocking our exit.”
 
   I open my mouth to tell her she's wrong, before turning and looking along the tunnel.
 
   She's right. Whatever's in here, it's not ahead of us anymore. It's behind us. And it sounds like it's getting closer.
 
   


  
 

Six
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   “What we have here,” Doctor Shaw says as she wheels the trolley through, “is precisely 132.5 pounds of meat and bone. In other words, if there's anything missing, it can't be very much.”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but she quickly pulls the sheet away, revealing the various body parts placed on separate metal trays. My gut immediately clenches as I see the dead girl's intestines on one tray, and I can't help noticing that they already appear less bright and red, as if exposure to the air has begun to dull their color.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   I turn to the doctor, and I can see her concern.
 
   “You look a little pale,” she adds.
 
   “Just get on with it.”
 
   “As far as I can tell,” she continues, grabbing a clipboard and ticking some boxes, “there are no missing body parts. She has all her organs, all her skin, all her hair. There's no sign of any invasive work, beyond the obvious severing of the limbs. In fact, my best guess is that the killer simply cut the body into pieces and then disposed of it. There might turn out to be a few fragments missing, but -”
 
   She hesitates for a moment, staring at the corpse, and then suddenly she sniffs the air.
 
   “Do you smell something?”
 
   “Formaldehyde?” I suggest.
 
   She sniffs again, before stepping closer to me and sniffing the side of my face.
 
   “It's your hair,” she says finally. “Have you washed it lately? It smells like, I don't know... It smells nasty. Almost like death.”
 
   “I'll take that into account,” I reply, very deliberately stepping away from her and making my way around to the head of the table, where I stop to look down at the girl's severed legs. “So the killer cut her up and then just dumped her in the forest?”
 
   “As far as I can tell. I guess not every murderer takes trophies.”
 
   “He didn't even strip her,” I point out, peering at scraps of what looks like an old t-shirt, caked to the girl's blood-stained torso.
 
   “Well-spotted. As far as I can tell, he only removed items of clothing where it was strictly necessary. Some things fell off, others were just cut into along with the flesh.”
 
   Spotting something metallic that seems to be glinting next to one of the chunks of flesh, I reach down and pull the metal loose. It's part of a little silver necklace, with an umbrella-shaped charm.
 
   “Mass-produced,” Doctor Shaw says. “There are probably tens of thousands of them in circulation. Not much use for identification purposes.”
 
   “I've seen one like this before,” I whisper, turning the piece of metal over. I don't remember where I've seen it, but I know I have.
 
   “I know I'm straying a little from my remit, James,” she continues, “but I don't think this was done by someone who had a deep interest in the body of his victim. There's no reverence shown, no care. It's as if the body was garbage, something that didn't interest him at all.”
 
   I let the necklace fall back down against the metal tray. “So it was just his way of getting rid of her?”
 
   “That's another assumption I made early on, but based on a preliminary analysis of the cuts, and of the blood-loss.” She hesitates for a moment. “I'm pretty sure the victim was alive when the cutting started. In fact, I'd go so far as to say that the cutting was the cause of death. He didn't hack her up after he'd done whatever he wanted with her. Hacking her up was what he wanted.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Now it's been a long time since you came in for a drink this early in the day,” Harry says as she brings a double whiskey over to me. “Years, even. Something up?”
 
   I guess I'd been hoping she wouldn't mention any of that, and that she'd just let me take a drink without interruption, but I guess I'm probably the first person who's been into the bar since she pulled the shutter up a few hours ago. I look down at the whiskey for a moment, not wanting to snatch it straight away, but I can already feel myself fantasizing about the taste and finally I pick it up. I hold it to the light, pretending to analyze the color or some other bullshit like that, and then I down the lot in one swig. Once I'm done, I can't help letting out a gasp.
 
   That was good.
 
   And cold.
 
   I needed it.
 
   Although something wasn't quite right.
 
   “You gave me single,” I mutter, glancing at her. “You just watered it down to make it look like a double.”
 
   “Did I? My bad.”
 
   “I'd better take another, then.”
 
   She hesitates. “James...”
 
   Before she can argue, I slide the glass toward her. She's clearly not happy, but she gives me a refill anyway, and this time she gives me a double. She knows better than to try tricking me again.
 
   “Some of your men were seen heading out toward Devil's Lookout,” she continues, grabbing a cloth and starting to wipe a section of bar near me that – as far as I can tell – is already perfectly clean. “Three cars, I heard. It's been a while since three cars were seen heading out anywhere. Dad always told me a three-car situation was bad news, so I kinda got to worrying that something might be wrong. Of course, I haven't heard anything since, so I'm hoping it was just a false alarm.”
 
   I take a sip from my glass.
 
   “Was it a false alarm, James?”
 
   “Not exactly,” I mutter, already feeling a sweet sharpness in my belly. The whiskey's not going to settle well, but it should be okay if it's chased down. I finish the rest before sliding the glass toward her. “Just give me one more, okay?”
 
   She checks her watch.
 
   “Seriously?” I continue. “Are you gonna read me the riot act, or are you gonna give me another whiskey?”
 
   She turns and heads over to the bottle. She doesn't hurry, though. She just goes at her own goddamn leisurely pace, like she thinks I can wait all day. I swear, sometimes Harry acts like she thinks she knows what's best for me. I watch as she starts pouring. She's obviously got more to say, but she's taking her time and chewing on the words before she lets them out. Frankly, I'd rather she just said whatever's on her mind.
 
   “You remember Tommy Hague, don't you?” I ask finally. “Sweet little kid, vanished a few years ago.”
 
   “He was sweet,” she replies. “Very sweet. What's that got to do with anything?”
 
   “Nothing. I just...”
 
   She brings the next double whiskey over to me.
 
   “What happened to him?” I ask.
 
   “You're the sheriff,” she points out. “Shouldn't you know?”
 
   “I wasn't sheriff back then.”
 
   “You worked with him, though.”
 
   “Humor me,” I continue. “You've got your ear close to the ground, Harry. You know what people are saying. Tell me what you heard happened to Tommy Hague.”
 
   “Well, he vanished.” She hesitates, eyeing me with a hint of suspicion. “He was murdered, I guess, and you guys never caught the killer. It's awful. I remember his parents, they were so kind and caring. That kid was loved so much.”
 
   “And he was never found,” I point out.
 
   “I guess he will be some day.”
 
   “You don't know that. People can vanish, Harry. They can just disappear into the world and no-one ever hears from them again.” I pause for a moment. “People vanish all the time. One minute they're here, the next they're gone.”
 
   “Are we still talking about Tommy Hague?”
 
   I maintain eye contact for a few seconds, before looking down at my drink. “Sure,” I mutter. “I just wish we knew. That's all.”
 
   “Why are you bringing it up? You never caught the bastard who did it. You didn't get a breakthrough, did you? After all these years? If you did, you should tell Dad.”
 
   I shake my head, before taking a long sip of whiskey. I want to drink it all in one go, but I know that'll only arouse Harry's suspicions so I set the glass down once it's half-empty.
 
   “Are you reopening the case?” she asks.
 
   I shake my head. “I am not.”
 
   “Do you have someone in mind, though?”
 
   “I do not.”
 
   “Then why did you mention him?”
 
   “I just wanted to know what people have been saying,” I continue, trying to make the whole situation sound completely casual. “I want to know the word on the grapevine. You know how a bunch of false stories can carry, right? People get things all twisted up and backwards, and then hundreds of different versions spring up and...”
 
   My voice trails off. Harry's staring at me as if she thinks I'm a madman. Before I can say another word, however, I feel a slow, gnarling chewing sensation in my gut, as if the pain is going to strike again at any moment.
 
   “You're sweating,” she says suddenly.
 
   “No, I'm not.”
 
   “Uh, yeah,” she continues. “You're glistening under the lights.”
 
   “Well, maybe your lights are faulty,” I reply, finishing the whiskey and then pushing the glass back. I want another, but I know she'll overreact, so I figure I can just get a bottle from the store and take one more glass in my car. “Do you grill all your customers, or just the ones you think'll put up with it?”
 
   “As far as I know, James, nobody really talks about Tommy Hague's abduction, not anymore. It's not that people have forgotten, it's just that it was a long time ago now and life moves on. I can't speak for every single person's inner monologue, but I can tell you that I don't remember the last time I overheard anyone even bring up his name in here. And even back in the day, when his disappearance was still big news, I never heard anyone question the police statements or the official version of events. So whatever you're worried about -”
 
   “I'm not worried about anything.”
 
   “If you were worried, you'd be wrong.” She eyes me cautiously for a moment. “Although I've gotta admit, you've got me wondering now. Seems like an odd thing for you to suddenly bring up on a Tuesday morning.”
 
   “I just need to use your restroom for a moment,” I tell her, turning and heading toward the door at the far end of the room, “and then I'll be out of your way. Sorry for disturbing you, Harry. Obviously you're very busy this morning.”
 
   She mutters something in return, but I don't pay enough attention to hear. Instead, I push the door open and head into the bleach-stinking bathroom. My gut is really hurting now, and I reach into my pockets before realizing that I left my pills in the car. Figuring that I just need to tidy myself up and then head out there, I wander over to the sink and look at my reflection, and I'm immediately shocked to see that Harry was right.
 
   I'm sweating like a pig, and I look clammy. I'm pale too. God, I actually look sick.
 
   “Fuck,” I mutter, turning the faucet on and taking a moment to splash some cold water on my face. Not that it helps much, but at least I can make an effort.
 
   I run a hand through my hair, and then I smell the hand.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Nothing bad, anyway.
 
   God knows what Doctor Shaw was on about back at the morgue, but my hair doesn't smell bad at all. What does death even smell like, anyway?
 
   Grabbing some paper towels, I start dabbing at my face as I feel the pain in my gut getting worse and worse. I really need to drop by the pharmacy and get something that'll loosen my bowels. It must be six days now since I managed to squeeze anything out, and now my appetite's lousy as hell. Tossing the towels into the trash, I take another look at my pasty face, and then I turn to head back out the door.
 
   Suddenly the pain bites me real hard, slicing through my gut. My left leg buckles and I drop down onto my knees, and I reach out to steady myself against the wall as the pain builds and builds. The pain has never been like this before, never so quickly anyway, and now I can feel a cold sweat all over my face.
 
   “Come on!” I hiss, as the pain grows a side of ache in my belly. “Not now! Please!”
 
   I feel like I'm filling with air, like my stomach's going to explode at any moment. I try to squeeze, and after a moment I manage to force out a little gas, but it's not enough to relieve the pressure. Leaning against the wall, still down on my knees, I close my eyes and try counting to ten. Sometimes that helps, but not now. Instead, I feel the pain twisting in my belly, and I gently turn and ease myself down until I'm resting with my back against the wall. Sometimes it's good to shift around and try to move the trapped air, but I don't feel any respite, not this time.
 
   “Come on!” I gasp again, squeezing my eyes tight shut. “This isn't right. It'll pass, just focus.”
 
   I try to focus on good times, on old memories of better days, but somehow the taste of whiskey in the back of my throat keeps me anchored to this goddamn restroom floor. Even when I try to think about Ramsey, I can barely picture her face. My own daughter, and I can't even see her properly in my mind's eye.
 
   “Go away!” I whisper, trying to make the pain leave my body. “Just let me get to the car. That's all I need. I have pills, I'll be fine, but show some mercy. Let me go to the car.”
 
   I wait, hoping against hope that I might feel the pain easing, but if anything it's getting worse. Sweat is pouring down my face down and I'm starting to feel light-headed. The pain's been bad before, but somehow it feels different this time, as if it's already pushing way past the usual limit. I squeeze my eyes tight shut as my body starts shaking,
 
   Suddenly I hear someone knocking on the restroom door.
 
   “Hey James!” Harry calls out, knocking again. “Are you okay in there, or do I have to get a plunger?”
 
   “I'm fine!” I gasp through gritted teeth, although I doubt that'll calm her worries.
 
   “James? Did you say something?”
 
   “Leave me alone!” I hiss “I'm fine! Don't come in here!”
 
   “Okay, I'm coming in. Make yourself decent.”
 
   “No!” I yell. “Don't you fucking dare!”
 
   “What's wrong?”
 
   “Nothing!” I shout, but the pain is somehow swelling in my belly. I swear, I think something's actually going to rupture in there. “Leave me alone!”
 
   I look up at the door, hoping she'll get the message, but a moment later it swings open a crack and I see Harry's worried face peering through at me.
 
   And then, as if to add insult to injury, my phone starts ringing again.
 
   “Go to hell!” I yell, throwing the phone against the wall as Harry pushes the door open and steps through. “And you can leave me the fuck alone!”
 
   “What's wrong?” she asks, crouches next to me. “Are you in pain? Where?”
 
   “I'm fine!” I hiss, starting to get up before feeling another sharp pain in my gut. I fall back against the wall and let out an agonized gasp, which I guess means there's no point insisting that I'm okay. “I have pills in the car. If I can just get to them, I'll be okay. Take my keys. Get the pills.”
 
   “You look really pale, James,” she continues, placing a hand against my clammy forehead.
 
   I pull away, but she tries again, and this time I don't quite have the strength.
 
   “Something's not right here. I'm going to call an ambulance.”
 
   “No!” I hiss, although the pain is surging again and I can barely manage to get a single word out. “Just let me rest here. I'll be fine in a few minutes.”
 
   Ignoring me, she gets to her feet and hurries back out to the bar.
 
   “Wait!” I call after her. “Harry! I don't need an ambulance! I know what it is, and I'll be fine in a few minutes!”
 
   I wait, but I can already hear her talking to someone on the phone, and it's clear she's calling an ambulance. Determined to get out of here before help has a chance to show up, I force myself up from the floor and take a moment to steady myself against the sink, and then I start limping slowly toward the door. By the time I get out into the main part of the bar, Harry is describing my condition to whoever's on the other end of the line, and it's clear that it's far too late for me to protest.
 
   Instead, I just have to get the hell away.
 
   “He's on his feet now,” she explains to the operator, before lowering the phone for a moment. “James, just sit down. An ambulance is coming.”
 
   “Tell them not to bother,” I mutter, limping toward the exit. “Tell them -”
 
   At that moment, another ripple of pain runs through my chest. I stumble and almost fall, but I manage to steady myself against the bar. Running a little short of breath, I try to get my composure back, and then I start shuffling past Harry.
 
   “James, please!” she hisses. “You're going to make it worse!”
 
   “I'm not going to make it worse!” I stammer. “You don't know what you're talking about! It's just -”
 
   Before I can finish, the pain rips back into my gut with such force and such suddenness that I immediately drop to my knees. I let out a pained gasp, almost a whimper, but this time the pain refuses to go away and – if anything – I'm actually feeling worse. I groan slightly, as more sweat pours down my face, and then I feel the pain getting even stronger. Finally, unable to hold back any longer, I let out an agonized cry and slump against the bar before thudding down to the floor.
 
   “I've got to get to the office,” I whisper, although I'm no longer even sure if the words are actually leaving my mouth. “I've got to find who killed that girl...”
 
   “He's collapsed!” Harry yells. “You have to get here right now!”
 
   I try to get up, but I'm starting to shiver now and I can feel my head getting heavier. I can't even move my own mouth to tell Harry that I'm fine, and a moment later I feel another pain ripping through my gut and up into my chest. I try to hold back, to stay strong, but I can hear an ambulance getting closer and finally I can't hold back another agonized cry of pain. At the same time, in my mind's eye, I see the silhouette of a killer stalking through the forest, heading off to kill again.
 
   


  
 

Seven
 
   Leanne Halperin
 
    
 
   “Will you chill out?” Ramsey asks, even though her voice sounds tighter now and more stressed as we make our way deeper into the tunnel system. “There's, like, a dozen or more exits. We just have to find one of the others.”
 
   I turn and look back into the darkness, but I can still just about hear the scratching in the distance. It's not closer, at least there's that, but it hasn't entirely gone away either.
 
   “You didn't always used to be like this,” she continues. “You've changed.”
 
   “I've changed?” I reply, feeling a ripple of annoyance in my chest as I hurry to catch up. “I haven't changed! You're the one who's changed!”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “When we were kids, we both got too scared to come into the tunnels.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So this time you're the one who insisted on marching in here.”
 
   “And you came after me.”
 
   “I was trying to keep you safe!”
 
   “Seriously?” She stops and turns to me, with an amused grin on her lips. “Seriously?”
 
   She's so annoying right now, I just want to storm off and find my own way out of here, but I know that's not exactly an option.
 
   “Relax,” she says after a moment, tilting her phone so I can see the screen. “Look, I have an app that shows a map of the tunnel system. At least, a map of the section that's been explored. So long as we stick to that section, we can follow the app and come out at this exit right here, close to mile-marker five”. She points at a spot on the screen. “See? I was kinda exaggerating how blind we were down here, just to scare you a little. We're basically fine, although...”
 
   She turns and looks back the way we just came, toward the dark void and the scratching sound in the distance.
 
   “I wish I had an app that'd identify that thing,” she continues, “because I don't like it any more than you do. It's probably just a wild dog or a cat or something, but still...”
 
   We stand listening for a moment.
 
   “Come on, then,” I mutter, forcing a smile. “Let's go.”
 
   When she doesn't respond, I tap her arm.
 
   “Ramsey? Let's get out of here. Do you wanna come back to my place and have dinner with us? Mom'll totally let you stay the night, and even if she doesn't, I can sneak you in through the window later on.”
 
   She turns to me. “Seriously? I could climb up the drainpipe and into your room? 'Cause that sounds way more fun than just walking through the front door.”
 
   “Whatever,” I reply with a smile. Genuine this time. “Let's just -”
 
   Before I can finish, the scrabbling sound in the distance gets a little louder. We both turn and look back along the tunnel again, and this time it's very clear that whatever's down here with us, it's headed this way fast. In fact, it even sounds like it's getting angry, and after just a couple of seconds I swear I can hear actual claws scraping against the tunnel walls as it – whatever it is – drags itself closer and closer.
 
   Suddenly I feel Ramsey taking my hand in hers and squeezing tight.
 
   “So we're both agreed, right?” she stammers. “Time to run?”
 
   “Time to run.”
 
   With that, we turn and race along the tunnel, barreling through the darkness with Ramsey's phone casting a faint glow ahead of us. I can hear the scratching sound rushing behind us, and it seems to be gaining on us even though we're running as fast as we can. Ramsey's still gripping my hand and I'm gripping hers, and after a moment she pulls me along a side-tunnel. I try to hold my own phone up, to give us a little more light, but it quickly slips from my hand and I don't even consider turning back to grab it from the rocky ground. I'll just have to rely on Ramsey.
 
   “It's gaining on us!” she yells.
 
   “Where's the exit?”
 
   As we start running again, she tries peering at the screen of her phone. “I think it's -”
 
   “Something's right behind us!” I scream.
 
   “Leanne -”
 
   Before I can finish, a heavy weight slams against my back and sends me stumbling forward. I lose my grip on Ramsey's hand as I crash to the ground, and then I scream again as I try to sit up. Something is pushing me down, pressing hard into my ribs with clawed feet, and a moment later I hear a massive snorting sound in my ear. The devil himself is on top of me, snorting and grunting, but in the dark of the tunnel all I can do is try desperately to push him back even as I feel his hot breath on my cheek. I've never in my entire life panicked so much.
 
   And then something starts licking my face.
 
   I freeze, too terrified to move, but now I can smell this really foul stench, and a moment later I hear Ramsey's breathless laughs from nearby.
 
   She tilts her phone toward me, and I find that I've actually got a big, slobbering dog standing on my chest as it frantically licks my cheek and neck.
 
   I want to scream with frustration, but Ramsey is laughing so hysterically that she has to sit down next to me. And all the while, no matter how hard I try to push it away, this dog is licking big trails of saliva straight across my face with its massive pink tongue.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Okay, I texted Mom and told her you'll be joining us for dinner,” I tell Ramsey a short while later, handing her phone back to her as we make our way back through the forest. “Don't worry, she'll be cool with it. But I'll need to take a shower when we get home, 'cause right now my entire face is, like, sticky and covered in dog spit.”
 
   “I'm sure Keanu was just being friendly,” she replies, leading the dog along using the makeshift lead she crafted from her belt. “He's just a big happy chap.”
 
   “He's Tom Lanston's dog,” I continue, glancing down at the saliva-filled creature and seeing his big, dopey eyes. I swear, he looks like he wants to start licking me again, which is definitely not going to happen. “I guess he got loose from Tom's yard in town again. I swear, he gets out every other week.”
 
   “Poor thing must've somehow gotten stuck down in the tunnels,” Ramsey points out. “It's a good job we stumbled into him, or he might never have found his way out. I've gotta admit, though, even though I was making fun of you, there was a moment back there when I genuinely got just a little, teeny tiny bit scared.”
 
   “I can't believe a stupid dog spooked us that much,” I mutter.
 
   “Ah, it was fun. Whatever. At least your heart was pounding for a few minutes. And we saved a dog's life. I guess we should take him back to his owner before we go to your place. Is it on the way?”
 
   “Kind of,” I reply, stopping at the edge of the track and looking over toward a rickety old fence that runs along the edge of a field. “But if we're going to Tom Lanston's first, we could take a massive short-cut through the old Dodderidge farm. We'd save, like, forty-five minutes.”
 
   “Dodderidge?” She stops next to me, and for a moment we stare out at the vast, dark field. “I remember that place. Is it still abandoned?”
 
   “I heard no-one wants to buy it,” I reply, “on account of there being so many sinkholes on the land. So it all just sits there rusting and rotting away. No-one's been there for years.”
 
   “A dark old farm with rusty machinery?” Ramsey sounds kinda hesitant. “Don't take this the wrong way, Leanne, but I think I've had much excitement for one evening. How about we go the long way around?”
 
   “My legs are aching.”
 
   “So are mine, but I don't mind a walk. Come on, let's just stick to the road.”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, imagining walking all the way along the long road that curves right around the farm. In normal circumstances, I'd be relieved that Ramsey wants to go that way, but my legs are hurting from all the running and my face is covered in half-sticky, half-dried dog spit, and I'm starving, and I just want to go home and take a shower and I know for a fact that Dodderidge Farm has been abandoned for years and years, and I feel like it might be worth the non-existent risk.
 
   “Come on,” I say finally, stepping forward and starting to climb over the fence, which sways and almost collapses under me. “It'll be fine.”
 
   “I'd really rather not,” Ramsey replies. “Come on, seriously, an abandoned farm is the kinda place where a bunch of whacked-out drug-crazed hobos really might decide to hang out. Let's not take the chance.”
 
   “Says the girl who just almost got us lost in a subterranean maze.” I turn to her. “You and Keanu can go the long way if you like. I'll meet you at my place.”
 
   “But the dog -”
 
   “We can return him later. Either that, or you can come with me and take the shortcut. It's really not a major risk. Come on, Ramsey, I followed you earlier, can't you do the same for me? Aren't you exhausted too?” I wait for a reply. “I'll be fine,” I add after a moment. “Don't worry about me.”
 
   With that, I turn and start trudging across the uneven field.
 
   “Wait!” Ramsey calls after me. “I have to get the goddamn dog over the fence!”
 
   Smiling, I turn and watch as she hauls the dog up and then pushes it over, and then she climbs after it.
 
   “But if we get horribly murdered by a hobo with a rusty hook,” she continues, sounding a little breathless as we start making our way across the field, “then it's totally your fault and I'll blame you forever. Got it?”
 
   “Got it,” I reply, forcing a smile even though my legs really are killing me now. I'd never usually be the one to suggest taking this shortcut, not in a million years, but I'm so exhausted right now that I feel like my body is just taking over and insisting on getting home via the quickest possible route. And frankly, I spent so much time tonight being scared and nervous about everything, I figure I deserve one shortcut now and again.
 
   “You can see the stars out here,” Ramsey points out after a couple of minutes.
 
   “You sure can. Can't you see them in New York?”
 
   “As if. The sky's just this constant browny, orangey haze 'cause of all the electric light.” She points toward the distant highway. “Like the glow from that, but over the entire sky.”
 
   “That must suck.”
 
   “The worst part is, you get used to it. But then you come to a place like this, and the stars are like a field of diamonds in the sky stretching all the way over you, and it kinda all comes rushing back.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   I understand what she means, and the blanket of stars above us does look cool. After a moment, however, I see that there's one patch of the sky ahead that's completely black and starless, and as we get closer I realize that it's the huge, hulking front end of the Dodderidge Farm barn. I've got to admit, I feel a faint flicker of concern in the pit of my gut, and I'm starting to think that maybe we could've taken the long route after all, but it's too late to turn back now.
 
   “Is this it?” Ramsey asks. “Have we reached the farmhouse?”
 
   “That's the barn,” I tell her as we get closer, with the black shape rising high above us. “The farmhouse'll be around the other side.”
 
   “It's creepy as hell out here,” she replies. “You can't give me shit for taking you into those tunnels, not after you bring me out here.”
 
   “I didn't bring you,” I reply with a faint sigh. “It's just the quickest way back to torn. At least, it is if we're gonna stop by Tom Lanston's place and deliver his stupid dog to him.”
 
   “Don't listen to her, Keanu,” Ramsey says, leaning down to pat the dog. “You're not a stupid dog. You're a very clever dog. And you're brave, too. Leanne's just being silly. Maybe you should lick her face again, just to -”
 
   Suddenly she lets out a pained grunt.
 
   “What the hell?” she gasps, dropping her phone.
 
   I pick the phone up and tilt the screen toward her, and I can't help smiling as I see that her right leg is knee-deep in the ground.
 
   “That'll be one of the sinkholes,” I tell her, grabbing her arm and helping her up as Keanu wags his tail at us. “I told you to be careful. If you fall right down one, you'll end up... Well, I'm not sure. Back in the tunnels, I guess.”
 
   “I didn't realize you could just crash down into one of the damn things,” she mutters, wiping grass from her leg. “Maybe it really wasn't such a good idea to come out this way after all, not if the ground is literally like a kind of minefield.”
 
   “It's not that bad,” I tell her as we set off around the side of the barn, using the light from her phone to make sure that we don't walk face-first into any old crates or farming equipment. “You were unlucky, that's all. It's a shame the whole farm's abandoned, though. I mean, it's a total waste of land, and it's kinda cool out here.”
 
   “Wasn't there some kind of murder up here once?”
 
   “Totally. I think your dad was was on the officers who showed up to deal with it.”
 
   “I remember that,” she replies. “I think so, anyway. Some kid killed his family, right?”
 
   “Makes the place extra creepy, huh?”
 
   I wait for a reply, but not it seems like it's her turn to fall silent. I've got to admit, after her little stunt earlier in the tunnel system, I kind of like turning the tables a little.
 
   As we make our way past some kind of old harvesting machine, and then past a tractor, I finally see the silhouette of the farmhouse up ahead, picked out in black against the starry night sky. There's loads more farming equipment than I expected, with big metal drums and even shipping containers that look to have been dumped here when the last family moved out, and there's even an old truck over by the house itself. To be honest, when I told Ramsey it was a shame the farm is abandoned, I was kinda just parroting stuff I've heard my parents say, but now I can see that it's really true. A place like this could be really cool if someone did it up properly. If I was rich, I think I'd -
 
   “Hey!” Ramsey hisses suddenly, grabbing my arm and forcing me to stop. “I thought you said this farm was abandoned!”
 
   “It is. Why do -”
 
   She grabs her phone from my hand and covers the brightly-lit screen. “Then who the hell is that?”
 
   Before I can ask what she means, I realize I can hear footsteps somewhere up ahead. Ramsey pulls me down behind a set of oil drums, and then a moment later we both peer over the top. As my eyes adjust a little to the darkness, I see the light of a flashlight over by the truck. Someone just came out of the pitch-black farmhouse, leaving the door wide open, and a few seconds later we both duck down as the flashlight's beam swings straight toward us.
 
   


  
 

Part Two
 
    
 
   Save Me
 
   


  
 

Eight
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   “What's her name?” I gasp, sitting up suddenly, only to find that I'm in a hospital bed. I look around, completely dazed for a moment, before spotting movement next to me. Turning, I see that Harry is sitting in a chair in the corner. Staring at her, I can't help wondering if I'm hallucinating.
 
   “Hey,” she says finally, with a nervous smile. “They said you'd probably wake up soon. They said that'd be a good thing. Obviously they don't know how cranky you can get.”
 
   I continue to stare at her, half-expecting that she'll suddenly vanish in a puff of smoke. Why would she bother coming to the hospital? I get that she called an ambulance to have me taken away from the bar, but why would she come all this way and then sit next to my bed?
 
   “They also said you might be a little confused,” she tells me. “I told them that'd be about standard.”
 
   “Where am I?” I ask, thinking back to the moment when I collapsed in the bar's restroom. I look down at my hands and see a couple of wires running to a nearby machine. I look like a patient. I look like someone who's sick. “What's all this for? I fainted, that's all. Why are they overreacting?”
 
   “James -”
 
   “It's ridiculous,” I continue, pulling one of the wires away, only for a machine next to the bed start beeping. I'm sure some busybody nurse'll show up soon to stick her nose in my business. “Shut that thing off,” I mutter. “It's giving me a headache.”
 
   “James, I think maybe you should -”
 
   “Can you help me?” I ask. “Can you find my clothes? Where are my clothes?”
 
   “James, you need to wait for the doctor.”
 
   “Where are my clothes?” I yell, sitting up on the bed and reaching down to pull the other wires away. “Can you find them? Can you at least do that for me? Or do you only help people when they really don't want it? Come on, if you're here, you might as well make yourself useful.” I glance at her and immediately see that she looks a little scared, but maybe she deserves to feel scared. Maybe that way, she'll learn to leave me alone. “I didn't ask you to call an ambulance,” I continue, trying not to panic. “I'd have been fine.”
 
   “A doctor's coming to talk to you.”
 
   “Well, I don't want a doctor coming to talk to me!”
 
   “They seem to think it's important, James.”
 
   “I don't give a crap what they think! I'm getting out of here!”
 
   “Why are you so upset?” she asks. “What are you trying to avoid?”
 
   At that moment, a nurse enters the room and comes over to me, and he immediately starts spewing out all the usual well-meaning bullshit that these people come up with. Meanwhile, Harry excuses herself, mutters something about giving us space and about getting back to the bar, and heads out of the room. Now she's delivered me to these people on a platter, I guess she thinks she can bail and go back to her regular life. I turn to call after her, but suddenly I spot another familiar face standing in the doorway.
 
   Doctor Alexander. The last person I wanted to see. Doesn't she realize that if I wanted to talk to her, I wouldn't have been ignoring her calls for so long?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “The tumor is pressing quite hard against your gallbladder,” she says calmly, as we sit in her office. “In turn, that pressure is one of the causes of the extreme pain you've been experiencing, and it's also linked to the constipation. It's why regular pharmacy diuretics won't have been helping much. There's a physical pressure that no amount of medication is going to relieve.”
 
   She looks down at her notes for a moment.
 
   “The secondary tumor is -”
 
   “Can we cut this part out?” I reply, shifting uncomfortably in the chair. I already fought tooth-and-nail to be allowed out of the bed and into Doctor Alexander's office, and now I'm itching to go home. I'm dressed and I have my shoes on, and really I'm just here to humor the doctor for a few minutes, to make her feel like she's doing her job. “The pain's gone,” I continue. “If the pain's gone, then there's no problem, is there? I can figure out the rest by myself.”
 
   “You're on some very strong pain-killers, James.”
 
   “Well give me more of those and I can be on my way.”
 
   “That's not quite how it works. You can't live on pain-killers.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   She sighs.
 
   “I have work I need to be doing,” I add. “Do you know who I am?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “So do you think I can afford to just sit here and ignore my responsibilities?”
 
   “I'm sure you have deputies who can deputize for you.”
 
   “There's a body,” I continue, even though I know I shouldn't tell her about the latest investigation. “An actual murder victim, waiting to be identified. Waiting for her murderer to be caught. Do you understand now why being here at the hospital is a waste of time?” I'm starting to feel breathless, but I can't let her see that. She'd only add it to her stupid list of symptoms. “My job is about life and death. Do you have any idea what that's like?”
 
   “Well...” She hesitate for a moment. “I am a doctor, James.”
 
   “The people you treat are going to die anyway,” I point out. “I have to get out there and make sure that no innocent, healthy people get killed.”
 
   “You've been avoiding my phone calls.”
 
   “Damn straight. Of course I have.”
 
   I wait for a reply, for her to snap back at me with some kind of zinger, but she simply watches me with a hint of sadness in her eyes. I swear, she actually seems to pity me.
 
   “What do you want?” I continue, shifting again. I know I'm being a little argumentative, but I can't help myself. I've got an unsettling feeling creeping between my ribs, and I want to get out of here. “So I avoided your calls. So what? I knew I was sick, I didn't need to know the exact details, did I? There's a tumor on my gallbladder and another on my liver and maybe another somewhere else and maybe the cancer's spreading, but I really don't need to know. I just need the appropriate medication to deal with the pain. That's your job, getting rid of the pain. The rest, I can deal with alone.”
 
   “James -”
 
   “Unless you've changed your mind and you think you can operate?”
 
   “James -”
 
   “Or am I terminal case?” I ask, interrupting her again. I'm sure she thinks I'm agitated, but in truth I'm just trying to cut through the bullshit. “The last time we spoke, you said you'd have to investigate the possibilities, but I saw that look in your eyes. I could tell the so-called possibilities weren't exactly going to amount to much. I mean, if you want to operate on me, I'll head right along and jump on the table. Anything practical is fine. It's just the wishy-washy crap that doesn't interest me. If I'm still just dying, then I don't need you for that.”
 
   “Have you spoken to your family about this?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About the fact that you're...”
 
   She hesitates, as if she doesn't want to finish the sentence. She's a coward.
 
   “There's a therapy approach I'd like you to try,” she continues finally. “It's quite new, but it's shown promise in trials and it could reduce the size of your tumors. It's a study, but I know the people in charge and I'm sure I could get you included.”
 
   “Would it get rid of the tumors?”
 
   “James -”
 
   “Would it get rid of them completely?” I continue, even though I know the answer. “Would I be cured?”
 
   “You've had three operations in five years, and -”
 
   “Three useless operations,” I point out.
 
   “A combined radiation and chemical therapy approach is the only option right now,” she adds. “Your tumors can be managed, and their growth can perhaps be significantly delayed. I'm not making any promises, but if you take the therapy option, you could double the time you have left. You could get six months, maybe a little more. Wouldn't you like that time to spend with your family?”
 
   I stare at her for a moment, feeling pretty irritated by her bland, one-size-fits-all concern. Frankly, I don't even know where to begin pointing out how wrong she is about all of this. She's a hopeless case. She'll never understand.
 
   “You don't know anything about my family,” I tell her finally.
 
   “You have a daughter, don't you?”
 
   I nod, even though it's none of her goddamn business. She's just a busy-body, useless pencil-pusher who spews out the same false hope to every poor soul who gets dragged into her office. Of course, if I say it like that out loud, she'll just think I'm angry.
 
   “Have you spoken to your daughter recently, James?”
 
   “Does that matter?”
 
   “You told me once that you're divorced.”
 
   “Should I call my ex-wife and let her know I'm dying?” I ask, barely able to spit the words out as I feel a ball of contempt in my gut. “Would that be a good idea? Give her the heads-up to start planning a party?”
 
   “Are things really that bad between you?”
 
   “No, things are great. Why else would she have divorced me and taken my daughter to the other side of the country?”
 
   She sighs.
 
   “I'm done here,” I continue, getting to my feet. There's still a flicker of pain in my gut, but I can handle that at home. I can take a few extra pain-killers and, if that doesn't work, there's always whiskey and self-discipline. “Thanks for the attempt to help, but I'm kind of in the middle of an important investigation. Unlike you, I actually can make a difference.”
 
   I turn and start shuffling toward the door. I'm moving at the speed of an old man, but I'll fix myself up as soon as I'm out of this goddamn hospital.
 
   “The therapy program will buy you some time, James,” she calls after me. “If you don't try the therapy, you need to start thinking about how you're going to break the news to your daughter. If you do try the therapy, you have a little longer to plan all of that. You can delay telling her, because you'll have longer.”
 
   I reach for the handle, but then I hesitate for a moment.
 
   “Because she doesn't know you're dying, does she?” she asks.
 
   I want to tell this stupid woman to go to hell, but suddenly all my anger feels like it's draining away.
 
   “Or maybe you won't call her either way,” she continues. “She lives on the other side of the country, isn't that what you just said? I guess you don't need to tell her. You can just wait until you die, and then she can find out some other way. That'll be nice for her, won't it?” Her voice trails off for a moment. “Taking the therapy program would most likely mean your daughter won't have to be given that news for a little while longer. You can maintain radio silence for an extra five, six, maybe nine months. You can kick the can further down the road, not only for yourself, but for her too. Delay the moment when she has to hear about her father's death.”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before turning to her.
 
   “If you walk out of here tonight,” she adds, “you'll spend every spare moment wondering whether you should call her. If you stay for the therapy, you can put off thinking about that for a while. If I were in your position, and if calling my estranged daughter really wasn't an option, then I know what I'd choose.” She pauses. “What's her name?”
 
   “Ramsey,” I whisper, shuddering slightly in the process.
 
   “So for Ramsey's sake, James,” she continues, “why don't you sit down and let me tell you about the treatment program?”
 
   


  
 

Nine
 
   Leanne Halperin
 
    
 
   “Do you think he heard us?” I whisper, after what feels like the longest time. We've been crouching down behind the metal drums for ten, maybe fifteen minutes now, and the flashlight on the far side of the yard was switched off a long time ago. We even heard the farmhouse's front door swing shut, and there have been no more footsteps.
 
   So maybe he's gone.
 
   Maybe we got lucky.
 
   I wait, but Ramsey doesn't say anything.
 
   Next to me, the stupid dog is sitting quietly, although I'm terrified he'll start making a noise at any moment.
 
   “He's gone, right?” I continue finally, hoping against hope that she'll agree and say we can make a run for it. Ramsey's smarter than me, she's more experienced with bad things in the world, so I'm certain she'll know what to do. Hell, any minute now she'll probably start laughing and tell me to stop panicking. “He wouldn't just be standing there in the darkness, still waiting for us. Would he?”
 
   I can just about make out her face, and she seems to be peering toward the farmhouse through a gap between two of the metal drums.
 
   “I mean, that'd be creepy right?” I add.
 
   Still, no reply.
 
   “Do you see anything?” I hiss, leaning closer to her.
 
   She shakes her head, while keeping her gaze fixed on the gap.
 
   “So do you think it's safe to make a run for it?”
 
   “Wait,” she whispers. “And keep your voice down.”
 
   “But if he's gone, then -”
 
   “He's not gone.”
 
   “Oh.” I feel a thud of fear in my chest. I know I should stay silent, but I figure nobody would be able to hear us whispering unless they were almost on top of us, and at least I'm certain there's no-one that close. Besides, if the guy knew where we were, he'd probably have come over to us by now. He's probably just some old, angry farm dude. “How do you know he's not gone?”
 
   “Did you hear the front door slam shut?”
 
   “Ages ago.”
 
   “Me too, but he didn't go in. He pushed it shut and stayed outside.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Very.”
 
   I pause for a moment, as my mind races to figure out all the possibilities.
 
   “So what does that mean?” I ask finally. “It doesn't have to mean anything bad, does it?”
 
   “It means he shut off his flashlight and pushed the door shut, and it means I didn't hear him leave. So it means he's still out here somewhere, in the dark. Call me crazy, but I don't like that idea very much.”
 
   “But we don't know he's dangerous.”
 
   “No, we don't.”
 
   “He might be up here for some totally legitimate reason.”
 
   “He might.”
 
   “He might be friendly.”
 
   “He might.”
 
   “He might want to help us.”
 
   She pauses. “He might.”
 
   “And...”
 
   My voice trails off as I realize that I'm sounding a little desperate.
 
   “I mean, we might be overreacting,” I add finally. “It's probably cool, he's probably supposed to be up here and we're just trespassing, that's all. Maybe he's more scared of us than we are of him.”
 
   “Like a spider?”
 
   “Um... I guess.”
 
   “You never know,” she replies. “Then again, maybe he's got night-vision goggles and he's watching us right now!”
 
   I turn and look around at the darkness, and for a moment I imagine somebody out there, watching our every move. I even imagine my own face, bathed in static-filled green light with white-glowing eyes.
 
   “Thanks for putting that image in my head,” I whisper.
 
   “I'm just saying, we don't need to find out who this guy is. We don't need to know. We just need to get the hell out of here. Maybe he's a knife-wielding maniac. Maybe he's a good guy and he called the cops. Maybe he's Santa Claus and Jesus Christ and Dawson Leery all rolled into one. Either way, I'd rather leave without having to talk to him. Wouldn't you?”
 
   Next to me, Keanu starts pawing at a patch of dirt.
 
   “Quiet!” I hiss, reaching out and stroking his flank.
 
   “We can't go through the yard,” Ramsey continues, keeping her voice low. “We'll go back around the barn and onto the field again, and then we'll just head toward the road. The shortcut's out of the question now, but if we take the long way round we should be able to make it without bumping into this guy.”
 
   “My legs are tired.”
 
   “Mine too.”
 
   “So maybe the shortcut is -”
 
   “No way,” she says firmly. “I'm not risking it.”
 
   “Okay,” I reply, figuring that she's probably right. At least she's taking charge. I like that. “Let's just -”
 
   Before I can finish, Keanu suddenly turns and starts barking furiously at the darkness. I spin around, terrified that I'll find a figure looming toward us, but all I see is the silhouettes of out-buildings against the night sky. Maybe the guy's out there, maybe Ramsey's right and he has night-vision glasses and a ton of other equipment. Keanu is clearly angry at something, and now the hackles on the back of his neck are standing up like crazy.
 
   “Do you see anything?” Ramsey asks, her voice filled with fear.
 
   “No,” I stammer. “Do you?”
 
   “No, but dogs don't lie.”
 
   Keanu's continued barking almost drowns out her answer, but we both continue to stare out at the pitch black yard. A moment later, the dog's bark changes and becomes a kind of low growl, and then suddenly he lunges forward and changes his stance, snarling louder than ever, as if something is coming closer.
 
   “Do we run?” I gasp, still staring into the dark void.
 
   “Wait,” Ramsey whispers.
 
   “For what?” I hiss. “He's obviously seen something!”
 
   “I know, but wait!”
 
   The stupid dog continues to bark for a moment, and then suddenly Ramsey grabs my arm and hauls me up. I get to my feet and follow her around the side of the drums, and then we pick our way through some weeds that fill the space between the tractor and the barn. The ground is muddy here and a little boggy, and hard to get through. We've lost Keanu's lead and he's still back over at the metal drums, still snarling at something, but after a moment Ramsey stops with her back against the barn, and I stop next to her.
 
   “What is it?” I whisper.
 
   “I saw something.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “There was someone back there. In the dark. Just before we got up and moved. I think the guy was watching us.”
 
   “Why would he be watching us?”
 
   “I don't know, but hopefully the dog's distracting him right now. Let's just go!”
 
   “But what about -”
 
   Before I can finish, she grabs my arm again and leads me through another patch of weeds, and then we head around the corner of the barn. Some kind of rusty old farm machine looms high above us, silhouetted against the night sky, but we skip around its edge and then we hurry across a gravel road before stumbling down a shallow muddy hill and over to a second, smaller barn. Finally the vast field spreads out before us, although I've lost track of which way is which. Ramsey seems to have an idea, however, and she doesn't say a word as she leads me along the barn's shorter edge and over to the next corner, at which point she stops and peers around to check that the coast is clear.
 
   Keanu is barking again, somewhere far behind us.
 
   “Are you up for running?” Ramsey asks.
 
   “My legs kinda ache.”
 
   “We're still gonna have to run.”
 
   “Okay. Where?”
 
   “Over to those trees. See?” She points into the darkness, but I think I can just about make out the silhouettes of tree-tops against the starry sky. “Stay close, keep going and don't stop until we get there. Even if your legs start aching even more. The guy probably isn't dangerous, but I don't wanna take any risks and I definitely don't want him calling the cops. The dog'll be fine, but let's just get out of here, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “On three. One. Two.”
 
   Suddenly something bursts through the darkness next to me. I let out a shocked gasp, but I quickly see that it's Keanu, and we both watch as the dog bolts out across the field, running faster than I ever thought a dog could run.
 
   “Well, that's comforting,” Ramsey stammers. “Three. Move!”
 
   She lunges forward, still holding my hand tight. I stumble after her and we start running out across the dark field. The ground beneath our feet is so rough and uneven, I almost trip several times, and every hurried step sends a shudder up my legs, shaking my knees. I can hear Ramsey's pounding steps, too, as we run fast across the dried mud, and I think I can even hear her panicked breath above my own. She yells something at me, something I can't make out, but my heart is thudding and all I can focus on is the darkness ahead and the silhouette of dark trees against the starry sky. The treeline is already closer, but not nearly close enough, and I feel as if we'll never get there.
 
   Somewhere in the distance, up ahead, the dog barks again.
 
   “Keep going!” Ramsey shouts, her voice juddering with each impact of her feet against the ground. She's still holding my hand tight, as if she's scared to let go.
 
   Suddenly bright lights blast over our shoulders, casting our hand-linked shadows across the ground. We keep running, but now I can see our shadows swinging ahead and a moment later I hear what sounds like the roar of an engine. Turning, I see to my horror that the light is coming from a truck, with the vehicle already racing up behind us.
 
   “Ramsey!” I yell.
 
   “I know!” she shouts back. “Get to the trees!”
 
   “But if -”
 
   Before I can finish, my left foot trails and hits a heavy mud ridge. I fall forward, losing my grip on Ramsey's hand and slamming hard against the ground. Sheer momentum sends me rolling over more ridges, and I scramble to my feet and turn just in time to see that the truck is gaining fast.
 
   “Come on!” Ramsey shouts, grabbing my arm.
 
   Realizing she stopped and came back for me, I stumble after her and we start running again. My ankle is agony, but adrenaline keeps me going even as I see that the lights seem to be swinging wildly all around us. A moment later, the truck roars and rattles past on my left, racing ahead of us and then swerving violently to block our way.
 
   Ramsey tugs my hand and pulls me to the right, and we set off toward a different section of the treeline. For a moment, the light of the truck is far away, but I hear the engine surging and then – just a fraction of a second later – the headlights start roaring up behind us again as the truck starts to make ground.
 
   “We can't outrun him!” I scream.
 
   “We have to!” Ramsey yells.
 
   Somewhere nearby, that goddamn dog is still barking.
 
   Ramsey turns and looks behind us, and for a moment I see her eyes widen with horror before she twists around and drags me with her. We both fall, and Ramsey pulls me closer just as the truck roars past a few feet away. The ground shudders as the huge tires narrowly miss us, and I look up in horror, just in time to see the faintest hint of a silhouette in the driver's cab. Before I can get a good look at the driver, however, the truck swerves around as if it's going to come back at us, and Ramsey is already on her feet, trying to pull me up.
 
   “We have to get to the trees!” she shouts breathlessly. “This guy's a goddamn maniac!”
 
   We start running toward the trees, but the truck's headlights are already swinging wildly behind us and I can feel the ground rumbling.
 
   “He's too close!” I shout.
 
   “You wanna stop and wait for him?”
 
   “No, but -”
 
   My foot catches against the mud, and once again I lose my grip on Ramsey's hand and fall to the ground. I land hard and feel an instant pain in my ribs, and as I start getting up I realize I've winded myself. Ramsey is a few feet ahead, but she stops and turns back, reaching out toward me.
 
   “Come on!” she shouts, as the truck rumbles toward us. “We can't -”
 
   Suddenly she drops down through the ground and falls from view, letting out a brief scream that ends as abruptly as it begin.
 
   “Ramsey!” I yell, scrambling forward on all fours before getting to my feet and hurrying over to the edge of a large sinkhole that's still in the process of collapsing. I look down into the center of the hole, but all I see is darkness far below, with several sets of thick, gnarly roots still shaking as more soil drops down.
 
   “Ramsey!” I scream, before I feel the ground starting to crumble beneath my feet.
 
   Panicking, I jump around the edge of the hole and hurry forward, before stopping to look back down.
 
   “Ramsey!” I shout, louder than I ever thought possible. I even cup my hands around my mouth, trying to make it easier for her to hear me. “Are you okay? Are -”
 
   Suddenly I hear an ear-piercing squealing sound, and I turn to see that the truck is screeching to a halt just a few feet from the edge of the sinkhole. I hold my hands up, to protect my eyes from the bright lights, and a moment later I'm just about able to make out the sight of the driver's-side door opening. A figure steps out, tall and broad, and for a few seconds he seems utterly absorbed by the sight of the sinkhole.
 
   “She's hurt!” I shout, with tears in my eyes. “She fell down!”
 
   The figure doesn't respond, not at first. Instead he simply stares into the sinkhole, before finally turning and climbing back up into the cab of his truck.
 
   “You have to call someone!” I yell, before looking back down into the hole. “Ramsey, hold on! I'm gonna get help! Can you hear me?”
 
   I wait, but there's no sound coming up from the darkness. She has to be okay, she just has to be. Ramsey's always okay.
 
   A moment later, I hear the truck reversing, and I turn to see it bumping to a halt nearby. There's the sound of the gears struggling slightly, and then the vehicle turns and starts driving around the side of the sinkhole. For a fraction of a second, I start to wonder whether this was all a terrible mistake and the guy is going to fetch help, but once he's around the sinkhole he aims and floors the throttle, sending the vehicle screeching past the hole in the ground and bumping straight toward me.
 
   Startled, I stare at the approaching lights for a moment before jumping out of the way. The truck misses me by inches and I land hard against the ground.
 
   “Stop!” I gasp breathlessly, but the truck is already turning to come at me again.
 
   I look down into the hole that swallowed Ramsey.
 
   “I'm gonna get help!” I scream, hoping against hope that she can hear me. “Stay out of his way and I'll fetch someone! I don't want to leave you, I promise, but I can't do anything without help! Hold on!”
 
   With that, I turn and race toward the trees, even as the truck's headlights swing toward me. I speed up, running so fast that I think my legs might be about to fall off, but at least this time I don't trip. Instead, somehow, I finally manage to get the treeline, and I race between two huge, sturdy oaks. Stumbling a little further into the dark forest, I finally dare to stop and look back, just in time to see that the truck has now turned sideways on, and I swear it seems to be waiting to see which way I go next. The lights are beaming out into the forest, casting the shadows of hundreds of trees toward me.
 
   I have to get help. I have to keep running and I have to bring the police back here before that asshole has a chance to hurt Ramsey.
 
   Turning, I start hurrying through the forest. At least out here, he can't follow me in his truck. I'm exhausted and in pain, but I can't stop now. I have to save Ramsey.
 
   


  
 

Ten
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   Look at them. Pathetic. Wasting away. Dying in public. I can see the pain on their faces as they each sit silently in the treatment room, each hooked up to a set of chemicals.
 
   That'll be me soon. I can try to tell myself that I'll be stronger, that I'll somehow withstand the treatment and come out smiling the other end. But deep down, I know I'll end up like the rest.
 
   Sitting in a hospital gown, painfully thin, waiting for the end to finally come while my mind marinades in a toxic cocktail. This is how I'm going to die.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “One moment,” Emma says as soon as she picks up the phone on the other end of the line. She sounds distracted, as if she's in the middle of a conversation with someone. “Hello? Emma Cooper speaking.”
 
   I open my mouth to say something, to let her hear my voice, but then I hesitate as a cleaner makes his way past me. I guess the hospital corridor wasn't the best place to make this call, but I'm waiting for a new room so I don't really have much of a choice. Before I can think of how to open the conversation with Emma, however, I hear the sound of a little kid in the background. Sounds like she and her new husband, that Dan guy, have started a family of their own.
 
   “Hello?” she says again. “Is anyone there?”
 
   She sounds happy. Carefree. As soon as she knows it's me on the line, she'll become defensive.
 
   “Is anyone there?” she asks. “Hello?”
 
   “It's me,” I stammer, with the cleaner now far enough away to not hear me. “It's, uh... It's James.”
 
   I wait, but there's no reply. She hasn't hung up, at least. That's an improvement over last time.
 
   “Um, I just called,” I continue, “to, uh... I wanted to make sure you got this month's check okay.”
 
   Again, silence.
 
   “You see, um, I used a different type of pen to write the address just before I mailed it off, and then I worried that maybe the letters got smudged or something like that, and then if the address was smudged, you might not get it at all. You know how it is, right? With ink and, uh, stuff like that, and envelopes. You can never be too careful. So I was worried that -”
 
   “I got it.”
 
   I swallow hard.
 
   “Okay, then,” I reply. “That's great. You got the check and -”
 
   “Will it clear this time?”
 
   “Of course it'll clear.”
 
   “Not like the last one?”
 
   “I told you what happened,” I continue, feeling a flicker of irritation that she's bringing that up again. “I just forgot to leave enough in that particular account and -”
 
   “Spent it all on beer and whiskey, did you?”
 
   I swallow hard. This isn't the time for an argument, and besides, she's right. Not that I'd ever admit it and give her the satisfaction.
 
   “Why did you really call?” she asks, sounding exhausted.
 
   Ramsey. I really called because I want to speak to Ramsey. At the same time, I can't just say it like that. She probably won't let me, anyway. She'll make up some excuse.
 
   “Why did you really call, James?” she continues, and I can hear the anger simmering in her voice. “I have a million things to do right now. This is a really bad time, so just come out with it.”
 
   “Well, you sound happy to hear my voice,” I mutter, forcing a smile.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “How's Ramsey doing?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “My daughter? How is she?”
 
   I wait, and again I hear the sound of a little kid in the background.
 
   “Is that your new one?” I ask. “Does Ramsey have a half-brother or half-sister now? I bet she loves being a big -”
 
   “Ramsey's being Ramsey,” she says firmly. “She's not here right now.”
 
   “Out doing teenager things, huh?”
 
   “Something like that. I don't particularly want to talk about her, though. If we're done with this conversation, it's late and I'd like to get back to what I was doing before you interrupted. Maybe you should get some sleep, instead of staying up drinking and calling people.”
 
   “I haven't drunk a drop.”
 
   “That's hard to believe,” she replies, before adding something under her breath.
 
   “So are you doing okay?” I ask. “I can send some more money this month, if you need it. I promise I'll get better organized so there's no risk of the check being returned. How are -”
 
   “Go to hell, James,” she adds, interrupting me. “Just go to hell and don't even call again, okay? And don't even bother sending the checks, because we don't need them. We're not sitting here, desperately relying on your money so we can eat. Ramsey's eighteen now and I have Dan, and he has a really good job. So just add it to your booze fund, okay? Goodbye.”
 
   “Well, if -”
 
   Before I can finish, she puts the phone down, leaving me standing alone in the corridor. I immediately tap to call her again, but then I realize there's no point. To be completely honest, that call actually went pretty much exactly as I expected, maybe even a little better. I mean, she didn't curse and shout at me, which is a slight improvement, and at least I managed to get a word or two out of her regarding Ramsey.
 
   Ramsey's being Ramsey.
 
   I can't help smiling. Whatever those three words mean, I'm sure it's something wonderful. And I bet she's the most amazing big sister any kid could ever want.
 
   “Mr. Kopperud?”
 
   Turning, I see a nurse leaning out from one of the rooms. She's smiling, trying to be friendly, and I hate her for that. I hate all the bullshit in this hospital.
 
   “Your room's ready now,” she tells me. “Do you want to come and get settled?”
 
   This morning I was still Sheriff James Kopperud, I was still important and I was still struggling along without any help, and now things have changed so goddamn fast. I'm a patient, I'm a sick man, and I'm sure early tomorrow everyone at the station will learn that I'm taking a leave of absence. I'll have to call in and talk to Katie, and then I'll have to speak to Hinch or someone else in the office and tell them that I'm at the hospital. Then it'll all be official, and there'll be no turning back. It won't take long for them to learn the rest.
 
   “Easy,” the nurse says with a smile, taking my arm to help me into the room. She's talking to me like I'm a sick old man. I'm only forty-six years old, damn it, even if the pain is too much and I can barely walk properly. “There's no need to hurry. Let's just take our time, okay?”
 
   “I'm fine,” I mutter, but that's a lie. I have to hold onto her as she leads me slowly through the doorway. “I don't suppose there's any chance of a drink, is there? A beer, maybe?”
 
   “Sorry. Not when you're starting chemo in the morning.”
 
   I can't help smiling bitterly. I guess I'm just exchanging one type of poison for another.
 
   


  
 

Eleven
 
   Leanne Halperin
 
    
 
   Tripping suddenly against a tree root in the darkness, I tumble forward and slam into the cold, muddy ground. I let out a faint cry as I land, but then I roll onto my side and wait, listening to make sure there's no sign of that asshole following me. A moment later, I turn and look back the way I just came, but all I see is darkness. No lights from a truck, or from a flashlight. Just the faintest view of tall, dark trees rising up toward the starry sky.
 
   I think I lost him.
 
   Hauling myself up, I turn and start limping forward, reaching out to steady myself against the trees. Apart from the stars above, I can honestly barely see a goddamn thing out here, and I'm starting to worry that I might be going round and round in circles. I keep looking up at the stars, trying to use them to guide my way, but I've never really paid any attention to the constellations and I wouldn't know the North Star if it came up and bit me on the butt. The forest seems like it goes on forever, and I'm scared that maybe I'll suddenly find myself back at the farm again, or that I'll just keep walking in circles until I eventually I collapse.
 
   I should have made it to the main road by now. I'm sure of that.
 
   “I'm coming back,” I whisper, hoping against hope that somehow Ramsey might be able to hear me, and that she's okay down in that hole. I keep telling myself that she probably got up, dusted herself down, and found herself in one of the tunnels. Then she used the app on her phone to find the nearest exit, and she's already heading back to town. Hell, she might be in way better shape than me, and she'll have the police out here real soon. When I get to my house, she'll be sitting on the porch with a soda in her hand, smiling and asking what took me so long.
 
   Ramsey's good like that. Ramsey's reliable. Ramsey's tough and resilient. In fact, I'm starting to wonder whether I should have just jumped into the hole after her and -
 
   Suddenly I trip again, although this time I only stumble and at least I manage to keep myself up. Tears are streaming down my face and I barely have the energy to walk, let alone run. I'm shivering, clutching my arms tight around my body in an attempt to keep warm, but a moment later I hear another faint clicking sound over my shoulder and I spin around, startled.
 
   It was nothing.
 
   Or...
 
   No, nothing.
 
   There's definitely nothing.
 
   All I see is darkness, but I've been hearing those clicking sounds every few minutes, almost as if somebody is calmly keeping pace with me through the forest. Maybe Ramsey was right, maybe that asshole has night-vision goggles. Hell, he could be about five goddamn feet away and I wouldn't necessary have any idea. He could have a rifle aimed at my chest, as he waits for the right moment to squeeze the trigger. It's not difficult to imagine a million different ways he might be tracking me, and that's before I even start thinking about traps he might have laid in the forest.
 
   “Is that you?” I stammer, my voice trembling with fear. “Are you here? If you're here, just get it over with, okay? Come at me, asshole!”
 
   I wait, but the only answer is the silence of the forest.
 
   Why would he wait? He wouldn't, so the obvious explanation is that I'm all alone out here, and that the guy from the farm lost track of me a long time ago. Turning, I start making my way between the trees, still shivering, and I force myself to focus on the positives. Ramsey isn't helpless and unconscious at the bottom of that sinkhole. She can't be. Ramsey is way too cool and way too smart and way too tough to just fall down a hole and get knocked out. That would be pathetic, and totally not Ramsey at all. She's, like, my hero.
 
   And the guy from the truck isn't some kind of superhero or horror movie villain, either. He's just an asshole with a truck.
 
   Stumbling between two more trees, I suddenly find myself at the edge of the forest, with a field spread out before me. I look around, to make doubly sure that there's no sign of that asshole or his stupid truck, and then I start making my way along the tree-line, still just a little too scared to go out in the open. The field runs down a steep hill, and there's a vast star-field filling the night sky, but I still can't see either the road or the lights of town in the distance. I thought I'd emerge from the forest somewhere near the edge of Deal, I thought I'd recognize some kind of landmark, but now I think I'm actually lost.
 
   I turn and look around, squinting as I try to figure out where I am.
 
   And that's when I spot the cabin.
 
   Over by the far tree-line, maybe five or six hundred feet away past the field's nearest corner, there's a small wooden cabin. There are no lights on, but this cabin is the first sign of civilization that I've found since I ran from the farm, and I instinctively take a couple of steps forward before stopping and reminding myself that it might be a trap. Even from this distance the place looks battered and abandoned, but after a moment I realize that Dad once told me about logging cabins out in the wilderness, past Pellow's Peak. But...
 
   Pellow's Peak? I can't be that far from town. I can't be all the way over at Pellow's Peak, that's impossible. That'd mean I've basically gone in the absolute wrong direction ever since I left the farm. It'd mean I'm miles and miles from town, with no hope of getting home before dawn.
 
   But there are no cabins near town. The only cabins, at least the only cabins I know of, are way out past Pellow's Peak.
 
   “Please no,” I whisper, my voice shuddering in the cold air. “Come on, give me a break.”
 
   I start making my way along the edge of the forest, circling around the corner of the field as I edge cautiously toward the cabin. I haven't made up my mind to actually try going inside, but I figure I should at least check the place out, and deep down I'm hoping there might be a phone or at least a map, or maybe a flashlight. It's too much to hope that there might actually be someone inside the cabin who can help me, but I might be able to find something that's useful.
 
   Glancing over my shoulder, I look back toward the forest, and I'm relieved to see that there's still no sign of anyone following me.
 
   It takes several minutes before I reach the cabin, and several more before I summon the courage to step too close, but finally I edge right up to the window and cup my hands around my eyes so I can peer inside. I can't see anything at all, only darkness, but in a way I guess that's a good thing. If the cabin's abandoned, there's much less chance of the asshole from the farm turning up here, and there might still be something I can use to defend myself or to call for help. I make my way around to the front and find the door, and then I force myself to be brave. Reaching out, I turn the handle, and to my relief I find that the door actually creaks open.
 
   I stare into the cabin's dark interior. I can't see a thing, and there could be ten mass-murderers staring right back out at me with knives in their hands, but I take a step forward anyway, into the cold air.
 
   “Hello?” I whisper, as my right foot causes a wooden board to groan under my step. “Is anyone here?”
 
   Silence.
 
   Still, it feels good to be inside again, rather than out in the open.
 
   I reach out and feel the edge of a table in the darkness. When I run my hands over the top of the table, I find that it's bare, and then I turn and step carefully over to the other wall. Finding nothing, I feel the wall for a moment and then take a right turn, heading slowly toward the cabin's far end. The only sounds are my feet against the wooden floor and my terrified, snatched breaths, and I keep my hands against the cold wooden wall as I make my way slowly back toward the door. Finally, just as I'm starting to give up hope, my fingers fumble against a switch, which I immediately flick even though I doubt it'll work.
 
   Immediately, a single light-bulb comes to life above me.
 
   “Thank God,” I stammer, relieved that after walking for hours through the dark forest I can finally see again. I don't know where the power is coming from, but I'm not about to start asking questions. Turning, I see that there's what looks like an old radio system on a table at the far end. I'm about to hurry over, when I suddenly realize that the light might be broadcasting my position for miles around like some kind of goddamn beacon, so I hit the switch again.
 
   The cabin falls dark once more, but this time I know exactly where to go. I fumble across the room until I find the farthest table, and then I kneel and start running my hands over the radio. There are several switches, and I try a few of them without any luck before – finally – I hit a switch on the front and a small panel lights up.
 
   This is a miracle. I think I might officially start believing in God soon.
 
   “Please,” I whisper, as I struggle to figure out exactly how to operate the machine. “Come on, just work. Please, you have to work.”
 
   I find what looks like some kind of receiver, which I lift from a hook, and then I start flicking every switch I can find. The radio starts emitting a kind of whirling static, just like the kind of noise they make in movies, so I turn various dials and wait for any hint of a reply. I have no idea why anyone would keep power running all the way out to this cabin, or even how, or why they'd leave a working radio ready to use. Maybe this is some kind of ranger cabin, something like that.
 
   “Hello?” I stammer, speaking into the receiver. “Is anyone out there? Please, if you can hear me, say something.”
 
   I turn more dials, and the static is definitely swirling and changing, but I'm still not picking up any voices.
 
   “Please come in,” I continue. “My name is Leanne Halperin and I'm lost somewhere near Pellow's Peak, and I think my friend is hurt. I don't know how to use this thing, but I really really hope someone can hear me right now. Come on, please, someone has to be out there and -”
 
   Before I can finish, I hear the faintest trace of a voice somewhere in the static. I stop turning the dials for a moment and listen, and now I'm sure there's a voice. Finally, I turn the first dial just a little, but nothing happens. I try the second, and now the voice sounds just a little clearer.
 
   “Hello?” I gasp, forcing myself to stay calm and reminding myself that I'm not necessarily out of danger yet. “This is Leanne Halperin. Can you hear me?”
 
   The voice replies, but I really can't make out any words. I fumble with a few more of the dials, trying to make the signal clearer.
 
   “- and try again,” it says suddenly, sounding perfectly clear. “Over.”
 
   “This is Leanne Halperin,” I stammer. “Do you hear me?”
 
   I wait.
 
   “Is anyone out there?” the voice asks. It's a guy, and he sounds concerned. “This is the sheriff's station down at Mercer Road. If anyone is out there, please respond. Over.”
 
   “Crap,” I mutter, realizing that I probably need to press a special button. I start hitting and turning and clicking everything I can find. “Can you hear me? My name is Leanne Halperin and I'm lost, and I think someone's after me, and I need help. My dad's Chris Halperin, he's really important and -”
 
   “Okay Leanne, I can hear you.”
 
   I feel an immediate rush of relief in my chest, and tears of joy start running down my face.
 
   “Thank you!” I gasp. “Thank you so much! My name is Leanne Halperin and I'm in a cabin somewhere near Pellow's Peak, and I'm lost and some guy has been chasing me, and my friend is hurt and I'm scared! My dad's Chris Halperin and you have to help me!”
 
   “Okay, Leanne,” the officer replies, “I need you to do something for me, okay? Above the door, you'll find a small metal plate that should have a number. That number is a unique cabin identification marker and it'll tell me where you're located, and then I can send someone out. Do you understand?”
 
   “I'll go check!”
 
   Setting the receiver down, I fumble back across the cabin until I reach the door. I flick the light on, and sure enough there's a kind of plaque over the door, which I'm just about able to read when I stand on tip-toes. Once I'm sure of the number, I turn the light back off and head back to the radio.
 
   “Are you still there?” I ask.
 
   “I'm still here, Leanne. Did you find the number?”
 
   “It's 43201,” I tell him. “That's all that was on there. Is it enough?”
 
   “That's fine,” he replies, sounding as if he's flipping through some papers. “Okay, Leanne, you're in a cabin about two miles east of Pellow's Peak. You're lucky you found one of the ones that still has power, but don't worry, somebody is already on their way to you right now. You said a moment ago that you were being pursued. Can you confirm that?”
 
   “There was some maniac at the farm,” I stammer, “and he chased us, and my friend Ramsey fell through a hole in the ground and I managed to get away but I've been running through the forest for hours and I thought I wasn't ever going to get away but -”
 
   “Whoa, hold on there,” he replies, interrupting me. “That's a lot to take in, Leanne. Like I said, somebody from the station is heading up there right now to fetch you. You told me your name is Leanne Halperin and you're Chris Halperin's daughter. Is that correct?”
 
   “Can you please call my mom and dad?” I ask, starting to cry at the mention of their names. “Tell them I'm okay! Tell them I lost my phone but I'm okay!”
 
   “I'll do that, Leanne,” he continues, “but right now, I want you to stay on the radio with me until a deputy gets to the cabin. It should only be about twenty more minutes. Can you do that, Leanne? Can you stay on the radio and tell me exactly what's happened to you tonight?”
 
   “Thank you,” I whimper, keeping hold of the receiver as I slip down to the floor. I lean against the wall for a moment, and I swear I feel like I'm going to break down completely. “I thought I was going to die!” I whimper, finally unable to hold back my fear any longer as tears run down my cheeks. “You have to get someone up here. You have to save me, and you have to find Ramsey!”
 
   I stammer some more words, but I doubt he can understand anything I'm saying now. All the exhaustion and fear breaks through, and I start sobbing wildly. I'm crying so hard, I can barely even breathe.
 
   “We're gonna find you and your friend,” the voice says calmly. “Don't worry, Leanne. We're on it. And Leanne? You have my word, and the word of everyone here at the sheriff's station, that you and your friend are going to be just fine. You're not gonna be alone in that cabin for much longer.”
 
   


  
 

Twelve
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   “Doctor Ward to room five,” the announcer says for the fifth time in as many minutes. “Doctor Ward to room five, please.”
 
   Sighing, I lean back on the bed. I was deposited here in this goddamn room about an hour ago and told to wait, and since then it's as if these people have completely forgotten about me. I'm assuming that Doctor Alexander is going to show up at some point and fill me in on what'll happen tomorrow, but I'm starting to think more and more that it's a huge mistake for me to be in this godforsaken place. She caught me in a moment of weakness, and she used Ramsey to trick me into accepting this stupid therapy program, but deep down I hate the idea of becoming a patient.
 
   I mean, I'm already in a hospital gown. I look ridiculous. And I feel ten years older in the space of just a few hours.
 
   Suddenly my phone starts buzzing. Reaching over, I see that Hinch is trying to get in touch. I hesitate for a moment, worried that somehow he might already know that I'm sick, but finally I answer anyway. I guess he'll find out soon enough.
 
   “Hey,” I say cautiously. “What's up?”
 
   “Up?” He pauses. “Why should anything be up?”
 
   “You called me,” I point out.
 
   “You didn't come back this afternoon. I thought you were gonna come back to the station and wait around for the report on the body we found. I stayed late in case you showed, but...”
 
   “Right,” I mutter, realizing that I probably should have given them a cover story by now. “It's nothing,” I add, sitting up on the bed. “I just got waylaid by some other, uh... avenues of investigation. How are things down there?”
 
   “Oh, fine,” he replies, sounding a little bored. “Everyone else has gone home, so it's just me at the station right now. There hasn't been so much as a phone call or a knock on the door, but I'm just getting on with some paperwork. Doctor Shaw says she'll know more about the dead girl tomorrow, she's running some checks on some kind of metal plate in one of the bones. She thinks maybe she can trace the serial number with the manufacturer, and then she can find out who the plate was used on. Something to do with a broken arm, I think. Lucky shot, huh?”
 
   “That's good,” I reply. “That's progress. How about the timeline?”
 
   “Doctor Ward to room five,” the announcer says yet again. “Doctor Ward, please report to room five.”
 
   “Where are you?” Hinch asks. “Was that -”
 
   “I've just got the TV on,” I tell him, before he can let his imagination run wild. “I'm watching General Hospital. How's the timeline? Are you managing to match anything up yet?”
 
   “I've made a stab at it,” he replies, “but honestly, I think you'll be better at that. You're coming in bright and early tomorrow morning, right?”
 
   Glancing at the window, I spot my reflection and see myself huddled here on the hospital bed like someone who's dying. For a moment, I'm staggered to realize that I look so old and ill, but I quickly tell myself that the lighting in here isn't exactly flattering. I can't look that bad. Then again, I guess I am dying.
 
   “Sure,” I mutter, not wanting to admit that anything's wrong. I look over at the door, but there's still no sign of Doctor Alexander. “But you can hold the fort, Hinch. Just keep working on that timeline. Remember everything I taught you, and you'll be fine.”
 
   “I don't have much so far,” he continues, and I can hear him flipping through some papers. “I think you're gonna have to do the timeline stuff, James. It's a little too complicated for me.”
 
   “It's not complicated,” I reply, annoyed by how easily he's giving up. “It can be a little confusing at first, but you just have to go with your gut. You start with events that don't quite seem to fit together, and then eventually you'll suddenly get a lock on it all and the whole story'll snap into place and you'll see how A leads to B, and then onto C and so on. It's basic police work.”
 
   “I know, but -”
 
   “Tell me one of the things you've got so far.”
 
   “Can't you just do it tomorrow? When you come in?”
 
   “Tell me where you're at. You need to learn how to do this, Hinch.”
 
   I hear him sighing on the other end of the line. “There are tire tracks up near Pellow's Peak,” he says finally. “Could that be Something?”
 
   “Where at Pellow's Peak?”
 
   “Near mile-marker eighteen. There's nothing up that way, though.”
 
   “So why are there tire marks? Have any logging companies been out there lately?”
 
   “No. I checked. I actually did think to check that.”
 
   “There are cabins up that way,” I point out, “but they're not in use anymore. Did anyone go and take a look at Dodderidge Farm?”
 
   “Isn't that place abandoned too?”
 
   “Exactly. It'd be a good place for someone to hide out.”
 
   “Huh. Yeah. I didn't think of that.”
 
   “There are a lot of places where someone could squirrel themselves away,” I continue. “Once you get to know the forest, you start realizing how many opportunities there are out there.”
 
   “I'll swing by the farm in the morning, just to see, but do you really think there'll be anything there?”
 
   “I think it's worth taking a look,” I mutter, and already I'm trying to put the pieces together in my head. This is what I do best. “Have you checked to see if anyone has been reported missing in the area lately?”
 
   “There's nothing.”
 
   “Did you check surrounding counties?”
 
   “Not yet, but -”
 
   “Check them all.”
 
   I hear him making notes. “Okay,” he mutters. “If you think it's worth a shot.”
 
   “Did nobody else suggest any of this stuff?” I ask, shocked to hear how slowly they're working without me. “What have you guys been doing all day?”
 
   “Well, the coffee machine broke, and we had to look online to figure out how to make it work again. Do you know coffee has DRM now? Like, you have to use the manufacturer's exact -”
 
   “Okay, never mind,” I continue, starting to realize that they really don't seem to be making much progress without me. “That dead girl can't be older than sixteen, maybe eighteen at most. How the hell is a girl that age not missed?”
 
   “Beats me. Homeless, maybe?”
 
   “Maybe, but still...”
 
   I sit in silence for a moment, and I swear I can feel a hint of concern creeping through my gut. There's something I'm not noticing, some kind of connection that's lulling at the edge of my mind. I'm no genius, but sometimes I figure things out, and I feel like there's definitely something to figure out here. And with the best will in the world, the guys at the station don't seem to be working fast enough. At this rate, somebody else could die before we come up with an answer.
 
   “I think I might call it a night,” Hinch says finally. “It's better to get a good sleep and come back refreshed in the morning, right? See you here at eight, bright and early? I've gotta be honest, we've really missed you today.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” I reply, still trying to figure out the cause of this nagging doubt in the back of my mind. “Back up. You said there were tire tracks heading out in the Pellow's Peak area?”
 
   “Yeah, but -”
 
   “No-one goes up there,” I continue. “Not ever. Not even hunters. How fresh were these tracks?”
 
   “I don't know. They were just... there.”
 
   “That whole area is uninhabited. There's nothing for miles, just those old cabins. Where exactly were the tracks again?”
 
   “Just off mile-marker eighteen.”
 
   “There's a cabin right near there. Up past a dirt road.”
 
   “Yeah, I think I saw that road.”
 
   “You have to go and check.”
 
   “Check what? The road or the cabin?”
 
   “Humor me, Hinch,” I continue, feeling a flicker of concern in my chest. “There's no reason for anyone to be going up there. Normally I wouldn't bother, but given what's happened over the past twenty-four hours, you need to get up to that cabin and make sure everything's okay.”
 
   He sighs again. “And what do you think I'm gonna find? And I gonna miraculously stumble across this nut-job?”
 
   “It's important to check the whole area!”
 
   “Okay. I guess you're right. I'll go up first thing in the morning.”
 
   “I want you to go now.”
 
   “It's late. What am I gonna do, poke around up there in the dark?”
 
   “Take a flashlight.”
 
   “The cabinet's locked. Do you know who has a key?”
 
   I can't help sighing. How are these people ever going to manage without me?
 
   “Those cabins have power,” I tell him. “Some of them do, anyway. I think the cabin near marker eighteen still has power. I want you to go up there right now and take a look.”
 
   “Boss -”
 
   “Fine!” I continue, suddenly swinging my legs over the side of the bed and heading to the closet where the nurse put my clothes. I've sat here long enough, and now it's time to head out there and get things done. “You know what? Don't worry about it, I can go check myself.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “I'm on it,” I add, already pulling my stuff off the shelf. “It's my idea, I'm the one who's worried, so I should be the one who heads out there. Like you said, it's probably a waste of time, so it's my time that should be wasted. Forget about it, Hinch. Go home, go to sleep, I'll let you know in the morning if I find anything.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “I've got nothing better to be doing anyway,” I add, as I start unbuttoning my hospital gown. “I'll talk to you soon, okay?”
 
   “Doctor Ward to room five,” the announcer says yet again. “Doctor Ward to room five, please.”
 
   “Boss?” Hinch says after a moment. “Exactly where are -”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   “Listen, it's fine, I'll go up to the cabin and -”
 
   “No,” I say firmly. “It's decided now. I'll go!”
 
   Cutting the call, I toss my phone onto the bed and start getting dressed. My mind is racing, and I know that leaving the hospital probably isn't the smartest move in the world, but at the same time I feel like I have to get back to work. I tried doing things Doctor Alexander's way, I tried being a patient, but nothing's happening and these people are just wasting my time. Meanwhile, there's an actual case out there that needs to be solved.
 
   I glance at the door, to make sure no-one's about to barge in on me, and then I finish getting dressed. Once I've got all my things together, I head out into the corridor and make my way to the station where the nurses are working on their reports.
 
   “Mr. Kopperud?” one of them says, clearly startled to see me. “What are -”
 
   “I have to go,” I tell her, forcing a smile. “Important work stuff came up, but please, if Doctor Alexander ever comes to check on me, tell her that I appreciate her efforts and I'll be in touch. Maybe we can reschedule all of this for some other time.”
 
   “Let me call her and -”
 
   “There's no need to do that,” I add, interrupting her. “But you should really get onto that Doctor Ward guy and make him get his ass to room five. Sounds important.”
 
   With that, I turn and head toward the double-doors at the end of the corridor. One of the nurses calls after me, but I really don't have time to get into an argument with these people. Somebody needs to go check out Pellow's Peak, because there's a chance – just a chance – that there might be something going on up. And as I push the double-doors open, I know that I can't rely on Hinch or the others. This might be the last case I ever get a chance to work, but I was the one who started the investigation and I have a duty to see it through to the end. And that means going to the cabin myself.
 
   


  
 

Thirteen
 
   Leanne Halperin
 
    
 
   “Where are they?” I ask, standing in the cabin's open doorway and looking out at the darkness. “I thought you said they'd be here in twenty minutes?”
 
   “Well, it might be taking a little longer,” the deputy replies over the receiver. There's a faint bumping sound in the background, as if he's somewhere a little noisy. “Just hold tight, Leanne. Help is on its way. There's -”
 
   He pauses for a moment, and I hear another, slightly louder bump coming over the radio.
 
   “There's no need to panic,” he adds, sounding a little distracted. “You've been real good so far, and you just need to stay calm for a few more minutes. I get it, you must be pretty freaked out and scared by now, but you've done everything right so far. I guess after all that running, waiting's the hardest part.”
 
   I open my mouth to reply to him, but suddenly I spot a vehicle's headlights in the distance.
 
   “I see him!” I stammer, feeling a rush of relief. “There's -”
 
   And then, as abruptly as they appeared, the lights disappear again.
 
   “He's gone,” I whisper.
 
   “The roads are very twisty and winding up at Pellow's Peak,” the deputy continues. “Don't worry, I'm absolutely certain you'll have company soon. Very soon.”
 
   “Do you promise?” I ask.
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “And did you manage to get my parents on the phone? Did you let them know I'm okay?”
 
   “All of that has been taken care of, Leanne.”
 
   “So they know?”
 
   “All of that has been taken care of.”
 
   “So...”
 
   I pause for a moment, trying to work out exactly what he means.
 
   “Here's what you need to do, Leanne,” he continues after a few seconds. “You need to hang on in there, okay? You've done really well so far. Really, really well. Everyone's gonna be so proud of you when they hear how you held it together, but there are just a couple more minutes to go. Stay right where you are, okay? Maybe turn the cabin's light on, so the officer can find you easily.”
 
   “But what if the other guy sees the light?” I ask.
 
   “I'm sure he's far enough away. And besides, the deputy'll be there, so you're safe. Just -”
 
   I hear a crunching sound on the other end of the line, and then the deputy mutters a couple of curses under his breath. If I didn't know better, I'd swear the deputy on the radio is actually walking through a forest.
 
   “Just turn the light on, Leanne,” he continues. “That's a good girl. There's no need to be scared.”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before reaching up to hit the switch. At the last moment, however, I spot a faint hint of movement over by the trees. I pause with my finger nudging the edge of the switch, and I squint until I can just about see that there's a figure heading this way through the forest. Flinching, I wait for the figure to call out, or for him to swing a flashlight beam this way, but then he simply stops and stares in this direction.
 
   “Is that him?” I whisper.
 
   “Turn the light on, Leanne.”
 
   I move my finger further onto the switch, but then I hold back.
 
   “Turn the light on,” the deputy says again.
 
   “I just did,” I lie, figuring I should test him first.
 
   I watch the silhouetted figure for a moment. He's about twenty feet away, and I guess he must be able to see me. He must be able to see the cabin, at least, even with the light off.
 
   “Are you sure you turned the light on?” he asks cautiously.
 
   I swallow hard. “It's on right now,” I lie, testing him.
 
   “Well...”
 
   He sounds a little confused.
 
   “You must have given me the wrong cabin identification number,” he continues, and now he seems annoyed. “Check again.”
 
   “No, I -”
 
   “Check again?” he snaps.
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but I'm starting to feel a slow, creeping sense of dread in my chest.
 
   “I'm sorry,” he continues with a sigh, “I didn't mean to be short with you. But can you please check the cabin number again? It's been a very long night.”
 
   I wait, watching as he starts trampling this way. I can hear his footsteps on the leafy forest floor. More than that, however, I can also hear the same footsteps over the radio. A couple of seconds later, the figure gets close enough for me to see that he's holding a phone by the side of his face.
 
   “It's you,” I stammer.
 
   “Leanne -”
 
   Stepping back, I slam the door shut and fumble for a moment to find the latch. Once the bolt is in place, I step back as I hear footsteps coming closer and closer.
 
   “Leanne, open the door,” the voice says over the radio. “Come on, let's not mess around.”
 
   “It's you,” I whisper again. “You said you were the police!”
 
   “Yeah, well...”
 
   Suddenly the radio cuts out, and a moment later I hear someone banging on the other side of the door.
 
   “I'm a deputy from the station in town,” he continues. “We talked on the phone, remember? Open the door. I'm here to save you.”
 
   “You're lying!” I yell. “You were lying from the start! You're the guy with the truck!”
 
   “Open the door, Leanne!” he calls out, banging again. “It's not like there's any other way out of there, so open up. You're just making it harder on yourself! I'm not gonna hurt you!”
 
   Dropping the radio's receiver, I turn and hurry over to the window. I start undoing the clasp, but a moment later I see a figure on the other side. He leans closer to the window, and although I can't make out his face in the darkness, I can hear him laughing. Before I can react, he reaches up and taps the glass with a finger.
 
   “Leave me alone!” I scream, stepping back. “I've already called the real police! I called them after I spoke to you! They're coming right now!”
 
   The dark figure remains at the window for a moment, before stepping back out of view. I hear footsteps heading back toward the cabin's front door, and then silence falls.
 
   “Where's Ramsey?” I sob, trembling with fear as I back against the wall. “What did you do to her?”
 
   I wait, but now there's no reply at all. I know he's out there, I know he's probably plotting something, but I also know that I have no way to defend myself. My heart is pounding and I know I can't just stand here and wait for him to break through, but at the same time I also know that he's probably got a knife, maybe even a gun. Then again, he might decide to take the simple route and drive his truck straight into the cabin, and I'm not certain whether the place would hold together. Constantly looking from the window to the door and then back again, I edge toward the table with the radio.
 
   I need to know what he's planning.
 
   So I wait.
 
   Silence.
 
   He's not gone. He might want me to think he's gone, but he's not.
 
   Finally, too terrified to even stand, I crouch down in the dark corner and stare at the window. He's coming back, I know he is, and I'm going to have to kick and scream and hope I manage to land a lucky punch. What would Ramsey do if she was in this situation?
 
   “Help me,” I whisper, hoping against hope that somebody might somehow be able to hear me. “Please, somebody, I need another miracle and -”
 
   Before I can finish, there's a loud crashing sound at the door, and I hear the wood shuddering. A fraction of a second later, the crashing sound returns, and this time I hear a faint splitting sound too. I flinch, but I don't dare move, not even as I hear the sound again. This time, there's an even louder thud, and I watch in horror as the door scrapes open and the silhouetted figure steps into view.
 
   “No, please,” I whimper, too scared to even stand. I'm shaking so much, my teeth are chattering. “Don't hurt me...”
 
   He steps into the cabin, stopping for a moment as he's silhouetted against the night sky. And then, with no warning, he swings the door shut behind him and steps toward me through the darkness.
 
   “No!” I scream. “Please -”
 
   Grabbing my arm, he hauls me up and slams me against the table.
 
   


  
 

Fourteen
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   My phone starts ringing for the tenth, maybe fifteenth time as I bring the car to a halt at the end of the dirt-road. Shutting off the engine, I don't even bother to check to see who's calling. I know it'll be Doctor Alexander, demanding to know why I checked myself out of the ward, but her blathering fake concern can wait. If she had her way, I'd be half dead already.
 
   Checking my reflection in the rear-view mirror, I'm relieved to see that I look more like myself again. A little sick, perhaps, but at least I don't look like an old, sick man. I'm forty-six years old and I'm not ready to waste away on a hospital ward just yet. I'd rather just keep going until the end.
 
   I take some pills from the bottle in my pocket and chase them down with water. Just for a little extra fortitude in the cold night air.
 
   Despite a faint twinge of pain in my gut, I open the door and climb out of the car, and then I trudge around to the front and switch my flashlight on, illuminating the uneven path that leads through the forest and up to the nearest cabin. Sure enough, I can see a set of tire marks nearby, which means that somebody drove this way recently. And since the hunting out this way is notoriously lousy, there's no reason why anyone should have come anywhere near this cabin.
 
   I'll check the farm after this, but first I need to scope out the cabin.
 
   Figuring that I should leave my car behind, so as to not announce my arrival, I start heading between the trees, and after a moment I switch my flashlight off. It's hard to see where I'm going, but there's a chance that the cabin is being used as a kind of hideaway and I can't risk scaring anybody off. It's at moments like this, trudging through the middle of nowhere, checking out one of those vague hunches that never pay off, that I really feel like I'm alive. I know that being out here is a wild goose chase, and I know it could have waited until morning, but I also know these backwoods parts of the county better than anybody else at the station.
 
   This is what I was born to do, and I'm gonna keep on doing it until my body breaks down on me. I've got a hunch about this cabin. I've had plenty of hunches before, and they almost never check out, but that doesn't mean I'm going to ignore my gut feeling.
 
   Especially since my gut is so goddamn painful right now.
 
   Suddenly I stop as I hear crunching footsteps up ahead. I stay completely still, and sure enough I realize after a moment that there's definitely someone else out here. Looking to the right, I wait a few seconds, and finally I spot the faint glow of a flashlight coming closer and closer.
 
   Reaching down, I grab my gun and aim it toward the light, and then I wait until the swaying beam swings toward me.
 
   “Freeze!” I shout. “On your knees! Now! Deal County Sheriff's Department!”
 
   The flashlight immediately dips.
 
   “Get on your knees!” I yell, although I can just about make out the figure's hands and it's clear he's not armed. In fact, he's got his hands up, as if he's surrendering. “I won't warn you again!”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Down!” I shout. “Now!”
 
   The figure stares at me for a moment, before putting its hands behind its head and getting down onto its knees.
 
   “Boss?” he stammers plaintively.
 
   I open my mouth to reply, before realizing that I recognize that voice.
 
   “It's me,” he continues, sounding a little scared. “It's Hinch.”
 
   “Hinch?”
 
   I lower my gun, and the figure stays on the ground, with his hands still behind his head.
 
   “You scared me half to death,” he says with a sigh. “What are you doing out here?”
 
   “What am I doing out here?” I ask, feeling a little breathless after the shock. “What the hell are you doing out here? I told you I'd come and take a look!”
 
   “Sure,” he replies, “but a few minutes after that, somebody from the hospital called, asking after you. I didn't know what was going on, but it seemed weird and when I tried to call you, you didn't pick up.”
 
   “That's because...”
 
   Sighing, I realize he was just trying to do his job, even if he ended up fussing too much. I guess he was bound to show some initiative eventually.
 
   “Get up,” I mutter.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Hinch, get up!”
 
   Standing, he grabs his flashlight from the ground and swings it up, revealing his face.
 
   “Have you been up there already?” I ask, trying to hide the fact that I'm slightly annoyed.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “To the cabin, Hinch. Have you been to the cabin?”
 
   “Not yet. I was heading there right now.”
 
   Turning, I start leading him through the forest.
 
   “Turn that light off,” I mutter. “Do you want to completely advertise our arrival?”
 
   “But how will we see where -”
 
   “Your eyes'll get used to the dark,” I continue. “Turn it off.”
 
   He does as he's told, and a moment later I hear a thud and a faint cry as he walks straight into one of the trees. I swear to God...
 
   “You're not from around here, are you?” I mutter, realizing that maybe he's not quite so good at navigating his way through the forest. I guess, growing up here and living in Deal all my life, I've kind of developed a sixth sense when it comes to getting about without smacking nose-first into a bunch of pines. “Are you okay? Did you hurt yourself?”
 
   “I'm fine,” he mutters, although I hear him stumbling slightly as he comes closer. He's holding his nose, too, although at least it doesn't look broken. “Sorry. A tree came out of nowhere.”
 
   “Sure it did,” I reply, setting off again up the hill, heading toward the field ahead. “Just stick close to me and hold your hands out in front of you.”
 
   “So what were you at the hospital for?” he asks. “When that doctor called, it seemed kinda urgent.”
 
   I walk on for a few seconds, not really knowing what to say. “Routine check-up,” I say finally.
 
   “At close to midnight?”
 
   “They fit these things in when they can.”
 
   “What were they checking up?”
 
   “Nothing important.”
 
   “That seems odd. If it wasn't important, why were they calling about ?”
 
   “Never mind. But if they call you again, don't put them through to me. Tell them to go away.”
 
   “Why would -”
 
   “Just leave it, okay?” I mutter, already wishing that I'd been more forceful when I told him not to come out here. Although I've wished plenty of times that he'd show a little more initiative, on this occasion I'd have preferred it if he'd just gone home to bed and left me alone. “And take a tip from me, okay? Next time you're checking out a cabin late at night, try to keep your flashlight usage to a minimum. That way, you won't light up your path as if it's a goddamn runway.”
 
   “But then how will I see where I'm going?”
 
   Just as I'm about to tell him, we reach the edge of the field and I see the dark cabin a little way further up the hill. There's no sign of light, which isn't exactly a surprise, and no sign that the place has been disturbed. Even the tire tracks are no longer visible, which I guess means either that the vehicle didn't come this far, or that it took a turning and headed across the field. Still, I stop for a moment and watch the cabin, just in case there's anything to suggest that we might have company.
 
   “Is that it?” Hinch whispers.
 
   “That's it.”
 
   “It's not very big.”
 
   “What were you expecting?”
 
   “I don't know, but -”
 
   Suddenly there's a loud bumping sound from the cabin, as if something or someone is inside. I wait, and a moment later there's another bump.
 
   “Did you hear that?” Hinch whispers. “I think -”
 
   “Stay close,” I reply, with my gun still in my right hand as I step past him and start making my way along the tree-line, edging toward the cabin.
 
   “What do you think it was?” Hinch asks, hurrying to keep up with me.
 
   “Just stay quiet,” I tell him, “and be ready in case someone comes out. And let me do the talking.”
 
   Fortunately, Hinch keeps his mouth shut as we make our way through the darkness, and finally we get to the cabin just as there's another faint thumping sound from the other side of the door. The lights are still off, but I'm starting to think that there might be a struggle going on inside. As my gut flicks another burst of pain up into my chest, I force myself to stay focused, and after a moment I figure that there's really nothing else to do other than make our presence known. Maybe my hunch about this place was right after all.
 
   “This is Deal County Sheriff's Department!” I yell. “We have the cabin surrounded! You need to come out right now with your hands in the air!”
 
   I wait, but there's no reply. A moment later, I hear another bump.
 
   “Maybe he didn't hear us,” Hinch whispers.
 
   “This is Deal Country Sheriff's Department!” I shout again, with my gun aimed at the door as I edge closer. “I need you to come out immediately with your hands in the air! You're surrounded and there's no other way out, so do the smart thing!”
 
   Again, I wait.
 
   Again, nobody replies.
 
   “Get backup out here,” I whisper to Hinch. “I want all available units and -”
 
   Before I can get another word out, the thuds continue in the cabin, and it sounds for all the world as if somebody is slamming something repeatedly against the walls. If I had to put money on what's happening, I'd swear there's definitely some kind of struggle, so I step closer to the door and reach out, ready to pull it open. Whoever's on the other side, they sound absolutely frantic, but suddenly I notice that the door seems slightly crooked, and the wood around the latch is split. I grab the handle and count to three in my head, and then I pull the door open and aim into the darkness.
 
   “Freeze!” I yell. “Don't -”
 
   Suddenly a dog lunges at me, slamming into my chest and sending me clattering down to the ground. As I land, my finger accidentally squeezes the trigger and I fire off a shot, hitting the cabin's roof.
 
   “I've got him!” Hinch shouts, grabbing the dog's collar as I stumble to my feet. “Are you okay?”
 
   “That's Tom Lanston's dog!” I hiss, wincing with pain. Reaching out, I lean against the side of the cabin for a moment, but I can already see that there's nobody else in the gloomy interior. “His name's Keanu. The damn thing's been missing for days now.”
 
   “He must've gotten himself trapped inside the cabin!”
 
   “No kidding,” I mutter, wincing again as I step forward. I fumble for the light-switch, finally finding it and bringing the bulb to life above us. Sure enough, the cabin is empty, save for a couple of overturned tables and an old radio unit that looks to have been smashed against the floor. It's hard to believe that the power is still on in this place, but I'm glad of the light.
 
   “Anything?” Hinch asks.
 
   I step across the room and look around. The place looks like it's been smashed up, a moment later I spot a dark smear on the floor. Heading over, I crouch down and take a closer look.
 
   Blood.
 
   Dry, but not too old. A day or two. Three at most.
 
   “So this was a false alarm?” Hinch continues. “Boss? Well, apart from finding Keanu, I mean. I bet Tom'll be mighty pleased when we take his dog home for him.”
 
   “There's blood here,” I whisper, looking over at the doorway and seeing more blood on the frame. “Quite a lot of blood.”
 
   “From the dog?”
 
   “Is he hurt?” I ask.
 
   Getting to my feet, I make my way over toward the second patch of blood, before glancing at the window and seeing that the glass is broken. I step closer and press a finger against the damaged section, which looks to have been hit hard.
 
   From inside.
 
   This wasn't somebody trying to break into the cabin. Somebody was trying to break out.
 
   “The dog seems fine,” Hinch says. “If there's blood, who do you think it belongs to?”
 
   I stare at the broken window for a moment longer, before spotting a bloodied shard of glass on the ground. Turning, I look at the two patches of blood, and then I turn to see Hinch and the dog both staring at me with blank, gormless expressions.
 
   “There might not be anybody here right now,” I say finally, “but someone was here. Recently, too. Within the past few days. And whoever they were, I think they were fighting for their life.”
 
   


  
 

Fifteen
 
   Leanne Halperin
 
    
 
   “No!” I scream, kicking him so hard in the chest that he falls back and slams into the wall.
 
   I scramble to my feet and try to run to the door, but suddenly he grabs my legs and forces them together, sending me thudding down. I kick again, breaking free, and then he lunges past me and throws his weight against the door, pushing it shut and letting out a pained grunt.
 
   Spinning around, I grab the radio from the table and raise it up high, and then I smash it against the window. The glass fractures but doesn't break properly, so I hit it again, and this time I at least manage to dislodge a large shard that drops to the floor.
 
   Hearing the man coming up behind me, I turn and slam the radio against his face. He lets out another grunt as he tries to turn away, and then he grabs the radio and throws it to the floor.
 
   Reaching down, I grab the shard of glass and lash out, trying to cut him. He takes the opportunity to punch me hard in the gut, causing me to fall back against the wall and drop the shard. As he steps toward me again, I throw myself into his chest and force him back, punching him several times in the crotch and belly, and then we both fall, clattering hard against the wooden floor.
 
   I stumble and try to get up, but a moment later I let out a pained cry as I feel something slice against my ankle. Turning and falling, I see that the man is holding the glass shard, and he quickly tries to hit me again. Instinctively, I kick hard, slamming my heel against his face with enough force to make him fall back. He grunts, and I kick him a couple more times, trying desperately to knock him out.
 
   I get to my feet and rush to the door, and this time I manage to pull it open and run out into the night air. Not even daring to look back, I race toward the forest and hurry past the truck, before making my way between the trees. I'm running faster than I ever thought possible, but I quickly slam into a tree, then another, and then finally a third before tripping and crashing down against the ground.
 
   Feeling a flash of pain in my left ankle, I reach down and find that there's a thick slice in the skin. There's a lot of blood, too, but I don't have time to stop and patch it up now. Hearing a rustling sound nearby, I glance over my shoulder and see the cabin's door swinging open again, and a moment later the man steps into view. He looks around for a few seconds, and then he starts lumbering toward me.
 
   Getting to my feet, I turn and hurry through the dark forest.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The pain in my chest is immense, finally too much for me to push through. Stumbling and then dropping to my knees, I lean forward and rest my weight on my hands for a moment as I try desperately to get my breath back. I don't know how long I've been running, but I feel as if my heart is about to burst.
 
   “Help me,” I splutter, as the pain in my left ankle gets worse and worse. “Please, I don't want to die out here. Please, you have to help me...”
 
   I don't even know who I think is going to help me.
 
   Tears are streaming down my face, and for a moment I don't have the strength to get up. As my frantic breaths become a little quieter, however, I realize I can hear a distant rushing sound. I look around, terrified that the man might be right behind me, but then I spot a set of lights far away, flickering beyond the trees. It takes a few seconds longer before I realize that I must have finally found the highway.
 
   If I can get to the highway, I'll be saved.
 
   Hauling myself up, I limp forward, barely managing to stay on my feet as I make my way between the trees. And then, just as I think I'm about to collapse, the forest gives way to a narrow stretch of tarmac. Somehow, I've managed to find a road. The highway is still a few miles in the distance, but for now I'm on what looks like some kind of back-road. I've finally found civilization again.
 
   “Hello?” I stammer, even though there's no sign of a car. “Anyone?”
 
   I limp out into the middle of the road and look both ways, but there's still no-one around. At least the moonlight makes it easier for me to see the tarmac, and after a moment I realize that the road dips downhill a little in one direction, which means I know which way to go if I want to get away from Pellow's Peak. Turning, I start limping along, pushing through the pain in my ankle and trying desperately to keep from sobbing like a scared little girl.
 
   For the next few minutes, I keep walking, making agonizingly slow progress as the road turns around a bend. At this speed, it's going to take me hours to get anywhere near the highway, but at least I managed to escape from the asshole and his stupid truck. Now I just have to hope I can get help in time for Ramsey to be okay, because for all I know she might still be unconscious down in that sinkhole. I keep telling myself that she'll be fine, that Ramsey is a million times tougher than anyone I've ever met before, but I've got this nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach that says maybe she's in real trouble.
 
   Suddenly I hear the distant roar of a vehicle coming this way. Turning, I see headlights flashing behind the trees, and I realize somebody is about to come down from Pellow's Peak. A momentary flash of hope quickly turns to fear, however, as I figure that there's only one person who I know was up at Pellow's Peak tonight, and the headlights seem to be moving slowly, almost as if the vehicle's occupant is looking out the window and searching for someone.
 
   Panicking, I limp off to the side of the road and duck down behind a bush, and then I wait as a truck rolls into view.
 
   It's him.
 
   I hold my breath as the truck drives slowly past. It's barely going much faster than walking pace, and I can just about make out the silhouetted figure peering out at the forest.
 
   And then the truck grinds to a halt, only ten or fifteen feet away from where I'm crouching in the mud.
 
   I wait, but at least the driver doesn't get out. I can't really see what he's doing, but so far he seems to be just sitting there with the engine ticking over. A moment later there's a flicker of light from the driver's cab, and suddenly a handheld flashlight casts a beam out into the forest.
 
   I duck down as the beam flashes past, but at least it's not pointed directly at me.
 
   Part of me wants to turn and run, even though I know he'd definitely see where I'm going. At least I'd have a head-start, and at least I'd have a chance out there in the forest, but my ankle hurts and I'm not sure I can run very fast. I decide to wait, but I tell myself that I'll bolt if the guy opens the door and starts getting out of his truck. If he starts comes this way, I won't have a choice.
 
   The flashlight's beam continues to flicker through the forest for a moment longer, and then suddenly it cuts out.
 
   I wait, terrified in case the truck's door swings open.
 
   And then, instead, I hear the truck shift gear and start off along the road again. I wait a few more seconds, just to be sure that it's far enough away, and then I dare look around the side of the bush, just in time to see the truck disappearing around the next corner.
 
   He's gone.
 
   He's really gone.
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief as I realize that, even if he suspected I might be nearby, he gave up and drove on. He's still looking for me, but he clearly has no idea which way I've gone, which means I can stop worrying that he's secretly tracking me through the dark forest. I watch as his truck's lights disappear, and then I get to my feet.
 
   I guess he's not as smart as he thinks.
 
   Limping back onto the road, I start walking again. If he comes back this way, I can duck out of view and hide, just like the first time. Easy. He's not some supernatural creature with amazing tracking abilities, and he clearly doesn't have night-vision goggles or any of that garbage. He's just a guy who got a little lucky earlier, but now I've slipped away from him and I'm not going to let him find me again. He's some dumb, hillbilly moron, some kind of brain-damaged low-life sub-human piece of human trash.
 
   “Screw you,” I whisper under my breath, even as I feel another flash of pain in my ankle. “You're not gonna get away with this. I'm gonna bring every cop in the county back with me, motherfucker.”
 
   And it's true.
 
   That's exactly what I'm going to do.
 
   I'm going to have cops swarming all over that farm. I'm going to have that bastard hauled away in chains. I'm going to testify against him in court, and I'm going to enjoy every moment. He'll rot in jail before his trial, and he'll probably end up as the little bitch for a bunch of tough guys. I might even go and watch when he's executed. In fact, hell yeah, I'm gonna be in the front row when they pull the switch and fry the bastard. Or maybe they'll give him a lethal injection. Either way, I want to watch every last moment. And most importantly, I'm going to be there at the sinkhole when they pull Ramsey out and find that she's fine.
 
   Thinking about all the horrible things that are going to happen the bastard with the truck, I keep walking for what feels like forever. The road is so lonely and desolate, but at least I can see the lights of the distant highway, and I know I'll get there eventually. I haven't given up hope, and I'm starting to feel stronger.
 
   I'm not the kind of girl who gets killed by some loser truck-driving asshole.
 
   I'm better than that.
 
   Suddenly I see that the trees on the road's left-hand-side have been cut away, and a moment later I spot what looks like some kind of parking lot. I slow for a moment, worried in case I might see the truck again, but instead I can just about make out a dark building up ahead.
 
   I limp to the side of the road and into the bushes, and then I pick my way between the last few trees until I find myself staring out at what looks like an abandoned diner at the far end of the empty lot.
 
   I wait a moment, in case there's any sign of the truck, but then I spot a payphone over by the diner's far wall. 911 calls are free, I'm sure of it, and the cops can probably be out here in five or ten minutes. After all, if I'm just a couple of miles from the highway, I can't be that far out in the sticks.
 
   I look around, to make sure there's no sign of the truck, and then I start limping across the parking lot. Tears are in my eyes and I can feel a sense of panic growing in my chest, but I tell myself that I have to stay strong for at least a few more minutes. Still, the parking lot feels impossibly huge as I limp slowly toward the phone, and I don't like being out in the open like this. Glancing around, I still can't help looking for any hint of the truck, but I think maybe the goddamn loser is long gone. I have to act fast, though, so I limp as hard as my injured ankle will allow until finally I reach the phone. There are scratches all around the coin-slot, reflecting the flashing reds and yellows of the distant highway.
 
   “Help me!” I gasp as I grab the handset and frantically dial 911.
 
   As I wait for the call to connect, I glance over my shoulder and watch for any sign that he's caught up with me. All I see so far is the dark tree-line, picked out against the lights of the road, but there's no sign of him. Still, I know he won't be far behind. He chased me this far. He's not going to just give up now.
 
   “Hello?” I stammer, turning back to the phone. There should be a tone, somebody should have picked up by now, but so far I'm not hearing anything.
 
   I hit the switch on the cradle several times, trying to force a connection. “Hello, is anyone there? I need help!”
 
   I thought it was free to call 911, but finally I reach into my pockets and start searching for coins. It takes a moment, but I manage to dredge up a dime from the very bottom of my back pocket, and I drop it into the coin-slot before dialing 911 yet again.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Come on,” I whimper, with tears streaming down my face.
 
   I hit the cradle again and the coin drops out. I slot it back in at the top and try dialing, but I'm starting to think that maybe this phone is out of order. Sure enough, I wait a few seconds but there's still no dial tone, so I press the switch on the cradle and the coin drops out again. Before making another try, I close my eyes for a moment and try to get my head together. I need a miracle.
 
   “Please work,” I whisper. “Please God, I'll do anything, but please help me.”
 
   I wait a few seconds longer, and then with a trembling hand I drop the coin into the slot for a third time.
 
   Nothing.
 
   This phone is dead.
 
   Suddenly I hear the sound of an approaching vehicle. Even before I turn, I know I'll see the lights of his truck heading this way along the gravel road that runs up from the forest. Sure enough, the huge, hulking truck is already at the edge of the parking lot, and for a fraction of a second I see his silhouette in the cab. He's come for me.
 
   He won't get me, though.
 
   No way.
 
   I am not going to die tonight.
 
   


  
 

Part Three
 
    
 
   Underworld
 
   


  
 

Sixteen
 
   Ramsey Kopperud
 
    
 
   The first thing I notice, when I open my eyes, is that everything seems very still and calm, and quiet. And dark. In fact, for a few brief seconds, I almost feel as if I'm absolutely nowhere. This must be what it's like to feel completely free.
 
   Unfortunately, the second thing I notice is a sharp pain in my right wrist, followed by another, sharper pain as soon as I try to move my fingers. I try to move them again, but this only results in a few choice curse words as I quickly find that my wrist is completely out of action.
 
   I don't know where I am.
 
   And then the third thing I notice, and this is maybe more of a problem than the first two things put together, is that I'm on my side, on rocky ground, and a whole load of soil and stones seems to have fallen on top of me.
 
   I blink a couple of times, trying to work out exactly how I got here. It actually takes a few seconds before I remember that I was with Leanne, and we were running across a field in the middle of the night, and some asshole in a truck was chasing us. I remember she fell and I helped her up, but then she fell again and when I turned to go back for her...
 
   The ground gave way.
 
   The ground beneath my feet literally collapsed and I fell. I tried to grab a tree-root, but I tumbled down into the darkness and then...
 
   And then I woke up here.
 
   I guess I was knocked out. I've definitely been unconscious for a while, although I'm not exactly sure how long. It's pitch-black down here, with no light at all coming from any direction. My wrist is hurting more and more with each passing second, and I think I must have landed really awkwardly. I can finally move my fingers, at least, and even form a fist, but the pain is unbelievable and I think some of the bones must at least be fractured.
 
   Reaching up, I touch my left hand to the side of my head, and I immediately feel a rush of pain. I must be bruised good.
 
   Finally, despite the pain, I start to sit up. Loose soil and little stones fall off my jacket, and I'm relieved to find that at least I'm not buried alive. I feel thin, twisty roots dangling down against my face, but I still can't see anything at all. I look around, hoping that I might spot something as my eyes adjust to the darkness, but it's almost as if I've fallen down into some kind of empty void. I listen for a moment, hoping to hear Leanne calling out and telling me that everything's okay, or to hear rescuers digging down to me, but all I hear is silence.
 
   Still, I must be somewhere. After all, there's a muddy floor beneath me, and a rocky wall behind my back.
 
   “Hello?” I whisper, not daring to raise my voice too much in case I inadvertently attract the wrong kind of attention. “Leanne? Are you there?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Leanne!” I hiss. “Where are you?”
 
   I wait, before figuring that she must have run on to get help. That's the only thing that makes sense. She couldn't help me, so she set off back to town. Wincing as I feel a faint pain in my leg, I nevertheless force myself up into a crouching position, and then I slowly and very unsteadily get to my feet. More and more clumps of soil fall from my jacket, but finally I'm standing and I look straight up.
 
   For a few seconds, I feel a little dizzy in the darkness. Finally, however, my eyes start focusing on something.
 
   It takes a moment longer, but I think I can just about make out the starry sky high, high above, framed by the edges of the sinkhole that opened beneath me. I reach up with a trembling hand, and sure enough I can see the silhouette of my fingers against the stars. The hole is way too far up, though, and all I feel are a few dangling tree roots. Hoping that maybe I can climb, I hold my hands out to the sides, but now I don't feel walls. I stumble forward, through piles of soil that cover the ground of wherever I've fallen into, and finally I bump against what feels like a curved section of tunnel.
 
   That's where I am.
 
   I fell down a sinkhole and ended up back in the tunnel system. I knew this network of passages was huge, and that it spread for miles beneath Devil's Lookout and the surrounding countryside, but I never realized it extended all the way to Dodderidge Farm. That means there must be miles and miles of tunnels that aren't even marked on the app. When the info page said there was a significant section of the tunnels that had never been officially explored, it really wasn't kidding.
 
   My phone.
 
   I need my phone.
 
   I check my pockets and then I crouch down, using my left hand to fumble through the piles of soil. I don't quite remember the last moment I had my phone with me, but hopefully it fell down here and I can use it to call for help. I spend several minutes searching frantically in the darkness, but there's no sign of my phone anywhere and finally I lean back against the wall of the tunnel and force myself to accept that things aren't going to be that easy.
 
   The pain in my right hand and wrist is getting worse and worse. I can't even cry out, because that asshole with the truck might be up there, and he might come to fetch me.
 
   “Leanne?” I whisper, although I've given up hope that she's nearby. “You'd better get your ass back here soon. Do you hear me?”
 
   I wait.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Leanne!” I hiss.
 
   No reply.
 
   Maybe I should stay right here, in case Leanne returns with help, but I can't just sit here like a goddamn weakling and hope for other people to save the day. After a moment, I get back to my feet, and then I hesitate for a few seconds, listening to the absolute silence that's only punctuated by the sound of my own shallow, panicked breaths. I figure the tunnel must run in two directions from this spot, but I have absolutely no idea which way I'm supposed to go. Hell, I can barely even be sure I'm standing up straight.
 
   It'd be dumb to go too far, since this is the spot where Leanne will bring help, but I should at least check the area a little, in case there's a blatantly obvious exit nearby. And I'm pretty sure I can easily find my way back to this spot later.
 
   Looking toward the patch of starlight again, I try to figure out a direction. I'm pretty good with stars, but my mind is racing and I can barely think straight. I try to really focus, pushing all the distractions of out my head, and then I take a couple of steps to the left, hoping to spot something in the night sky that might help me. Back in New York, it was so difficult to see the stars at all, but right now they look so clear, and a moment later – as if by some miracle – I actually see part of the Big Dipper. The hole is too small to allow me to make out the North Star, but I can figure out roughly where it must be, and finally I turn and slowly start to work out which way is north.
 
   Deal is to the west of Devil's Lookout, so I turn again until I'm pretty sure I'm facing the right direction.
 
   “Okay,” I whisper, trying to buck myself up. “You can do this. You're not an idiot.”
 
   Reaching my hands out, I take a couple of steps forward, and to my relief I find that the tunnel seems to run almost precisely due west from where I fell. That's a start, at least, but I still can't see anything and I won't be able to rely on the stars again. I stop after a few seconds, still worried that by leaving this spot I might make it harder for help to find me. Plus, the idea of stumbling around in pitch-black tunnels doesn't really appeal, but I quickly tell myself that sitting around like a scared little kid is not an option.
 
   “You can do this,” I say again, even though the panic in my chest is getting stronger. “You can always find your way back again, but you can do this.”
 
   Suddenly I hear a scrambling sound high above me. I freeze for a moment, as the sound continues, and then I look up at the circle of starlight above me. A moment later I see the beam of a flashlight cut through the darkness as it shines down from the hole. The beam flashes over piles of soil and broken roots, as if someone up there is looking for me.
 
   Please be Leanne. Please be Leanne. Or the cops. Please be help.
 
   “Hello?” a male voice calls out suddenly. “Is anyone down there?”
 
   I stay completely still, not quite trusting this person enough to reply. My mind is racing, trying to figure out who he might be. His voice is young, a little older than me perhaps but definitely not old old. And friendly-sounding, too, although that might be a trap.
 
   “Girl?” he continues, as the flashlight's beam continues to dance across the tunnel's floor, picking out gnarled tree roots in shades of silver and white. “Are you down there? I can help you up, but first I need to know you're still alive.”
 
   The flashlight's beam is still sweeping through the darkness, but it hasn't picked me out yet.
 
   I take a cautious step closer, while making sure I don't make much noise. After a moment, however, I realize I can just about hear another sound up above.
 
   An engine running.
 
   Some kind of vehicle, parked a little way from the hole.
 
   “Hey, girl!” the voice continues, and he sounds a little annoyed now. “Are you still there? Just give me a whimper or something, let me know. I can send a rope down and get you out, but you're gonna have to let me know you're there first.”
 
   Maybe he's fine. Maybe he's not the asshole who chased us.
 
   Or maybe he is.
 
   “Great,” he mutters, and suddenly the flashlight is switched off. “Okay, then. I guess you're gone.”
 
   And then I hear footsteps, tramping away from the hole.
 
   “Wait!” I yell, before I can stop myself. I know this is dumb, but the thought of being left down here in the dark is too much to deal with. I stumble forward and look back up at the hole, just in time to see a figure leaning into view, silhouetted against the night sky.
 
   “So you are down there, huh?” the guy replies, and suddenly he switches the flashlight back on.
 
   Almost blinded by the beam, I turn away and cover my eyes.
 
   “I thought you must've broken your neck,” he continues. “Why didn't you answer the first time?” He sighs. “Well, it's gonna be easier to haul you out if you're alive. You look like you can walk, so I'll toss a rope down. Do you think you can climb up?”
 
   “My hand's damaged.”
 
   “But the other one's okay?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Then I'm sure you'll manage.”
 
   “Who are you?” I ask.
 
   He pauses. “I'll go get a rope,” he says finally. “Hang on.”
 
   The flashlight swings away and I'm left in darkness again. Looking up, I see the starry sky above, and I can hear someone stomping about up there. There's a whispering, scrabbling sound next to me, and I quickly realize that a little more soil just fell down from the edge of the hole. A moment later, I hear what sounds like metal banging against metal up there, and then the footsteps start getting closer again until the flashlight reappears. Again, I'm almost blinded and I have to step back, just as one end of a rope drops down next to me.
 
   “Okay,” the guy says, “up you come.”
 
   I turn and look at the rope, but I'm not sure I trust this guy.
 
   “How did you find me?” I call up to him.
 
   No reply. The only sound is the engine, running maybe a few meters from the edge of the hole.
 
   “Are you...”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, worried about the answer to my next question.
 
   “Are you the guy from the truck?” I ask finally. “The guy who...”
 
   My voice trails off.
 
   “Are you coming up or not?” he replies, sounding a little annoyed.
 
   “Where's Leanne?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “My friend. She was with me. Did she get away and call help?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “She did?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Did she find you and ask you to come and get me out?” I continue.
 
   “Sure she did. Now are you climbing up or not?”
 
   “Well...”
 
   I stare at the rope for a moment, as it dangles right in front me. Climbing up seems so easy, despite my damaged hand, but I'm worried about what would happen to me at the top.
 
   “Can I talk to her?” I ask finally.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Can I talk to Leanne?”
 
   “She's in the truck.”
 
   I feel a faint shiver pass through my spine.
 
   “Can you get her for me?” I ask.
 
   “She's in the truck. Are you coming up or not?”
 
   “I'd like to check that she's okay,” I continue. “Would you mind... Could you get her to come out and talk to me for a moment?”
 
   He sighs. A heavy, labored sigh.
 
   “Please? Just let me talk to her?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I just -”
 
   “She's in the truck,” he adds, interrupting me. “I just had to go all the way down and fetch her, and now I'm back up here to help you out. Listen, it's cold, and it's late, and I just want to help you. I don't really understand what you two girls were doing running around out here in the middle of the night, but I don't care too much either. Maybe I shouldn't have tried to scare you, but this is my land. You shouldn't have been up here. I'm just trying to help, but if you're gonna spurn that help, or if you're afraid of me for some reason, then I guess I can't force you. I'm sure you'll be fine either way, I just figured helping you out of that hole'd be the right thing to do.”
 
   He falls silent for a moment.
 
   “Wouldn't it?” he asks.
 
   “Sure,” I whisper, before realizing that I might as well climb up. Even though this guy seems weird, I can fight him off if he turns out to be a creep. I turn and look into the darkness, and after a moment I tell myself that wandering off through the tunnels is a surefire way to end up dead. I have to take the option that gives me the best chance. If the guy turns out to be dangerous, I'll just have to fight him off once I'm up there.
 
   I take a deep breath.
 
   “Okay,” I say finally, reaching out to take the rope with my undamaged left hand. “I'm gonna be slow, though. Hold on tight, I'm -”
 
   “You're not a whore, are you?”
 
   I freeze, with my hand still holding the rope. At first I tell myself I must have misheard, but deep down I'm starting to get a really bad feeling about this.
 
   “I asked you a question,” he continues, with the engine still running nearby. “Are you a whore?”
 
   “A whore?” I pause for a moment. “No. What are you talking about? Of course I'm not a whore, what are -”
 
   “Have you been with a man?” he asks. “What I'm trying to get at is, if I bring you up here and take a closer look at you, if I look between your legs, will I find that you're a whore?”
 
   I try to look up at him, but the flashlight is too bright, almost blinding me. Instead I stare at the rope, and I can't quite bring myself to climb.
 
   “Because if you're a whore,” he continues, “maybe you should stay down there. Maybe you're the whore he's been looking for. I checked your friend after I picked her up at the diner, and she wasn't a whore. That surprised me a little, she looked the type, but I saw the evidence for myself.”
 
   Shielding my eyes as much as possible from the flashlight's glare, I look up toward the hole, but I can make out no more than the fainest outline of the figure.
 
   “Who are you?” I ask cautiously. “What's your name?”
 
   “I'm the man offering you a rope so you can climb up,” he replies, “but first, I need to know if you're a whore. If you're a whore, then I'm thinking you should stay down there with the devil and the witch.”
 
   “With the who and the what?” I stammer, starting to worry that this guy might be seriously out of his mind. “I want to talk to Leanne. Can you get Leanne from the truck for me? I really want to talk to her and make sure she's okay.”
 
   I wait for a reply, but now he seems to have fallen silent.
 
   And then, finally, he sighs. A moment later, the rope is yanked back up, leaving me standing in a circle of light at the bottom of the hole.
 
   “What are you doing?” I shout.
 
   “I can't take any chances,” he says, still shining the flashlight down at me. “If you're not a whore, he'll take care of you anyway. But if you are a whore, and I think you might be 'cause otherwise you'd let me check, then I guess there's just the smallest of chances that you're the one he's after. It's definitely worth a shot, so I'm gonna give it a try and see if we've struck lucky. Wouldn't that be something, huh? Striking lucky on a night like tonight!”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” I stammer, trying not to panic as he suddenly aims the flashlight straight at my face. “Send the rope back down! I want to get out of here! I'll do anything, just get me out of here!”
 
   He tilts the flashlight a little more.
 
   I pull back, turning away as the beam hits my eyes.
 
   “Where's Leanne?” I ask. “I want to talk to Leanne.”
 
   No reply.
 
   He tilts the flashlight again, as if he's trying to get a better view of me, and then suddenly he turns and I hear him walking away. All he leaves behind is an un-obscured view of the stars.
 
   “Where are you going?” I call after him. “Where's Leanne? I want to talk to Leanne! Let me talk to her so I know she's okay!”
 
   A moment later, I hear the engine roaring, and then the roof of the tunnel shudders slightly as the truck starts moving away across the field. There's a loud bang, I think caused by the engine misfiring somehow, but after that it seems to keep running.
 
   “Stop!” I shout, figuring I can deal with anything once I get out of this hole. “I've changed my mind! I want to come up!”
 
   At first I assume this asshole is simply driving away, but then the engine sound starts coming closer again. Finally, something large and dark starts grinding over the hole, as if the truck is pushing some kind of heavy cover in place to seal me down here. More soil rains down on me as the hole's edges are disturbed, and I step back as several rocks tumble to the ground right in front of me.
 
   “Wait!” I yell, but the cover is already more than halfway across, blocking out the stars. Finally I'm stranded in darkness once more, listening to the sound of the truck high above as the cover seals me down here.
 
   A moment later, I hear a heavy clunking sound, followed by more vibrations as the truck drives away.
 
   “Come back!” I scream, suddenly filled with panic at the thought that I'm trapped in the tunnel system. “You can't do this! What's wrong with you? Where's Leanne?”
 
   I wait, but the vibrations are dying down and finally I'm left in silence. Clearly the truck is gone now, and I'm all alone.
 
   “Come back!” I scream again. “You can't leave me down here to die! You have to get me out of here!”
 
   


  
 

Seventeen
 
   Liam Cane
 
    
 
   “It might be her. You did the right thing. It might be her and you couldn't be sure, it's not your place to be sure, so you left her down there for him. He's the one who can test her, and he'll be pleased with you for the opportunity. He was already pleased with you tonight, but if you've found the whore for him, you'll finally get your reward.”
 
   The clip on the truck's loading panel is stuck, and I left my flashlight on the front seat, so I have to jiggle the fastener until I'm able to slide the bolt across and pull the panel down. I'm so cold and tired, I just want to go into the farmhouse and get some sleep, but I can't be lazy. I was lazy for so long, for all my life until I was saved, and slipping back into that way of being is not an option. I have to push through, despite my aching arms, and I have to do my job.
 
   Reaching forward into the darkness, I fumble for a moment before finding one of the buckets. It's heavy as I lift it down, but I grab another and then I carry it over to the patch of concrete that I always use for rinsing.
 
   “He can see you, you know. All the time, even when you think you're alone, he's watching you. He's never truly gone. You're never truly alone. He can see you right now. Did you know that? He's in the -”
 
   Suddenly a scream rings out from inside the farmhouse. I flinch, but the scream continues until I turn and look up at the dark, unlit windows. I watch for a moment, waiting in case I see any shadows moving. Finally, after a couple more seconds, the scream cuts out as abruptly as if somebody had just switched off a recording, except I know nobody switched off a recording. I know it doesn't work like that.
 
   “Good morning, Liam,” Doctor Ericsson said to me once, when I was in his seminar room. “How are you feeling today? Are the nightmares any better?”
 
   A moment later, there's a faint cry from inside the farmhouse. It's Dad, shouting for the pain to stop, but he's too late. He was always too late. A shot rings out and I know that's the moment his head gets blasted clean apart.
 
   “Don't listen to that. Focus on the task at hand. And get the flashlight. You can't work in darkness.”
 
   “It's okay, Liam,” Doctor Ericsson said. “Tell me about the voices. Do you still hear the voices?”
 
   I stay completely still, with my eyes fixed on the windows.
 
   “I hear the voice,” I told him, all those years ago. “It's not lots of voices. It's just one. And why wouldn't I hear it? It's real. It's talking to me all the time.”
 
   “Get the flashlight! This is not the time to let yourself become distracted! Those doctors were idiots and you have a job to finish! Remember what I just told you! He's watching!”
 
   Heading back to the truck, I grab the rest of the buckets and carry them to the concrete. I still can't really see anything, but I don't mind working at night. Daylight is always so harsh and unforgiving, and there are always people rushing around, asking questions and demanding things from me. I know I need more sleep, but there'll be time for sleep when I'm done. That's what he tells me, anyway. I mean, if I'd slept tonight, I'd never have spotted those two girls and their dog poking about in the yard, and I'd never have chased them down.
 
   Besides, bad things happen sometimes while I'm asleep.
 
   Reaching into the first bucket, I feel the girl's almost-cooled intestines slithering and slopping between my bare fingers. Her sausage-like guts are still very slightly warm, but not by much, so I figure I might as well get to work.
 
   “Fetch your flashlight. You'll work better with it.”
 
   “The voice isn't real, Liam. You know that, don't you?”
 
   “Stop thinking about the past! Focus!”
 
   I struggle to find one end of the intestines, but finally I'm able to start carefully and slowly feeling through every inch, searching for the marker. I know I'll find it one day, even if I have to hunt down so many girls that my feet really start hurting. I just have to be patient.
 
   “You just have to be patient. And fetch your flashlight. You really need your flashlight.”
 
   I crouch down as I continue to work on the bucket of intestines. Any moment now, my fingertips might feel something small and hard lodged in the meat, and this hope is enough to keep me going despite the biting cold of the night air. It's the same hope that gets me out of bed every day, and the same hope that makes it so I'm able to face the world. It's also the same hope that keeps me from sobbing as I hear the scream from the farmhouse yet again. I start mumbling under my breath, counting the segments of the girl's intestines, and then a moment later I hear Dad's voice crying out seconds before the gunshot. That's when his head gets blasted, leaving not much behind except a bloodied stump. Even from out here, I can hear his lifeless body thudding to the floor outside the bedroom.
 
   “Go get your flashlight.”
 
   “You think a lot about the night your parents were murdered, don't you?”
 
   “Stop! Get your flashlight!”
 
   Forcing myself to stay calm, I continue to feel my way slowly along the girl's intestines. Leanne, I think her friend called her, but the name doesn't really matter. What matters is finding the marker, although so far I'm not having any luck. Maybe it's not in this girl, or maybe it's hidden too deep, or maybe it's in one of the other buckets. There are so many possibilities, as many possibilities as there are stars in the vast and heavy sky above, and I know that only patient work will let me find what I'm looking for. I can't be lazy. Not anymore. I have to check every inch of her meat.
 
   “You need your flashlight.”
 
   I just -
 
   “Go get your flashlight right now! Move!”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before letting the intestines slip from my hand. Getting to my feet, I wipe my fingers against the sides of my shirt and then I make my way around to the front of the truck. I should have fetched my flashlight right from the start, I was lazy not to. Those little impulses and habits are still in me, and I have to constantly be on my guard, but at least I'm feeling small improvements each day. Reaching the truck's door, I lean inside and take the flashlight from the seat, and then I pause to glance out at the vast fields that spread beyond the farmyard. Right now, the second girl is out there somewhere, down in the tunnels, probably panicking and screaming.
 
   Or maybe she's already been found by the others, in which case she'll be panicking and screaming in a whole other way.
 
   “Don't worry about her. He'll deal with her, he knows how to do his job. Now you must do yours.”
 
   Turning, I head back over to the concrete and crouch down. I hesitate for a moment, maybe because I'm a little scared, and then I switch the flashlight on. The beam is bright, and the first thing I see is the dead girl's bloodied head in the nearest bucket. Her face is staring up at me and her eyes are wide open, and there's blood smeared across her features. Reaching down, I dip a fingertip into the blood and then I carefully mark the sign on her forehead, so that she won't be seen if he comes up to the farm. There. She's safe now. It's the other girl who's in danger, 'cause she won't notice she's being hunted until it's too late.
 
   The ones who aren't whore, they become mine. They're my reward.
 
   Inside the house, Mom screams again, and then Dad shouts out, and then there's another gunshot. Thud. I'm going to have to go inside soon, but not yet. Even when I'm done with the contents of this bucket, there are still six more buckets to check.
 
   


  
 

Eighteen
 
   Ramsey Kopperud
 
    
 
   Tripping suddenly on some kind of thick tree root, I stumble forward in the darkness, but I quickly manage to steady myself against the tunnel's rough wall. I pause for a moment, stranded with no light at all, and then I start making my way forward again. I don't know where I'm going, but I do know one thing:
 
   If I stop, I'll die.
 
   So far, I've been walking along these tunnels for several hours, but I've seen nothing to suggest that I'm getting any closer to an exit. I'm pretty sure, based on the stars, that I set off toward the west after the hole was covered, although there's no guarantee that I'm still heading in that direction. For all I know, the tunnels could have been slowly twisting this way or that, sending me miles off course, and I've had to take a couple of turnings at junctions that have left me even more disorientated. In fact, as I stumble along and almost trip on another root, I'm finally forced to admit to myself that I'm truly lost.
 
   If I find my way out of here, it'll be pure luck.
 
   “You make your own luck,” I whisper. “The more you try, the better luck you have.”
 
   Great. I'm talking to myself. I guess I'm going to lose my mind if I'm down here for too long.
 
   Forcing myself to stay focused and positive, I try to think back to everything I read about this tunnel system. I know it runs for miles and miles, beneath not only Devil's Lookout but also Marston, Pellow's Peak, Scottsgrade and several other large areas near Deal. I know nobody really knows who built the tunnels or when, and I know that while some parts of the system have been comprehensively mapped and strengthened over the years, other sections are basically unexplored and have even collapsed in places. I know these tunnels have been compared to the catacombs beneath Odessa and Paris, which isn't a thought that fills me with optimism.
 
   I also know there are stories of people disappearing down here and never being found again. Urban legends, hopefully, but still perfectly possible.
 
   “Damn it!” I hiss, almost tripping yet again. There are so many roots and packs of solid mud all over the ground, I feel like I'm making my way through an obstacle course.
 
   There are other legends about these tunnels, too. Stories that people only dare whisper at night, and weird tales that are used to scare kids away from the entrances. Everyone knows about the devil supposedly coming up and poking his head above the ground at Devil's Lookout, but at least that story is too absurd to be true. It's the other stories that always bothered me as a kid, like the tale of a witch who's supposed to live somewhere down here. I know witches aren't real, and I'm not exactly a big believer in the paranormal, but it's easy to be skeptical when you're above ground and in somebody's well-lit, safe bedroom. Or when you've got Mom and Dad to tuck you in at night.
 
   It's another thing entirely to be down here, stumbling through the darkness, lost and alone and struggling to hold back tears as you search desperately for an exit.
 
   “There has to be some kind of logic,” I mutter to myself, figuring that talking out loud might actually help me to keep my sanity. “The tunnels can't just be random.”
 
   I try thinking back to the maps I saw online, and to the maps on my phone. Damn it, this is one time when I really wish I had a photographic memory. I sure didn't notice any kind of pattern at the time, but for the next few minutes I try to come up with some kind of rule I can use as I navigate my way blind through this underground labyrinth. What if I always take left turns? Would that help me find an exit? Minutes turn into hours, and I lose all track of time as I stumble along and mutter under my breath, but – for all I know – I might have accidentally doubled back on myself by now and ended up walking along the same tunnel several times.
 
   That's how lost I am.
 
   I'm also starting to get tired, and thirsty too, but I keep going, forcing myself to -
 
   Suddenly my right foot catches on something and I trip again. This time I'm not quick enough to catch myself, and I slam down hard against the rough, rocky ground. Letting out a gasp of pain, I roll onto my side and take a moment to get my breath back, and then I realize my foot is still resting against whatever caused me to stumble. Reaching down, I try to grab the tree-root, only to find instead that I fell due to something hard that seems to be wrapped in a kind of fabric.
 
   In pitch darkness, I let my hand run along the fabric's edge, until I feel a section that's slightly rumpled.
 
   A seam.
 
   Clothes.
 
   My chest tightens as I move my hand just a little further across the fabric. I can feel a hard, distinct shape under the clothes, and a moment later my fingertips brush against a section that feels suspiciously like the collar of a shirt.
 
   I freeze.
 
   This isn't what it feels like. It can't be.
 
   Every atom in my body is screaming at me to just get up and keep going, but at the same time there's a voice in the back of my head that tells me I have to be sure. I slip my fingers past the collar, and finally I feel something cold and dry. I don't want to believe that it's human flesh, but as my fingertips move a little further along I finally feel the unmistakable shape of a neck.
 
   I pull my hand away.
 
   Leanne.
 
   No, wait, it can't be Leanne.
 
   Leanne wasn't wearing a collared shirt. Leanne was wearing a t-shirt and a jacket, so whoever this is, it's definitely not her. I feel a brief moment of relief, before realizing that it's still a dead body.
 
   “Come on,” I whisper, hoping against hope that it might turn out to be a fake, something left here to scare people away. “Just stay calm.”
 
   I force myself to reach out into the darkness, and it takes a moment before I find the neck again. Moving my hand slowly along, I feel the dried and desiccated face, with the mouth wide open. I want to pull away, but I'm still clinging to the hope that this isn't real and -
 
   Suddenly I hear a faint clicking sound, and then something crawls over my hand. A bug or something, but it's enough for me to scream and pull back.
 
   “Get away!” I stammer, panicking like a scared little bitch. “Don't touch me!”
 
   Staring straight ahead, I still can't see anything at all, but I know I felt tiny legs scurrying over my flesh for a moment, and there's no way I'm going to try touching that thing again. Still feeling the tickling sensation on my hand, I brush at my skin just in case the bug is still there, and then I get to my feet and stumble back against the tunnel wall. I look down at the patch of darkness where the body lay, and I take slow, deep breaths as I force myself to stay focused.
 
   “Gross,” I whisper. “Gross gross gross...”
 
   Maybe the body's real, and maybe it's not. Either way, I just have to keep going.
 
   Turning, I start limping along the tunnel again, but I can't help feeling that finding a body after just a few hours down here is a hell of a coincidence. I mean, if these tunnels really run to hundreds and hundreds of twisting miles, the odds of stumbling upon a corpse are crazy high. Even if all the stories about people getting lost down here are true, there still can't be more than three of four of the poor bastards. Maybe my mind is simply playing tricks on me, or maybe I really just happened to be incredibly, incredibly unlucky.
 
   Either way, I can't help scratching my damaged right hand, despite the growing pain.
 
   “It's not real,” I whisper, trying hard to forget the sensation of the bug on my flesh. “It's just a -”
 
   Before I can finish, I feel the bug again, this time on my ankle. I reach down and swat it away, and then I hurry onward, hoping that this time the goddamn thing really is gone. Still, after just a couple of paces, I reach down and check to make absolutely certain that there's nothing crawling around near the top of my sock.
 
   And then I feel it on the back of my neck.
 
   Letting out a startled cry, I swat desperately to push the damn thing away, while turning and slamming back against the tunnel wall. Then I wait, breathless and panicked, convinced that the bug wasn't real in the first place. Or that the first bug was real, but the others were all in my mind.
 
   Or that -
 
   “You're not going to go mad,” I say out loud. So loud, in fact, that I'm startled to hear how small and empty my voice sounds down here in the dark. “You're going to keep your head together! Even if it means talking to yourself all the goddamn time, you're not going to go crazy!”
 
   I wait, but at least now I don't feel any more bugs.
 
   I don't know whether any of them were real, or even whether the dried corpse was real, but finally I turn and start walking again. I'm starting to tremble slightly, and I think maybe I'm on the verge of losing my mind. I don't even know how long I've been down in these tunnels now, but I feel certain that it's been several hours and that the sun must finally have risen above-ground. If I can find a tunnel with even the faintest glimpse of a crack of light, maybe I can somehow dig my way out of this place, although I know full well that most of the mapped tunnel sections run far too deep underground.
 
   Then again, I might just find a -
 
   Suddenly I trip again, falling hard and landing on yet another gnarled tree-root. I let out a gasp of pain, followed by a groan of frustration, and then I roll onto my back and stare up into the darkness for a moment.
 
   I feel so weak, I could just stay down and wait for the inevitable.
 
   I could stop fighting.
 
   For a moment, that possibility actually feels faintly enticing, but I quickly realize that I have to keep moving. I'm getting weaker and weaker, though, so I roll onto my side and reach out to steady myself against the wall as I slowly, painfully get to my feet.
 
   And that's when my fingertips run against what feels like a set of letters and numbers, carved into the tunnel's rocky wall.
 
   


  
 

Nineteen
 
   Liam Cane
 
    
 
   Mom screams, and this time her anguished voice fills the whole house. A moment later, she lets out a faint, strangled gurgle, and I can hear her fighting back for a moment before finally she falls silent.
 
   For now.
 
   She falls silent for now.
 
   She'll scream again soon.
 
   “Do you still think about them?” Doctor Ericsson asked me several times, back in my days at the hospital. “Don't be ashamed, Liam. It's normal to think about your parents.”
 
   Standing in the darkened doorway, I look into the bedroom and stare at the bare, unmade bed. The farmhouse is silent now, and I've deliberately left the flashlight off because I don't like light in here. The mattress is the one from the spare room, and I dragged it through here when I found that the original mattress – the mattress with all the blood – had been removed. I guess the police took that one away. Some day, I should try to see if I can get it back.
 
   Suddenly I hear Dad cry out behind me. I turn and look into the darkness, just in time to hear a shot ring out. Then his body drops to the floor with a heavy thud and the house falls silent again.
 
   Except, it's not silent.
 
   Not quite.
 
   That damn fool boy is whimpering again. Or sobbing. Maybe sobbing's the right word. Either way, it's impossible to ignore the sound of his weakness, and finally I turn and make my way past the top of the stairs and over to the other bedroom. Stopping in the doorway, I can tell from here that the whimpering is coming from the closet in the corner. He sounds so pathetic and wretched, like a sniveling little weakling. I feel a faint ripple of anger in my belly. More than anything in the world, I want to go to that closet, rip the little bastard out, and beat him to death with my bare hands.
 
   But he's not there. Not really. It's ten years now since he ran into this room to find a hiding place.
 
   “What about your brother?” Doctor Ericsson asked during several of the sessions. “Do you think about how you had to hide from him?”
 
   Suddenly another shot rings out, and there's another thud. At the same time, a ripple of sorrow moves heavily through my chest. If things had just turned out another way, if they'd turned out the way they were supposed to, everything else wouldn't have had to happen. We could all be so happy and together now. If the sheriff and his men hadn't shown up when they did, Mikey would have been able to carry out his orders. Mikey wasn't bad. He was just doing like he was told.
 
   The same way I'm doing like I'm told.
 
   “We haven't talked about our brother very much,” I remember Doctor Ericsson pointing out one day, during one of our big sessions toward the end of my time at the hospital. “I'd like to address that today, if you don't mind.”
 
   “Ignore the past. You need to get some sleep. You have to be up again soon.”
 
   “I know,” I whisper, barely summoning the energy to move my lips at all.
 
   “They'll be looking at you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Judging you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Whispering about you.”
 
   I swallow hard. “I know. It's just...”
 
   My voice trails off.
 
   “You're disappointed in yourself? You think you've failed?”
 
   “When I was in the diner,” I continue, “I got this feeling, deep down, like suddenly I really thought she was going to be the one. I don't know why. There was just something about the way she squirmed while I was cutting her up.”
 
   “I told you the marker wouldn't be in the first girl you tracked down, or the second or the third. It probably won't be in the twentieth or the thirtieth, even. But one day, you will find it, and then the kingdom of glory will open up for you and... Well, I don't need to tell you how it'll feel when you finally get back to them.”
 
   “I know. And -”
 
   Letting out a sudden gasp, I step back against the wall. For a fraction of a second, I feel a rushing sense of absolute completeness, as if finally everything is right with the world and I'm surrounded once again by the people I love. The sensation ends as abruptly as it began, but I know deep down that I was just granted a glimpse of the future that's waiting for me. My heart is racing and I want to feel it all again right now, but I don't deserve such happiness. Not yet. Not until I've done what is asked of me.
 
   “Thank you,” I murmur. “Thank you so much.”
 
   “It feels good, doesn't it? It feels right. But for that to happen, you need to do the other things. So go to bed, get some sleep, and prepare yourself for the hardships of tomorrow. And don't think about your time at the hospital. The hospital poisoned your mind, Liam.”
 
   I stare at the closet for a moment longer, before turning and trudging back toward the master bedroom. The house is completely dark, but I know my way perfectly, and I don't even stop when I hear Mom's scream ring out again. Instead, I make my way into the room and start getting undressed, leaving my blood-stained clothes on the floor as I finally climb onto the bare mattress. Folding my hands across my chest, I close my eyes.
 
   I want to think about Doctor Ericsson again, but I mustn't.
 
   After all, I know the hospital was bad for me.
 
   Suddenly a shot rings out and I hear Dad's body fall to the floor. And then it starts all over again, as I hear Mom screaming next to me on the bed. I know she won't stop, not until I wake up in the morning, so I simply close my eyes and try to ignore her.
 
   One day the screaming will stop and I'll get my family back.
 
   


  
 

Twenty
 
   Ramsey Kopperud
 
    
 
   “Maleficus,” I whisper, as my fingertips finish tracing the last of the carved letters. “Maleficus?”
 
   I'm guessing that Maleficus is something bad, maybe something evil, although I don't know exactly what the word means. I don't even know for sure that I've managed to get all the letters right, since I still can't see a thing down here and I'm relying entirely on touch. I've run my fingers against the words over and over again, but it's still not easy to be sure that I'm getting them right.
 
   “Diaboli maleficus,” I say out loud, putting together the two words I think I've managed to figure out so far. Whatever they mean, they don't sound particularly good, and I can't quite imagine why anyone would be carving words into the rocks down here in the tunnels. In fact, the whole thing is starting to feel creepier than ever.
 
   I pause for a moment.
 
   “Kids,” I murmur finally, trying to convince myself that a bunch of dumb kids must have come down here at some point and started messing around.
 
   Kids or goths. That's all. Nothing worse than that.
 
   Still, as I run my fingertips further down the wall, I realize I can feel plenty more words carved into the rocks, although I'm not sure there's really any point trying to decipher them. After all, everything so far seems to be in some other language, maybe Latin or something to do with some cult, and I feel like maybe I'm wasting time. I'm sure the people responsible for these carvings are long gone, but I bet they'd help me if they happened to still be down here. I'm sure they'd be friendly.
 
   I mean, these words have to have been left behind by a bunch of people who were just messing around. Still, if somebody came into this part of the tunnel system, I can't be that far from an exit.
 
   Turning, I start making my way along the tunnel again, still wincing slightly as I feel pains in my legs and chest. I've given up even trying to keep track of how long I've been down here, but it must be several hours and I'm certain morning must have come. Maybe it's even midday by now. Looking up, I hope to spot some crack of daylight breaking through the roof, but I see nothing at all and, a moment later, I feel tree roots brushing against my face. Finally I stop and listen to the silence for a moment longer, and then I realize that since I must be miles and miles from where I fell through, it might be worth trying to call for help.
 
   “Hello!” I shout, hoping against hope that somebody might be able to hear me above-ground. “Help! I'm trapped down here! Hello?”
 
   I wait, but all I hear is silence.
 
   “Can you hear me? I need help!”
 
   Again, there's no reply, and after a moment I realize that this is dumb. If anyone was up there and could hear me, then I'd be able to hear them in return. If I was anywhere near town, I'd hear cars rumbling overhead and people and all sorts of other noises. Plus, if I'm close enough to the surface to feel tree roots, I'd probably have started running into the foundations of buildings. I don't know exactly where I am, but I'm sure as hell not under Deal. At least, I'm definitely not under the main part of town. I might even -
 
   Suddenly I hear a scratching sound behind me, and I turn, staring back into the darkness. I tell myself that I must have imagined the sound, but already it seems to be coming closer, and I swear it sounds exactly as if something is clambering along the passageway. My heart is pounding, but now I can hear another sound on top of the scratching.
 
   Sniffing.
 
   Something's sniffing and snorting, sounding half like a man and half like a pig. And whatever it is, it's getting closer.
 
   I step back for a moment, but my whole body seems frozen by a sudden, throbbing sense of fear. My bones are too heavy to move, and I can feel wriggling ants crawling along my ribs as my heart starts beating faster than ever.
 
   It's coming.
 
   Whatever it is, it's coming straight for me. It's as if pure fear is curling along the tunnel and wrapping itself around my body, paralyzing my mind until finally my panicked body takes charge.
 
   Turning, I start hurrying along through the darkness, trying not to stumble as I desperately struggle to keep ahead of whatever's making that scratching noise. It's almost as if somebody has let some kind of wild animal loose down here, and I can hear it getting closer and closer as I keep running while holding my arms out to make sure that I don't slam straight into one of the walls. I almost trip several times, but pure fear keeps me going and finally the sound of my pursuer drops away into the darkness, almost as if I'm leaving him – or it – behind.
 
   Shaking with fear, I stumble and bump against the wall. I turn and look back into the darkness, but now all I hear is silence. Slowly, my mind takes control of my body again.
 
   Maybe it was a dog.
 
   Maybe the dog from earlier has somehow found his way down here, although that thing didn't really sound like a dog. Besides, what are the odds of the same dog making a surprise appearance twice in a row?
 
   Or maybe I really am just losing my mind.
 
   I stay completely still for a few more seconds, just in case the scratching sound returns, and then I turn to keep walking forward. I need to keep my head together. I'm still shaking slightly, but I feel much calmer, as if the fear was some kind of physical switch that was turned on and then – just as suddenly – got turned off again. I've been scared before, of course, but never in such a strong, binary way. For a few seconds back there, I felt more like an animal than a person.
 
   “Damn it,” I whisper, shocked by how violently my body reacted to a simple noise in the darkness. “Hold your crap together, girl.”
 
   Suddenly a shrill, ear-piercing scream rings out from somewhere behind me, filling the pitch-black passageway and forcing me to immediately clamp my hands over my ears. I have no idea what kind of creature could make such a noise, but it sounds as if something is in terrible pain, although after a moment I start to worry that maybe the pain is actually anger. Whatever it is, it's definitely not too close, but the sound gets louder and louder before fading away into a kind of guttural growl that eventually stops altogether.
 
   I keep my hands over my ears for a moment longer, before slowly moving them away.
 
   The darkness is completely silent again, but I can feel and hear my heart pounding in my chest. There's definitely something down here with me. Even if it's a dog or a pig, I really don't want to run into anything that could make such a horrific noise. Or that could cause something else to make a noise like that.
 
   Turning, I start limping along, keeping my pace up in case I hear anything else in the darkness. I know I'm making plenty of noise now, since I'm out of breath and I keep almost tripping, but whatever's down here can't be that good at tracking or it'd have caught up to me already. At the same time, I don't have a particular idea of what the hell the thing looks like, or what it wants to do to me. I just have a memory of the fear that gripped my body, and a fear of that fear coming back.
 
   A moment later, I hear a loud but distant bump.
 
   I wait, waiting to hear the sound again so I can figure out whether it's coming closer or getting further away, but now the darkness has fallen silent again.
 
   “Please,” I mouth silently, with tears in my eyes, “just get me out of here. I'll do anything you want, I'll even go home and never complain about anything again and I'll tell Mom I'm sorry, but just get me out of these tunnels.”
 
   I don't even know who I'm expecting will answer that prayer. God, maybe. Mom. Dad, even. Anyone will do, but I've been down here for hours now and -
 
   Suddenly I feel it again.
 
   The fear.
 
   I try to push the sensation away, to tell myself that it's all in my head, but it's creeping through my chest again. I swear, I almost feel as if something is edging closer through the darkness, something that's bringing the fear and radiating it out toward me. Taking a deep breath, I tell myself to grow the hell up and stay calm, but there's nothing my mind can do.
 
   My body is in charge now, and my body is reacting as if something absolutely terrifying is getting closer.
 
   Forming my left hand into a fist, I try to stay calm. When that doesn't work, I do the same thing with my damaged hand, but even the pain isn't enough to drown out my fear. Whatever's causing this sensation, it's getting closer and closer, almost as if something is leaning its face toward mine through the darkness. I'm sweating now, and barely able to breath, and I don't dare make a noise.
 
   There's no scratching or sniffing this time, but I know it's close.
 
   Is that something's breath I can feel on my face? A gentle flutter on my left cheek as something inspects me up close in the darkness?
 
   I wait.
 
   Silence.
 
   But the fear is shuddering in my chest, like the haze of a hot day. And I swear, I feel certain that if the lights all suddenly came on, I'd find another face just in chest just inches from mine.
 
   And then, just as suddenly as it arrived, the fear starts to fade again. I'm still trembling, but less than before, much less. Less and less with each passing second, until I let out a sigh of relief.
 
   A moment later, I hear a faint clicking sound. Something's foot, perhaps, brushing against a rock just a few feet away. I wait again, but the fear is really subsiding now, as if it was a tide that has begun to go down. Maybe it was all in my head the whole time, or maybe there was something and it came close and then, with no warning, it slipped away again.
 
   Staring into the darkness ahead, I listen for any hint that something might be staring back at me.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Get a grip, Ramsey,” I whisper finally, still shuddering slightly as I take a series of deep, deliberate breaths. “Sort your head out. You're just lost in the tunnels, that's all.”
 
   I take a moment longer to get my thoughts together. To calm the hell down.
 
   And then, looking to the left, I spot what seems to be a very faint patch of light on the ground. It's not strong, and at first I'm not even sure that it's real, but as I continue to stare I start to realize that there really does seem to be just a tiny crack of daylight streaming down into the tunnel system.
 
   I start stumbling toward the light, barely able to believe my luck, and when I get closer I see that the light is being cast down from a gap in the ceiling. When I finally reach the spot, I look up and feel a flash of relief as I see that there's some kind of rusty old ladder running up the side of a chimney-like opening. And at the top of that chimney, a couple of hundred feet above me, there's a pure, clean circle of blue sky broken only by a set of metal bars.
 
   “Please get me out of here,” I stammer, reaching up and grabbing the bottom of the ladder with my left hand. The rungs are cold and rusty, and my right hand is still basically useless. At first, I can't even begin to haul myself up, but finally I take a deep breath and try to summon every last ounce of strength, until finally I'm able to hook my right arm over the ladder's bottom rung.
 
   I dangle for a moment, getting my breath back, and then I repeat the process several times. Pushing through the pain, I finally get high enough to slip my feet onto the bottom rung, at which point I'm able to take a breather before starting to climb properly.
 
   The chimney is so narrow, my shoulders are brushing on either side as I make my way up, but I don't give a damn. I climb higher and higher, frantically racing to reach the circle of light. As I get closer, I can see that there are definitely several thick metal bars running across the opening, but I figure I can find a way to force my through. Right now, still unable to use my right hand in any meaningful way, I struggle to keep climbing while making sure I don't risk letting my feet slip.
 
   Finally I reach the top of the ladder and poke my face out through the hole, only to find myself looking out at the forest floor. The metal bars form a slight dome shape over my head, but I'm able to turn and look around, seeing trees and more trees.
 
   “Hello?” I shout, hoping against hope that somebody might be nearby. “Can anyone hear me?”
 
   I wait, but all I hear in reply is the rustle of treetops.
 
   “Hello!” I yell, before reaching up with my left hand and trying to force the bars aside so I can climb out. “I'm trapped in here! Help me! Somebody!”
 
   The metal bars are firmly in place, and they don't budge an inch even as I struggle to get them out of my way.
 
   “Help!” I scream, shouting so loud that I can actually feel flashes of pain at the back of my dry throat. “I'm over here! Somebody help me!”
 
   I can taste blood at the back of my throat, and my voice is sounding increasingly battered and thin, but I keep telling myself that eventually somebody has to hear me. I know the forest is huge, and I know there's a chance that there's nobody around for miles, but eventually some passerby or rambler has to come along and hear my voice. For all I know, somebody's already heard me from far away, and help is coming. I just have to keep yelling and pray that I finally get some luck.
 
   I'm so due some luck.
 
   Anyway, by now Leanne should have made it back to town, so there should be people out looking for me. Sure, they'll probably start up at the farm, and by now hopefully they've caught and arrested that asshole with the truck. When they realize I'm not still there, however, they'll spread out and start searching the entire area, and they'll probably even have heat-seaking cameras attached to helicopters. As soon as Leanne tells the cops what happened to us, my father'll swing into action and he won't leave a single stone un-turned in the search. I guess this is the one time when Dad might actually be useful.
 
   I don't hear any helicopters right now, but they have to be coming.
 
   “Help!” I scream. “Over here!”
 
   I try yet again to rattle the metal bars, but they barely move at all. There's no way I can pull them loose, but if a rescue team finds me then maybe they'll have some kind of cutting equipment. I just have to get their attention first.
 
   I open my mouth to cry out again, but then suddenly I hear a rustling sound from below.
 
   Looking down, I'm shocked to see that there's a figure at the bottom of the ladder, staring up at me from the darkness of the tunnel.
 
   


  
 

Twenty-One
 
   Liam Cane
 
    
 
   It's bright in town this morning. So bright, in fact, that I feel like all the sunlight is going to come streaming through my eyes and into my brain, and then it's going to flood my head so much that I won't even be able to think. I slip a pair of sunglasses over my eyes, but they don't help very much. They change the light, but they don't reduce its startling intensity. The only thing they do that helps, really, is that they make it so people can't see my eyes.
 
   If people can see your eyes, they can start to figure whether anything's wrong with you.
 
   “You look different today, Liam,” Doctor Ericsson told me once, on a sunny day back at Gordonville. “I hear you've been taking your medicine without any fuss. That's a really good sign of progress. You should be very proud of yourself.”
 
   I look both ways, the way Mom taught me, and then I make my way across the street. Some people are talking nearby, just yammering away outside the pharmacy. I don't get why people do that. They spend so much time talking to each other about inconsequential things, wasting all their precious time. I wish they'd go away and leave the streets empty, so that the rest of us could get on with stuff that's actually important. Then again, maybe that's the point. Maybe they want to make me feel uncomfortable.
 
   “Good morning,” a two-horned demon says as it slithers past me, grinning with hideous teeth. Its eyes sparkle briefly in the sun. “Nice day, isn't it?”
 
   I reply in a tongue that it understands, and it seems pleased. As I reach the door to the convenience store, I glance over my shoulder and watch as the demon glides away along the sidewalk. I can't see it properly, because the light all around its body is bright white with flashing, refracting hints of yellow and green and red. It's always really hard to look directly at the demons, but I've learned to see them if I look just slightly to one side. Even then, their eyes still sparkle and glitter.
 
   “Nice day, isn't it?”
 
   Those are the words the demon used, but why? What did it mean? I don't know what that particular demon wanted, I mean I don't know what it really wanted, but I think I assuaged its concern for another day. At least it won't come after me, and that's the most important thing. There are so many demons here in Deal, and I know eventually they'll turn on me.
 
   Just not today.
 
   Please, not today.
 
   Still, I can't help tipping my sunglasses down for a moment, so I can see the demon a little better as it disappears around the corner. It's riding a mobility scooter, which seems odd, but I've learned not to question these things too much. Nobody can understand the entirety of the world around them, and only a fool would even try. Better to stick to the things that matter to you, and do them properly. The logic of the demon world is alien to me.
 
   “You told Doctor Barnaby that you no longer hear voices, or see glitter in the eyes of people around you. Is that right, Liam?”
 
   “That's right,” I remember telling him. Lying.
 
   Suddenly the store's door swings open, almost hitting me in the face. Startled, I step back, and another demon comes out carrying a shopping basket. Its eyes are glittering like all the rest.
 
   “Nice day,” it sneers, grinning the way all these demons grin.
 
   “Nice day,” I mumble, forcing a smile. Was that convincing? Did I mumble too much? Did the demon even understand what I said?
 
   Hard to tell, but it heads over to its car regardless, and I watch as it starts loading shopping bags onto the back seat. A moment later, the demon glances at me and smiles again, and I decide to nod politely and wish it a good day, before turning and heading into the store.
 
   “I think we're going to move ahead with the plan to take you into town for a visit. I think that'd be really good for you, Liam.”
 
   Hideous music is playing from speakers above the cash register, music with distortions and noise swimming through the crackling hiss. There's a voice in the music, too, wailing about things I don't understand, and I quickly make my way over to one of the displays, hoping to buy myself some time until the incessant warbling comes to an end. I know another song will follow, but if I'm lucky it'll be something a little less horrific. I'll never understand why demons like to fill their world with such terrible, painful sounds.
 
   “How do you feel about one day leaving Gordonville, Liam? About resuming a life in the community?”
 
   “Are you okay there?”
 
   Turning, I realize that the man behind the counter has noticed me. His glittering eyes stare at mine, as if he's studying my reaction. That's one of the biggest problems with these demons. They study you so intently, they watch every crack in how you move, and they exploit any weaknesses they find. They can see everything with those glittery eyes of theirs, and it's taken me a long, long time to figure out how to act calm around them.
 
   I smile and tell him I'm fine, that I'm just deciding what to buy, and we exchange pleasantries for a moment. I think the conversation goes fairly well, and finally he turns and starts dealing with a customer. Both the server and the customer are demons, but they seem engrossed in their own conversation and I'm able to observe them for a few seconds before I realize that perhaps I'm not being very subtle. Still, it's difficult not to imagine what they'd look like naked and tied down, with their flesh pulled away to expose the glistening muscle and bone beneath.
 
   “You should get what you came for and leave.”
 
   “They're disgusting,” I whisper under my breath. “I want to -”
 
   “You need to get what you came for, and then you need to leave. Now is not the moment to take action.”
 
   I reach for my gun.
 
   “Not now, Liam. Later, I promise. But not now. You've been thinking about the past again, haven't you? I told you to stop doing that.”
 
   “Sorry,” I whisper.
 
   “Not out loud. Don't talk to me with your mouth. Remember that, Liam.”
 
   I watch the two demons for a moment later, before realizing that killing them now would only attract the attention of other demons. I'd blow my cover, and then it would be much harder to complete my work. Better to hold my resolve, stay focused, and wait for the day when I can teach them all the error of their ways. That day will come, as surely as the day that I get to see Mom again. Eventually I'll get to walk through this town and kill every last one of these stinking demons.
 
   “You're still staring. Somebody's liable to notice you soon.”
 
   Heading around to one of the other parts of the store, I quickly grab a handful of candy before making my way to the counter. I'm sweating a little, but the music is no longer quite so excruciating and I feel a little more composed as I set the candy down. Little things like this, little rituals that I remember from when I was a boy, are pretty easy to fake. People just want a nod and smile, and a few polite words.
 
   “And how are you doing today?” the man asks as he starts ringing everything up for me.
 
   I watch as the other demon leaves with her shopping, and then I turn to the man and tell him that I'm fine, and I even remember to ask him whether he's fine in return. He says that he is, and he hopes that might be some rain later. He mentions the dry spell we've been having, and how the forest is suffering. I tell we can only hope for rain, and that we're overdue a break from this heatwave. He agrees that it'd be nice if we got a little shower, and then he mentions something about a football game, which I don't understand at all.
 
   Someone screams nearby, as if their flesh is being peeled away, but I don't react and neither does the demon. The world can be strange like that. In fact, sometimes I think that ever since I came back to Deal, I'm just surrounded by the weirdest creatures.
 
   “You're going to leave Gordonville one day, Liam. You're going to be a useful member of society.”
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Two
 
   Ramsey Kopperud
 
    
 
   “Quiet!” a voice hisses from below. “Come down!”
 
   Startled, I continue to stare down from the top of the ladder, and I see that there's definitely someone standing down in the tunnel, looking up at me. Either that, or I've completely lost my mind and begun to hallucinate.
 
   “Quick!” she continues, waving at me frantically. “There's not much time! He's looking for you! If you keep shouting like that, he'll be here in minutes! You're lucky he's half blind and all dumb, but even he can find you if you don't stop yelling!”
 
   I stare at her, but I can't really make out her features from all the way up here. She sounds young, maybe my age or perhaps a little older, and after a moment she waves at me again.
 
   “He will find you if you stay up there!” she adds. “I'm trying to help you, but we have to hurry! Now get down here before it's too late!”
 
   “I...”
 
   For a moment, I'm honestly not sure what to say. This girl's arrival is so sudden, I'm not entirely convinced that she isn't another figment of my imagination. Maybe I really have gone crazy.
 
   “Who are you?” I stammer finally.
 
   “I'm the only person who can get you out of this place!” she continues, before turning and looking along one of the tunnels, as if she's heard something. A moment later, she looks up at me again. “If you stay up there, he'll climb up after you, and then there'll be nowhere left for you to run. Every inch he comes closer to you, you'll feel the fear getting stronger. If you're lucky, it'll be the fear that kills you, but if you're not lucky... Listen, I know you want to stay in the light, but that's the worst possible choice right now. You don't even have a marker, you'll be dead in no time. Hurry!”
 
   “I don't know who you are!”
 
   “That doesn't matter right now!” She looks along the tunnel again, and then back up at me. “You've got about thirty seconds to make the right decision, or I'm out of here. I'm not risking letting him see me, but I promise you, when he gets here...”
 
   “I don't -”
 
   “Just move!” she shouts suddenly, interrupting me, as if she's finally lost patience. “You can't break out through that hole, and you're too far from anywhere for your cries to be heard, so you have to come down! I'll show you a way out, but only if you come right now!”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before realizing that maybe she's right. These metal bars are way too strong, and for all I know I might be shouting into a vast, empty area of the forest that stretches for miles and miles in every direction without so much as a living soul nearby. Even though I have no idea whether I can trust the person at the bottom of the ladder, I finally start climbing down. I might have a damaged right hand, but I reckon I can curl a pretty decent hook with my left if I need to defend myself.
 
   “Hurry!” she hisses. “You were shouting nice and loud! Even he's not that stupid, he'll find you soon!”
 
   By the time I get back to the foot of the ladder, I can see the girl a little better. She looks dirty and disheveled, wearing clothes that seem like little more than a few layers of torn rags, but I figure I have to at least try trusting her, at least for now. Jumping back down into the tunnel, I land hard on my hands and knees, but I quickly get up and start dusting myself down. My right hand is more painful than ever, but I don't want to show weakness.
 
   “Are you hurt?” she asks.
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I'm sure. What's the quickest way out of here?”
 
   She grabs my arm and pulls me along the tunnel, back into darkness. After just a few paces, I can't see anything up ahead, although I can hear the girl's frantic breaths as she leads me faster and faster. Finally, hearing a faint scratching sound in the distance, I turn and look back, just in time to see a vague shape clambering up onto the bottom of the ladder and disappearing from view as it rises up through the chimney. For a moment, I feel another flash of fear in my chest, but the sensation passes as I hear the ladder creaking.
 
   “What the hell was that?” I stammer.
 
   “Wait!”
 
   Stopping, I feel the girl grab my left hand in the darkness, and a moment later she presses something sharp against my flesh.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask, before pulling my hand away as I feel her cutting my skin. “Is that a knife?”
 
   “Grow up!” she hisses, grabbing my hand again and making a couple more small cuts. This time, she holds me tight, and I can't pull away. “It'll make it harder for him to find you,” she explains, and then she lets go of my hand. “It's not infallible, but it'll give you an edge until you're out of here. He's caught onto your scent.”
 
   “I saw something just now,” I tell her. “Something climbed up the ladder.”
 
   “We need to keep moving!”
 
   Taking me by the wrist, she starts leading me along the tunnel again, and I can't shake the feeling that she knows exactly which way to go.
 
   “What is this place?” I ask. “Did you get thrown down here too?”
 
   “Thrown?”
 
   “A guy was chasing us,” I continue. “Me and my friend. He was after us, and then I fell, and he sealed the hole and left me to die.”
 
   “I wouldn't know much about that,” she replies. “I deal with the witch, not the devil, not the people above. I have my job and I stick to it.”
 
   “There was something down here,” I tell her. “Something was chasing me. Every time it got close, I felt this massive sense of fear that I couldn't push back. It was almost -”
 
   Suddenly she stops again, so abruptly that I almost slam straight into her.
 
   “Tell me something,” she continues. “What's your name?”
 
   “My name?” I pause for a moment. “Ramsey. Why?”
 
   “Ramsey?”
 
   I wait, but now she falls silent, although finally I realize she seems to be muttering something under her breath.
 
   “Okay, Ramsey,” she says finally, “tell me something else. Are you a virgin?”
 
   “What the hell does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “Answer the question.”
 
   I pause again. “Yes,” I lie finally. “Of course I am. Why?”
 
   “That's good,” she continues, and she quickly starts leading me along the corridor again. “They're waiting for the whore, but that can't be you, not if you're a virgin.”
 
   “The whore?” I ask, remembering that the guy with the truck used the same word. “What does -”
 
   “It doesn't matter!” she hisses. “It's not you, so you don't need to worry about it. You just need to focus on staying close to me and doing whatever I tell you. Don't be like the others, don't start getting your own ideas, because that's how you end up dead and rotting in one of the inner tunnels. Trust me, if you run, you die.”
 
   “What others?”
 
   “I couldn't save them,” she continues, as she leads me along another corridor. “I tried, I did my best, but they made such stupid choices, I didn't have a chance. You have to listen to me carefully and do exactly what I say. I'll get you out of here, but only if you stay close. Maybe you can be the first one who actually escapes. I think that's allowed. I don't think he'd get mad at me for that.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I ask. “Who -”
 
   “Quiet!” Grabbing me by the shoulders, she slams me against the wall and then holds me in place.
 
   I open my mouth to ask what's wrong, but a moment later I hear the scratching sound in the distance, coming closer. A moment after that, I feel a rough, scarred hand against my lips, as if the girl is making sure that I keep quiet.
 
   “He shouldn't be this close again already,” she whispers. “I don't get it.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Not one more word!” she hisses, clamping her hand tighter over my mouth. “Trust me!”
 
   I stay completely silent, even as the scratching sound edges closer. Deep down, in the pit of my belly, I can feel the fear stirring again, reaching its hands up through my chest and slipping gnarly, twisted fingers between my lowest ribs. Just as I'm about to ask why we're waiting, however, I hear the sound getting further away again, as if our pursuer – whoever or whatever he might be – has suddenly taken a turn along a different tunnel. Slowly, the hand moves away from my mouth, although I still don't quite dare to speak.
 
   And the fear starts to settle again, slipping back down into my belly.
 
   A moment later, I feel the girl's fingers on my arm, and she starts feeling the cut she made a few minutes ago.
 
   “It's good,” she mutters, keeping her voice low. “I didn't make a mistake, but maybe it's not quite taking properly for some reason. Or maybe it's just a coincidence that he came so close. Either way...”
 
   Her voice trails off for a moment.
 
   I can't see her, not in the pitch-black tunnel, but I swear that somehow I can tell she's staring straight at me.
 
   “Ramsey?” she whispers finally.
 
   “Yeah, that's my name. Does it matter?”
 
   “Ramsey...”
 
   I wait, but she falls silent again.
 
   “What's your name?” I ask. “What are you doing down here? Who's chasing us? I don't understand any of this.”
 
   I wait.
 
   “Ramsey,” she says yet again. “Really?”
 
   “What does -”
 
   “Come on!” she continues, pulling me further along the tunnel.
 
   Suddenly I bump straight into a wall. Startled, I take a step back as the girl lets go of my arm. Every other wall has had a pile of rubble at its base, but this seems much flatter. I turn and look to my left, reaching out, and I realize I've reached a junction. A moment later, feeling a faint breeze against the back of my neck, I turn and look the other way, and I'm shocked to find that I can actually see another passageway curving away, with a very faint hint of light against the far wall and the girl's ragged silhouette just a few feet in front of me.
 
   “What's that?” I ask.
 
   “He's still close,” she replies, reaching toward me and grabbing my arm again. “We need to figure something out. I don't understand why he isn't falling behind.”
 
   “Please God,” I stammer, stumbling toward the light, picking up my pace as I realize that I might have actually found a way out of this nightmare. The light ahead seems bright and pale, as if daylight is somehow streaming into the tunnel system, and finally I follow the curve of the passageway far enough to see a clear patch of light several hundred feet up ahead.
 
   And a person.
 
   I stop as soon as I see that there's a human figure silhouetted against the gray morning sky, as if somebody is blocking my way out. My first assumption is that the guy from the truck has somehow found me, but after a moment I start to realize that the figure actually seems very different, with several long objects poking out from its body. I also think, although I'm not certain, that the figure might be seated.
 
   “Who's that?” I ask.
 
   “You can see her?” the girl replies, sounding surprised as she pulls on my arm, trying to make me keep going. “Are you sure?”
 
   Tilting my head and squinting, I try to figure out exactly what I'm seeing. So far, the figure hasn't moved at all, and it hasn't even reacted in any way to my arrival. I guess there's a chance it hasn't spotted me yet, or that for some reason it can't move.
 
   “Who is it?” I ask.
 
   “This doesn't make sense,” the girl continues frantically, her voice filled with panic. “I wasn't going to take you there, but...”
 
   Again, her voice trails off, and then she lets go of my arm and starts stumbling along the tunnel, heading toward the light. Silhouetted against the brightness, she turns and gestures for me to follow.
 
   “This way!”
 
   “Why?” I ask, trying not to panic too much. “Who's up there waiting for us? Is it the thing that was chasing us?”
 
   “Did you listen to a word I said just now? Stop asking questions and do as you're told! Questions will get you killed!”
 
   She hurries along, and finally I realize that I have no option but to go after her. I glance back into the darkness, but the scratching sound hasn't returned and I quickly hurry to reach the girl, by which point we're almost at the end of the tunnel. I can hear a faint roaring, rushing sound from up ahead, almost as if we're getting closer to some kind of river or waterfall, which isn't entirely impossible seeing as there are several of both in parts of the forest. Still, it's hard to believe that I've strayed so far from the Devil's Lookout and Dodderidge Farm areas, even if I have to accept that I've become a little disorientated. It's been so long since I ate or drank, I'm actually starting to feel light-headed.
 
   “What is this place?” I ask, as I realize that the tunnel seems to be leading toward some kind of room. There's a figure in a chair, in the center of the room, and as we get closer I can tell that the chair appears to have several large spikes poking up from its frame.
 
   “This isn't how it should be,” the girl mutters ahead of me. “Something isn't right this time.”
 
   “Do you have a phone?” I continue. “I need to call the sheriff's station. I need to get help.”
 
   “I don't get it,” she whispers. “I'm doing everything right, but there's something I'm not seeing.”
 
   Before I can ask what she means, she leads me into the chamber and I see to my horror that the woman in the chair is horrifically injured. She's completely naked, except for a blood-stained blindfold that covers her eyes, while a dozen or more long, thick wooden poles have been driven through her body at various angles, impaling her not only in the chest put also the throat, the shoulder, the belly and even her crotch. One of the poles runs up through her jaw and pokes out from her wide-open mouth. There's dried blood all over her flesh, and on the floor too, as if she's been here for a long time, while several small rocks have been balanced at the poles' intersections. At first, I assume the woman has to be dead, but then I realize that she's trembling slightly.
 
   “What the hell is this?” I stammer, taking a step back. “What are you doing to her?”
 
   The girl turns to me, and now I can see her face properly. She really is my age, maybe a year or two older at most, but she's extremely pale and there are heavy bags under her eyes, while she has several thick, knotted scars on her chin and neck that don't look to have healed properly.
 
   “You can see her?” she asks, before turning to the impaled woman. “You shouldn't be able to see her. The witch should be completely hidden from you. Unless...”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I reply, unable to stop staring at the horrific sight as I back a little further away. The woman is silhouetted against an opening in the wall, with the cold morning sky right behind her, and her body is still trembling as she remains on her rickety wooden chair. “This can't be real,” I continue. “This is some kind of movie set, or a prank, or a waxwork doll. There's no way it can be real.”
 
   “But you see her,” the girl mutters, clearly lost in thought as she walks behind the impaled woman and then stops to stare at me for a moment. “I put the mark on your hand, I didn't make any mistakes, but you can still see the witch.”
 
   “What mark?” I ask, before looking down at my hand and seeing the lines and circles she cut earlier in the dark. I didn't realize it at the time, but she seems to have carved a very specific pattern. “Why did you do this to me?”
 
   “You said you felt him getting close to you in the tunnels,” she continues. “How close?”
 
   “I don't know what -”
 
   “He'd have killed you if he got close,” she adds, interrupting me. “Unless... Unless he's curious about you. Unless he thinks you're important.”
 
   “I don't know what you're talking about,” I tell her, “but nothing you're telling me makes sense. I just want to get the hell out of this place. Do you understand? I want to get out of these tunnels!”
 
   “You should be dead,” she replies.
 
   I turn to her.
 
   “I've tried to rescue them before,” she continues, eyeing me with a hint of fear, “but I never managed it. Never, not even once. I always thought that one day I'd succeed, that one day I'd get someone out of here, but now I realize I couldn't have, not unless...”
 
   Her voice trails off, and after a moment she starts coming back over to me.
 
   “Hold on,” I stammer, stepping around the impaled woman, not wanting the girl to get too close. “Just stay back for a moment, okay? I have to get out of here! You have to show me the nearest exit!”
 
   “You shouldn't be able to see the witch,” she mutters darkly.
 
   “What witch?” I ask, struggling to stay calm. “I don't know what you're talking about, but whatever's going on here, we have to leave! Please, you said you were going to help me!”
 
   I turn to run back the way we just came along the tunnel, but I quickly stop as soon as I hear the scratching sound again, far off in the distance. As the sound continues, however, I realize it's coming closer and closer, blocking the only route back out of this room.
 
   “How is he finding you?” the girl continues, keeping her eyes fixed on me as I turn to her. “The mark should make you invisible to him. That's how it works, that's how it's always worked, there's no way around it except...”
 
   She stares at me for a moment longer, while the scratching sound continues in the tunnel.
 
   Realizing that she seems completely crazy, I hurry over to the gap in the wall, only to find that we're about fifty feet above a raging river, with large black rocks far below. Reaching out, I steady myself to make sure I don't slip, while looking around in the hope that I'll spot some way to climb down. Finally I look up and see that the top of the cliff is maybe ten feet up. If I can find a way to climb, despite my injured right hand, maybe I can still get out of here and run.
 
   “This can't be real,” I whisper, and for a moment I start wondering whether I might have hit my head when I fell through the sink-hole. Maybe nothing since that moment has actually happened, and the whole situation is part of some delirious fever-dream. That's the only thing that makes sense. “Wake up, Ramsey. You have to wake up. You can't -”
 
   Suddenly I hear a loud, angry scream in the distance. Turning, I realize the scream seems to be coming from the tunnel, as if something angry is headed this way. At the same time, I feel another stir of fear in my gut, pulling down on my ribs. A moment later I turn and see that the ragged girl is still standing next to the impaled woman, watching me with an expression of pure horror.
 
   “What is this place?” I shout. “Why did you bring me here? How do we get out?”
 
   “You shouldn't be able to see her,” she replies, “and he shouldn't be able to track you down. None of this makes sense, not unless...”
 
   Again, her voice trails off, but the screaming is getting closer and I can hear something scratching in the tunnel. Whatever's back there, it's coming this way fast, and it seems to be emanating some kind of pure, primal sense of fear. I take a step back, but already the fingertips are pressing against the insides of my ribs, and I can feel cold sweat prickling my flesh. All I know is that whatever's coming along that tunnel, it seems to be driving abject fear into my heart. I can't let it get to me. Whatever else happens, I can't feel that fear again.
 
   “What is that thing?” I stammer. “Please, I don't know what you want from me, but you said you'd get me out of here. Remember? I was up the ladder and you told me to come down, and you said you'd take me to an exit.”
 
   “I know,” she replies, “but that was before...”
 
   I wait for her to continue.
 
   “Before what?” I ask finally.
 
   “Before you...”
 
   Again, she seems lost in thought.
 
   “Before you lied to me,” she continues after a moment.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   She turns and looks back along the tunnel, as the screaming gets closer and closer. When she turns back to me, the horror in her expression has been replaced by something else, something more shocking.
 
   Anger.
 
   “You idiot!” she hisses finally. “You fool, you lied to me!”
 
   “I didn't lie to you,” I stammer. “Please, you just -”
 
   “You're a liar!” she screams. “You told me you were a virgin, but you lied! It's the only explanation that makes sense! You lied and I believed you, and now I've led you right to the witch!”
 
   “Can you please just get me out of here?” I ask, stepping toward her as I feel the fear turning to panic. “I'll do anything, whatever you want, but I've been down here for so long and people are probably looking for me now and I'm so hungry and scared and -”
 
   “You shouldn't have lied,” she sneers. “I was going to get you out of here, I promise. That was my plan.”
 
   “That's what I want too,” I reply, looking past her and seeing the darkness of the tunnel. After a moment, however, the scream seems even louder, and I finally spot something moving at the far end, lumbering very slowly through the darkness. All I can make out is the faint outline of a human figure, but the sight is enough to send a sudden thumping thud of fear into my chest. “What -”
 
   “It's too late!” the girl screams suddenly, lunging at me and shoving me back. “There's no way out! You lied and now you're cornered, and you've only got yourself to blame!”
 
   Before I can reply, I hear a faint rattling sound nearby, and I turn to see that the naked woman is straining in her chair. She seems to be trying to move, even though she's still impaled on the wooden poles. A moment later, she lets out a faint, groaning murmur, and I see that her hands are flexing as if she's trying desperately to move. I think she's trying to say something, despite the wooden pole that runs straight through her jaw and out her mouth.
 
   “You're the whore,” the girl stammers, stepping away from me until her back's against the wall. “Of all the people it could ever have been, Ramsey... Why did it have to be you?”
 
   “I don't know what you're talking about!” I shout, before turning and seeing that the figure at the end of the tunnel is still edging slowly and calmly this way. It's not in a hurry, but I swear I can feel its gaze fixed on me. Finally, trembling with fear, I turn and look around the chamber, convinced that there must be another way out of here. Hell, I'll dig through solid rock if that's what it takes.
 
   “Help me,” the woman in the chair gasps suddenly. “Help...”
 
   “Don't listen to her!” the girl screams frantically, running toward me and pushing me back. “Don't ever listen to anything she says!”
 
   “Help me!” the woman hisses again. “Please, get me out of here!”
 
   “You've sealed your own fate,” the girl tells me. “He knows you're his now. Just like the witch. This can only end one way, and I'm going to get everything I was promised.”
 
   I turn to her, before suddenly realizing that I only have one escape route. I can figure out later what's going on, but right now the fear is starting to overwhelm me again and I know I have to run. Hurrying to the opening in the wall, I look down at the river and I briefly consider trying to climb down, before realizing that there's no way I'd make it without falling. Instead, I look around for some part of the rock-face that might offer a little purchase, and finally I spot a section that might serve as a foothold. Unable to use my right hand, I reach out with my left and steady myself for a moment, and then I start climbing out through the opening and onto the side of the cliff. If I can't go down, I'll have to go up.
 
   “I'll send someone back to help you,” I stammer, hoping the woman in the chair can hear me. “I promise.”
 
   “Stop!” the girl shouts. “You're just delaying the inevitable! You belong to him now! The fear was supposed to keep you away, but now you have to stay! The devil will come and explain everything!”
 
   “This isn't real,” I whisper, struggling to keep from slipping as I look up and try to figure out my route to the top. “I should never have come back to Deal. I knew it was a mistake. I should have gone somewhere else. Anywhere else.”
 
   In the back of my mind, I know that climbing like this is insane. At the same time, pure panic is flooding through my body and coursing through my veins, forcing me to try whatever it takes to get out of the chamber before the slow-moving man arrives. My hands are trembling too much for me to even grip the rocks properly, but the fear in my chest is startling to crawl between my ribs, like hundreds and hundreds of spiders climbing up through my body. I can even feel their scratchy little legs at the back of my throat.
 
   I don't even understand what's happening to me, but I'll figure it out later. First, I have to get as far away from this madness as possible. The fear is so strong now, I can barely even think straight. All I know is that I have to get away.
 
   Reaching up, I grab an overhanging section of rock and then I haul myself a little higher, taking care not to let my feet slip on the damp rocks. If I could use my damaged hand at all, this wouldn't even be too difficult, but right now I feel as if I could fall at any moment. As if to prove that point, my left foot slips slightly, and I tense every muscle in my body as I struggle to hold on. I should turn back. Any sane person would stop this, but fear is driving me onward. And even now, just a few feet up from the chamber's opening, I already feel as if the fear is subsiding just a little. The higher I climb up the cliff-face, the harder it is for the fear to reach me.
 
   I wait a moment, as the river rushes far below, and then I start climbing again. I have to keep going.
 
   “You can do this,” I stammer to myself, ignoring the sound of the girl still yelling at me. “It's not far now. You can make it.”
 
   I have to steady myself for a moment longer before finally I reach up and grab another section of rock. My left arm is already aching, but my heart is pounding and I know I can't give up. Once I'm sure my left foot is secure on a small outcrop, I lift my right leg and scramble to slip my boot into a narrow slit in the rock-face. It's not much, but as I look up I see a small ledge just a little way further up. If I can make it to the ledge, I might even be able to reach up and touch the top of the cliff, and then I just have to haul myself up the rest of the way. At least I'm getting further and further away from the man in the tunnel.
 
   I take a deep breath and shift my grip slightly.
 
   Suddenly a section of rock gives way beneath my feet. Straining, I try to lift my right leg and find a ledge or something else that'll support me.
 
   And then my fingers slip and I fall, slamming against a rocky outcrop before tumbling down into the river far below. As soon as I hit the water, everything goes black.
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Three
 
   Liam Cane
 
    
 
   There are so many demons at the office today. I just want to grab a gun and shoot them all. The problem with that plan, however, is that I can't be sure they'd stay down. Demons can sometimes shift their forms around the bullets, although at other times they like to trick me by pretending to die. So instead of shooting any of them, I remain at my desk and focus on some paperwork.
 
   “Can you toss me that file?” one of the demons asks suddenly.
 
   Turning, I see him smiling at me. Like all the others, he has bright, glittering eyes.
 
   “It's the one right there,” he continues, pointing at a pile of papers on the corner of my desk. He's obviously trying to lull me into a false sense of security. He wants me to think he's my friend. He's been doing that for a while now. “I just need to check something.”
 
   I stare at him for a moment, before smiling and handing him the file. I don't know exactly what kind of game he's playing, but I'm going to make a mental note of which file he wanted, and I'm going to think about it some more when I get home. Demons never do anything by accident, or without some deeper intent, and it can be so hard to keep track of them all. They're so devious, there are always several layers of meaning to every single move they make. Fortunately, I'm smart enough to keep one step ahead of them at all times.
 
   “Thanks,” he says, taking the file and starting to flip through the papers. “Something about this wasn't sitting right with me last night,” he adds, shifting uncomfortably in his chair, causing the frame to creak. He's trying to act casual, but I see right through the charade. “It's probably nothing, but I always like to be thorough. You get where I'm coming from, right?”
 
   I tell him I understand, and that I agree it's good to be thorough. We exchange a little more back-and-forth, just the kind of banter that I've observed goes down so well in this office. He seems to be at ease now, but I can tell that he's losing interest in what I'm saying as he continues to flick through the paperwork.
 
   “I wouldn't mind some rain,” I add finally, remembering what I was told earlier at the store. People always like talking about the weather. “After this dry spell, we could really use some.”
 
   I wait.
 
   He doesn't reply, and instead he seems absorbed by whatever's in the file. I turn back to the papers on my own desk, just as I hear an agonized scream filling the entire office. Flinching slightly, I look over at the others, but nobody else has reacted, and they all remain stony-faced and focused on their work as the scream continues.
 
   The scream is coming from a woman, sobbing and begging for her life. She sounds ragged and exhausted, as if she's been tortured for some time. It's not Mom, it's somebody else, but apparently I'm the only one who hears her.
 
   Or, more likely, I'm the only one who's paying attention. Demons are probably used to this kind of thing.
 
   My left eye is twitching.
 
   “Do you want corned beef or chicken today?”
 
   Startled, I turn and see that another of the demons has come over to my desk. This is the demon from the front office, and she always puts on the same charade each day. She pretends to want to know my lunch choices, and then she always brings me a plastic bowl filled with rotten flesh and putrid, wriggling worms. I haven't figured out her motivation yet, but something tells me she might be the easiest demon to understand. Her flesh is crackled and burned, and her smile is just as fake as the smiles that all the other demons offer, but somehow she seems as if she might yet be saved.
 
   By me.
 
   She might be saved by me.
 
   Corned beef, I tell her, at which point I find that my throat feels incredibly dry. I glance at the woman's name-tag, because I always struggle to remember things like that. Katie. Her name is Katie. I thank her by name. People like that too.
 
   “You're incredibly welcome,” she says, which is what she always says, and then she turns and makes her way over to the next desk, where she starts the whole conversation again, albeit with someone else.
 
   She's so fake.
 
   So phony.
 
   I watch her for a moment, observing the way her clothes hang over her curves, and suddenly in my mind's eye I see her naked and covered in blood, screaming for her life as I drive a hot poker down into her mouth. I can even see the poker pressing against the side of her throat from the inside, as its tip sinks deeper and deeper into the pit of her belly. A moment later the flesh of her belly starts to tear open, releasing pale brown juices that burn her skin as they dribble onto her thighs. And the scream, her scream, is the same as the scream I heard a few seconds ago. That has to mean something.
 
   “Huh,” she says a moment later, “that's a lot of people wanting corned beef today. Must be something in the air.”
 
   With that, she turns and heads over to ask someone else, leaving me sitting at my desk as I feel sweat running down the back of my neck. Something about Katie always sets me on edge, and I'm starting to think I should pay her some special attention. Perhaps she's trying to lure me into a trap, but I figure I'm strong enough and smart enough to look after myself. Maybe tonight I should watch her apartment windows again, just in case I spot something that I missed on all those other nights. Then again, I guess it all depends on what happens back at the farmhouse. My head hurts.
 
   After all, the whore might finally be in place, along with the devil and the witch. And if that's the case, then the end of the world will be starting and I won't have time to grab a burger and watch Katie's apartment.
 
   “Millard's Point.”
 
   I turn and see that one of the other creatures is watching me from behind his desk.
 
   “Would you mind?” he continues, holding a sheet of paper out toward me. “Just run up there for me. Sorry, I was going to do it myself, but you know what it's like some mornings. I've got a ton of calls to make.”
 
   Staring at the piece of paper, it takes me a moment to realize that he wants me to do something for him. That's good, that means he trusts me. I'm part of the team. I reach out and take the paper, and I see that it's a printed sheet with several handwritten annotations.
 
   “It's pretty self-explanatory,” he adds, already turning back to his folders as if he assumes I'll help him out. “Don't waste too much time on it.”
 
   “Corned beef or chicken today?” Katie says, stopping at his desk.
 
   He turns to her. “I'll have the chicken. And while you're at it, get on your knees and blow me.”
 
   “Darn,” she mutters, sounding annoyed as she makes a note. “I was hoping that one day everyone'd order the same thing. I don't know why, really, I just thought it'd be neat.”
 
   “I can take the corned beef instead,” he replies. “It really doesn't matter. I'm going to cut your breasts off and make you eat them.”
 
   “No, you should have what you want,” she says, smiling first at him and then at me as she turns and heads out to the reception area. The way she swings her butt as she walks, it's almost like she wants me to run over there and carve a knife straight down through her spine.
 
   She reminds me a little of Mom.
 
   “It'd be good if you could get out there before lunch,” the other demon tells me.
 
   I turn to him.
 
   “To Millard's Point?” he adds.
 
   I tell him that's fine, as I get to my feet. There'll be time to read the piece of paper later, and besides, I was already hoping to get away for an hour or two. I have a lot I need to do, and I need to do it where there aren't any other people around. I tell him I'll take care of whatever he wants, while flashing the kind of smile that I know these demons like. I tell him to consider it done.
 
   “I'm gonna fuck that bitch so hard,” he continues, with a faint smile. “I'm gonna fuck her while she bleeds to death.”
 
   I stare at him.
 
   “Did you hear what I just said?” he asks. “Gum and a roll of tape. But only if you happen to go by the store on your way back.”
 
   I tell him it's fine. I can fetch him gum and a roll of tape.
 
   Heading over to the door, I grab my jacket before glancing back to make sure that none of the demons are watching me. They all seem to be hard at work, and they don't even react when – just a moment later – a woman starts sobbing and begging for her life. I look around, hoping to spot the woman, but she's nowhere to be seen and I guess she's just another voice floating through one of the many, many cracks that exist between this world and the others. Finally, I put my sunglasses back on and head through to the reception area, reaching the main door at the same time as Katie, and that's when I remember.
 
   She's the one who was begging just now. It was her voice. How did I forget that?
 
   “Heading out on important business?” she asks, as she slips her arms into her jacket.
 
   Something like that, I tell her, trying to seem normal and unafraid.
 
   “Me too,” she adds with a grin, before holding up her notebook. “Sandwich duty. Gotta keep everyone fed, right? I'll have yours waiting on your desk when you get back. And then I'll let them all screw me in the back room. One by one, or all at the same time, I don't care. They can screw me like I'm a pig, and then they can cut my throat wide open.”
 
   Giggling, she heads outside and holds the door open for me.
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before thanking her and stepping through.
 
   I'm almost blinded by the bright sunlight as I step out, but I manage to maintain my composure. Katie heads off toward the sandwich shop, and I politely tell her I'll see her later. Then I make my way over to the parking lot, while glancing around to make sure that I'm not being observed. There are plenty of demons out and about today, but they're pretending not to be watching me, and I guess that's a good thing. I want to stay undercover and unnoticed for as long as possible, even if I know that eventually they'll come at me.
 
   Eventually, I'll have to kill them all.
 
   As I unlock my car door, I hear another scream, but I know nobody else will react. I'm the only decent person in this whole town. I'm the only one who isn't a demon. Even Katie, who I can see heading into the sandwich shop right now, is a monster, but she's not quite like the others. She can be saved. And as soon as I'm done with all my other jobs, I'm gonna rip the demon from her soul and get her away from this awful place.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   An hour or so later, once I've parked up at the side of a road that runs deep through the forest, I take the buckets from the back of my truck and start carrying them between the trees. I have to make several trips, and I can't hurry, but finally I get them all lined up in a patch of woodland that seems completely undisturbed. Frankly, I doubt anyone else has been out here since I was a boy.
 
   But that was a long time ago.
 
   A long, long time.
 
   That was before I understood the truth about the world, and about what's coming.
 
   I wish I was a boy again. When I was a boy, I didn't hear the screams.
 
   Reaching down, I pick up the first bucket and tip it over, spilling chunks of flesh and bone across the ground. Then I do the same to each of the other buckets, in order, until the entirety of the girl's corpse rests in the long grass. Using my feet, I nudge the various pieces around, trying to put them somewhat in order, although I know there's no real point. It's at moments like these that I sometimes catch myself wondering whether there might be a different way to search for the markers, but deep down I know that all the doubts are just dumb little sparks that are trying to pull me away from the path of honor and righteousness.
 
   “Don't worry about the confusion. That'll right itself in time. I know it seems as if everyone else understands how the world works, while you struggle to put the pieces together, but the narrative will become clear in time. The logic. And then you'll be truly blessed. Clarity will snap into place soon enough. This is just how you see the world right now, and you're more fortunate than you can possibly imagine. ”
 
   Sure I am, I tell myself, while staring down at the girl's severed head as it rests on the grass. Already, dirt has begun to dry to the side of her face, along with matted strands of hair. I hosed her down good during the night, but I guess she picked up more dirt along the way. There's no point hosing her down again. Leanne, I think her name was. That's an okay kinda name, but not one I'd choose myself for a girl.
 
   I wonder if Katie would look the same if I cut her up.
 
   But I don't want to cut Katie up. I really hope I can save Katie some other way. But her scream...
 
   Suddenly it hits me. Maybe the scream in the farmhouse wasn't Mom's after all. Not entirely, at least. Maybe it was Katie's. And maybe I only heard the scream because something was trying to make me realize what I have to do to her.
 
   I feel like I should say something to mark this moment of enlightenment, but I've never been very good with words. So instead, I turn and head back through the forest, carrying the buckets toward the truck, and I can't help noticing that at least out here I don't hear any screams at all. This is the one part of the whole world where I'm allowed that feeling of relief, and I'm truly thankful. I just wish I could stay out here, instead of having to go back to town and walk among the demons. It's just that, when I'm in the forest, the trees seem to take the screams away and leave me in peace.
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Four
 
   Ramsey Kopperud
 
    
 
   I'm sinking, but I can't stop myself. I can't turn, I can't swim up to the light. I can only stay completely motionless, feeling my body as it drifts deeper and deeper down. Finally I bump against a submerged rock, but I still can't find a way to move. It's as if somehow my body is broken, and my mind is all that's left as I sink further and further from the light above.
 
   “I want to wake up,” is the last thought that runs through my mind, before I suddenly open my mouth and water gushes down my throat. And the light, which a moment ago dappled against the water's surface far above me, is suddenly gone.
 
   


  
 

Part Four
 
    
 
   The Death of Molly Abernathy
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Five
 
   Molly Abernathy
 
    
 
   20 years ago
 
    
 
   “Wow, it's huge!” I gasp, staring out the window and watching as moonlight catches the tops of the trees. “I didn't think there was a forest this big in the whole world!”
 
   Hearing a chuckle from the driver's seat, I turn to Buddy.
 
   “I mean,” I continue, “I knew forests were big, I just...”
 
   “You just hadn't seen one like this before? Not with your own two eyes?”
 
   I turn and look out the window again. We're on a high mountain road a few miles outside Deal's town limits, descending slowly toward the forest, and I know I probably sound like some kind of naive idiot. It's just that I thought forests like this only existed in fairy-tales. I can see nothing but the tops of trees all the way to the horizon, with the moonlight catching patches of snow and causing them to shimmer in the darkness. For a moment, I can't help feeling that the forest looks just a little magical, but then I quickly snap my mind back to business.
 
   I am not some stereotypical city girl who thinks the forest is all cute and cuddly. I'm not naive.
 
   “Couple of miles to go,” Buddy says after a moment. “I hope you don't have holes in your boots, Molly. This is gonna be one long night.”
 
   “I'm not afraid of hard work,” I reply, turning and looking out the window again.
 
   There's still something hypnotic about the forest. Something that demands to be looked at. For a brief moment, I even feel as if something out there is waiting for me, but I quickly put those thoughts to the back of my mind and focus instead on the fact that I've got a job to do. Tonight I'm gonna show Buddy that I'm a professional, and that he can rely on me. Tonight I'm gonna show the world that I can be the best goddamn deputy the world has ever seen. After all, I didn't come all the way out here from New York just to screw up. I came here to do a job.
 
   But the forest is perfect. Absolutely perfect.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “There she is!” he calls out, as his flashlight's beam swings wildly through the forest ahead of us. “See her? Down by that oak!”
 
   Clambering through another patch of waist-high snow, I can barely keep hold of my own flashlight, nevertheless follow the darting, constantly moving beam of his. Still, as I struggle through the snow and try to get my breath back, I do spot something about twenty meters further down the incline. Moonlight is reflecting against metal, casting a faintly blue glow across the whole scene, but there's an upturned car wedged against a tree. Enough snow has fallen since it careered down here that the vehicle itself is almost buried.
 
   “Don't go that way!” Buddy yells suddenly.
 
   I stop and look down at him.
 
   “The snow there isn't gonna support your weight,” he continues. “Trust me, there's a drop and you'll go straight through it and end up with a wet bum. Follow my path, go around.”
 
   “I'm sure it's fine,” I mutter, taking another step forward. “I just -”
 
   Suddenly my right foot crashes down through the snow, and I let out a startled gasp as I fall against the exposed root of a tree. Sure enough, just like Buddy promised, I feel cold water starting to soak through the seat of my pants.
 
   “Told you,” Buddy mutters, sounding amused. “I know this forest like the back of my hand, Molly. If I tell you not to go a certain way, you'd best follow my advice.”
 
   “Sure,” I mutter, hauling myself out of the hole and clambering over a snowbank so that I can join the trail of his prints.
 
   “You'll learn,” he continues.
 
   “That's what I'm here for,” I point out, taking care to more-or-less follow his exact path. Finally, just as I get to the bottom of the incline, I step over a small snowy bump.
 
   “Watch out for the ice!”
 
   “What ice?”
 
   Before I can even get those words out, my right foot slips on a big old patch, upending me and sending me clattering down. I let out another gasp, and as soon as I've landed I hold my breath for a moment, checking to make sure nothing's broken.
 
   “Are you alright?” Buddy asks finally.
 
   “Sure,” I groan, grabbing my dropped flashlight and then getting to my feet. “I'm fine.”
 
   “It takes a while to learn the ways of the forest,” he continues. “Don't sweat it, though. For a city girl, you're not doing half bad.”
 
   “Thanks,” I mutter, wiping snow off my ass. I already feel like a complete fool. I mean, I screwed up twice in the space of about ninety seconds, all while simply trying to climb down a shallow incline. It's not like I was doing anything particularly challenging. I guess I just need to learn to listen to Buddy's every word. After all, he's been doing this job for a hell of a long time, and I've been doing it for about forty minutes.
 
   Ahead, Buddy stops and focuses his flashlight on the car's side, waiting while I catch up.
 
   “You okay there, Pup?” he asks me as I finally reach him.
 
   I always thought I was pretty fit and healthy, but wading down from the highway and struggling through half a mile of snow has left me gasping for air.
 
   “Molly?” he continues. “Seriously, are you okay?”
 
   “I'm fine,” I gasp, forcing myself to stand up straight even though I feel like collapsing. “Sir, I'm good to go.”
 
   “It's your first night,” he reminds me. “There's no shame in -”
 
   “Let's take a look,” I continue, pushing onward despite the burning pain in my legs. The last thing I want is to appear weak, so I force my way through the snow until I reach the rear of the upturned car, and then I reach out, placing a gloved hand against the fender and stopping once more to catch my breath.
 
   My lungs are screaming.
 
   I'm dying here.
 
   Since when did I get so unfit?
 
   “Well,” Buddy continues, as he comes over to join me. How is a forty-year-old man fitter than a twenty-nine-year-old woman? I should be ashamed. “Looks like Harry Jointmellow was right when he called it in. I thought he'd been on the moonshine again, but he swore he'd spotted a car down here and now here we are. I guess I owe the old coot a drink, on account of his good eyesight. The man's like a hawk!”
 
   “How long do you think it's been here?” I ask, putting my hands on my hips in an attempt to look composed.
 
   “Well,” he mutters, “how long do you think it's been here? You're the rookie on her first shift. Whaddya reckon?”
 
   “There's a lot of snow on it,” I point out, wiping a gloved hand along the fender and pushing a patch of snow away. “Given how the weather's been, this much snow could've built up in a week or two.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “There was that particularly bad night last Tuesday,” I add. “Remember when it came down so hard, it was like the whole world was turning white?”
 
   “And?”
 
   I turn to him, and it's clear from the smile on his face that he's testing me.
 
   “And,” I continue, turning and looking back the way we came, “I don't see much damage caused by a car coming off the road and crashing down here.”
 
   That's true enough. I can see the lights of our patrol car high up on the side of the highway, and a couple of smashed trees that are already half-covered by snow, but the scene isn't exactly one of outright carnage. I watch the forest for a moment, hoping against hope that I'll spot something I can mention to Buddy, something that'll make me feel clever, and then I turn to him again. He's watching me carefully, and I can't shake the feeling that I've missed something.
 
   “And?” he says finally.
 
   I turn back to the car.
 
   “And it's on its roof,” I point out. “I guess it rolled.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And that means it was going at speed when it left the road?”
 
   “Inconclusive. What else?”
 
   I step around him and reach up to the rear of the car, which is sticking up high into the snow-filled air. It takes a moment before I'm able to wipe away the snow from the license plate, and I have to chip some chunks of ice from the edges.
 
   “New York plates,” I point out.
 
   “And what can we do with those?”
 
   I turn to him. “We can run them. Find out who owns this thing.”
 
   He nods. “Elementary, my dear Molly.”
 
   Relieved that he seems pleased with my progress so far, I start making my way back around to the side of the car.
 
   “Molly,” he continues, “aren't you forgetting something?”
 
   I turn to him. “I am?”
 
   “If you wanna run the plates when you get back to the office,” he continues, “you're gonna need to make a note of them.”
 
   “Right!”
 
   Slipping my notebook from my pocket, I fumble for a pen and then try to write the license number down. The gloves make it difficult, and after a moment I realize that Buddy is smiling as he watches me.
 
   “What?” I ask, pausing halfway through jotting the number in my book.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “I'm doing something wrong.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “You're staring at me.”
 
   “Am I?”
 
   “Yes.” I pause, trying to work out what's happening here. I'm definitely doing something wrong, I can tell from the way he's looking at me, but I don't have a clue what.
 
   “Are you done writing that down?” he asks. “We oughta take a look inside this thing.”
 
   I finish writing the license information in my pad, struggling a little with my thick gloves, but finally I'm done and I slide the pad back into my pocket.
 
   “Do you wanna do the honors?” he continues.
 
   “What honors?”
 
   “Taking a look inside.”
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   I turn and look down at the car's side windows, and suddenly I feel a stir of concern in my chest. The vehicle's roof looks to have been partially crushed by the impact, and the passenger-side window has been shattered. The door itself, however, is only partway open, and I'm starting to realize that whoever was in this thing when it crashed down the incline, they quite possibly never got out. I knew when I joined the team out here that I might have to see a dead body some day, but now that the day has arrived...
 
   “Do you want me to do it?” Buddy asks. “If you're too green and -”
 
   “No!” I blurt out, stumbling through the snow as I head to the passenger window, while shining my flashlight at the twisted metal frame. “I can do it.”
 
   “Careful there,” he continues. “There's gonna be glass.”
 
   He stays at the rear of the car, watching me as I trample slowly but surely toward the window. The thing is, I know I'd be absolutely fine out here if I was on my own. When I'm just left to get on with a job, I always get it done. I just have this unfortunate habit of over-thinking things when I know I'm being watched. I end up questioning my every move, and doubting myself. Taking a deep breath, I tell myself to just stay focused and keep things simple. In fact, by the time I get to the window, I've almost convinced myself that I'm ready to do this.
 
   I take a deep breath, before crouching down and shining the flashlight into the car.
 
   “Jesus!” I stammer, dropping the flashlight as soon as the beam picks out the edge of a woman's face.
 
   Falling back against the snow, I stare at the car's twisted, deformed window. The flashlight is pointing the wrong way now, so I can't see into the vehicle, but I know what I saw just now. There was a woman, or at least I think it was a woman. It was definitely someone with shoulder-length hair, and I saw her briefly in silhouette. Her mouth was partially open, and she was the right way up, not hanging from her safety belt.
 
   “Jesus,” I whisper again, trying to ignore the fact that my heart is pounding.
 
   “What'd you see?” Buddy asks.
 
   Taking another deep breath, I pick the flashlight up and shine the beam back into the car. Sure enough, there's a woman in the driver's seat, and it's already clear that she's dead. The light picks out her frozen, blueish face, and I notice after a moment that her eyes are closed, almost as if she simply fell asleep. I wait, hoping that she might suddenly move or show some other sign of life, but I can feel my heart pounding in my chest as the flashlight's beam dances delicately across the glassy edges of her frozen features.
 
   “Molly,” Buddy says after a moment. “Is there someone in there?”
 
   “Uh, yes,” I stammer, suddenly remembering that I have to stay professional. “Um, it looks like... I think it's a woman.”
 
   “Anyone else?”
 
   Realizing that I haven't checked the back seat, I shine the flashlight through the next window and see nothing but junk and boxes.
 
   “I don't think so,” I continue, with a flash of relief. “It's kinda hard to tell, but I think it's just the woman. I mean, one human female. Sir.”
 
   “Well, I'm glad she's human,” he replies, wading through the snow and crouching next to me.
 
   He shines his flashlight into the car, and the beam is much steadier as he picks out the side of her face. I guess his hands aren't trembling nearly as much as mine.
 
   “Dear God,” he whispers, before letting out a sigh and making the sign of the cross against his chest.
 
   I do the same, although I'm not quite sure why. After all, I'm not exactly religious.
 
   “Well, that's what I was afraid of,” he continues. “It was pretty clear no-one'd gotten out of this wreck, otherwise we'd have heard about it. Looks like she's been down here more than a few weeks, too. A couple of months at least.”
 
   “How can you tell?” I ask.
 
   “How do you think?”
 
   Although I don't like seeing the woman at all, I force myself to stare at her face. I'm thinking that maybe the light blue color is somehow a giveaway regarding how long she's been here, but I'm no expert on things like that. Still, Buddy is clearly testing me, and that means there must be something I'm missing.
 
   “The magazine,” he says finally.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “It's the issue of People with the woman from that TV show on the cover,” he continues. “See it over there, among all that other garbage? My wife gets People, every issue, and that one was a couple of weeks ago. I guess there's a chance she was driving around with a back copy, but I doubt it. I reckon that was probably fresh off the newsstands, only a few days old at most.”
 
   “Right,” I mutter, feeling a little humiliated by the fact that I didn't spot something so obvious. “That makes sense.”
 
   “I'm glad you think so.”
 
   He pauses, before leaning forward and reaching his right arm through the shattered window.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask, shocked that he's disturbing the scene.
 
   “Trying to get a look at her purse, assuming that's what it is.”
 
   Sure enough, there looks to be a purse resting on the car's upturned ceiling, although it appears to be frozen in place. I can't help mentally kicking myself for not spotting it sooner, and I watch as Buddy struggles to pry it away from the ice and snow. Just as I'm about to suggest using some warm water, he manages to pull it loose and lift it out of the car. The whole thing is frozen solid, and it takes a moment before he's able to open it up.
 
   “Did you find her name in there?” I ask.
 
   “Hang on a moment.”
 
   He peels the sections apart. Figuring that maybe I can help him out, I hold my flashlight real close.
 
   “Turn that thing away from me,” he mutters, reaching out and gently pushing the flashlight away.
 
   “Sorry,” I stammer. “I thought you needed to see better. And I thought maybe the heat from the light would -”
 
   “Just slow down there,” he continues, pulling the purse all the way open and then sliding out a card.
 
   I wait, but for a moment he seems focused on reading the details.
 
   “Charlotte Stewart,” he says finally, “of 333 Rosewood Avenue. Thirty-six years old.”
 
   He pauses, before handing the license card to me and then peering back into the car, shining his flashlight at the frozen woman.
 
   “Well, Charlotte Stewart,” he continues after a moment. “How in the name of all that's holy did you end up like this?”
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Six
 
   Molly Abernathy
 
    
 
   “Clearly she left the road right up about where we're parked,” Buddy says a short while later, as he stands over by one of the other pine trees, “and came barreling down this way. There's kind of a path between the trees, if you look at it from the right angle, with just a few to slow her down. And then -”
 
   He turns and looks over toward the mangled wreckage.
 
   “Slam!” he continues. “That big old tree stopped her. I'm guessing her car flipped as the incline shallowed out and she landed hard on her roof. An impact like that would've knocked her out easy, even if she was wearing her belt. And since there's no guardrail up on that part of the highway, just a sign, there wouldn't necessarily have been anything to indicate that a car had gone off. Just some tire marks, maybe, if she had time to brake. But not enough to raise the alarm.”
 
   As he wades through the snow, I shine my flashlight toward the car's back seat. Sure enough, there are a couple of suitcases, along with several boxes. It looks like this Charlotte Stewart woman was taking a lot of stuff with her, maybe even moving house. I bet when we get to the station and start digging into her story, we're gonna find that she was shifting all her stuff cross-country. Then again, my hunches are usually wrong, so I guess I shouldn't mention anything about that just yet. Rather than bothering Buddy with my theories, I should just stay quiet and try to learn from him.
 
   “The big question,” he says as he makes his way around to the other side of the car, “is whether she died on impact, or whether she woke up at all.”
 
   “Shouldn't we call this in now?” I ask, checking my watch and seeing that it's almost midnight. “There's not much we can do here, just the two of us.”
 
   “Radio's not much use in this part of the valley,” he reminds me. “We're gonna have to go back to base and fetch the truck with the hook.”
 
   “Okay,” I reply, hoping against hope that this means we can leave. “So what do we do? Just head off now?”
 
   He shines his flashlight into the car again, and I can't help turning away. Truth be told, I've been avoiding looking at the dead woman as much as possible ever since we found her. I mean, I know death's a reality and all that stuff, but it still doesn't mean I want to get up close and personal. The poor woman's dead, we know that, but it's somebody else's job to figure out the details. We just have to winch the car back up toward the road and coordinate with the coroner's office.
 
   “Her leg's crushed,” Buddy says suddenly.
 
   I swallow hard.
 
   “Look,” he continues, and I hear him bumping about as he leans further into the car. “The poor woman's right leg, well her ankle at least, got trapped. There's blood. See?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” I lie.
 
   “Molly, are you gonna look?”
 
   “I saw already.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   I nod. It's a lie, but I really don't feel the need to examine things any further.
 
   “So she was pinned in the vehicle,” he continues. “There's also...”
 
   His voice trails off.
 
   “Molly,” he adds finally, “did you see the knife?”
 
   “Knife?” I reply, feeling a tightening sense of fear in my chest.
 
   “Come around and look at this,” he tells me. “Something's going on here.”
 
   “So she's holding a knife?” I ask, still not wanting to look.
 
   “Molly, are you okay?” he continues. “Is this bothering you?”
 
   Realizing that I have to prove to him that I'm not freaked out, I force myself to turn and look into the car. The frozen woman is still in place. Of course she is, where else would she go? And Buddy is on the other side of her, looking through the driver's-side window.
 
   “You're looking a little green there,” he tells me. “Do you wanna go wait this one out in the truck?”
 
   “Absolutely not.”
 
   “But if -”
 
   “I'll come and see,” I stammer, getting to my feet and wading through the snow, heading around the rear of the vehicle. The last thing I want is to spend even another second down here at this awful scene, but I'm damn well not gonna let the side down. Despite the knot of nausea in my belly, I make my way around to the vehicle's other side and finally I crouch next to Buddy.
 
   Sure enough, there's a small flick-knife in the dead woman's right hand.
 
   “Now,” Buddy says after a moment, “I don't reckon she was driving with that thing out. Do you?”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   “Which means she opened it after she crashed.”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Which means she survived the initial impact. Either she stayed conscious the whole time, or she was knocked out and then she woke up. And then she was pinned in the wreckage.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “And then...”
 
   His voice trails off for a moment.
 
   “Oh God,” he continues finally. “I think there's a good chance this poor woman froze to death.”
 
   “I guess so,” I tell him, focusing on the need to not pass out.
 
   “That's gotta be a hell of a way to go,” he mutters. “Out here in the wilderness, bleeding, cold, scared. Maybe there wasn't so much snow when she crashed, but either way, she must've been cold, especially at night. I'd like to think that maybe she bled out, at least that would've been quick. But that wound on her leg doesn't look bad enough. There'd be more blood in the snow, all frozen around it. Clearly the damn thing was bad enough to keep her pinned in the car, but not bad enough to kill her. I guess maybe she was going to try to cut her leg free using the knife.”
 
   I nod, while looking at a nearby tree, trying to steady my spinning head a little.
 
   “Molly? Are you okay?”
 
   I turn to him. “I'm fine.”
 
   “Are you sure? There's no need to be brave.”
 
   I turn and look into the car, and for the first time I see the dead woman's face from this side. There's a reddish patch on her cheek, suggesting that she suffered a nasty cut during the crash, and trickles of red look to have run all the way down onto her neck. It's not difficult to imagine her bleeding heavily in the aftermath. I guess Buddy is right, it would have been better for her if she'd just been killed instantly.
 
   “She's naked.”
 
   I turn to him. “What?”
 
   “She's naked,” he continues.
 
   I look back at the woman. Her body is frozen, discolored blue, and there's a lot of snow caked around her. Still, enough of her torso is poking out for me to see that he's right, she is naked.
 
   “Now why do you think that is?” he asks.
 
   I stare at the woman for a moment, but I honestly can't think of a single answer.
 
   “Well, she wouldn't have been driving while she was naked,” I say finally.
 
   I wait for him to agree with me.
 
   “Would she?” I add uncertainly.
 
   “Highly unlikely,” he replies. “She was awake at some point after the crash, then. I guess it's possible she hallucinated, but I think the more likely explanation is that she was trying to stay warm.”
 
   “By taking off her clothes?”
 
   “By starting a fire.” He looks down at the snow all around us. “It's probably covered up now, but I'm betting she used everything she could find to keep it going.”
 
   “The suitcases are open,” I point out.
 
   He shines his flashlight past me, toward the back seat.
 
   “Good observation,” he says after a moment. “I think she reached behind and pulled out a bunch of clothes, and she burned them for heat. Then when she ran out of those, she resorted to using the clothes she was wearing.”
 
   “So she must've survived for a while, then,” I continue, feeling as if maybe I'm finally being useful. “I mean, a good case of clothes would last... How long? A day?”
 
   “Or two, depending on what else she had,” he mutters. “I think there's a fair chance this woman was down here for a while, trapped in her car and hurt but still alive, and still conscious.”
 
   “Like a horror movie,” I whisper.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Like a horror movie,” I say again, staring at the dead woman's face. “Think about it. Pinned in her car, injured, unable to call for help. She was probably screaming at the road for a while, desperately trying to get help. Then night came, and the temperature dropped, and she started a fire. She must have been hoping someone would find her, but she was out here alone in the forest. Deep down, she must have known that she didn't have a chance. But she wouldn't have been able to give up. She'd have kept fighting, and she'd have been screaming to the end. And finally she must have frozen to death.”
 
   I pause for a moment, and in my mind's eye I see the woman's frantic struggles. I even hear her screams.
 
   “That's very... evocative,” Buddy says cautiously.
 
   I turn to him. “Sorry. I was just thinking about what it must have been like for her.”
 
   “The coroner's gonna have a field-day with this one,” he continues, getting to his feet. “It's gone midnight now, Molly. There's nothing more we can do here except make sure this woman's death is properly investigated. I'm gonna head back to the office and put some calls in, and then I'll get the tow-truck ready. Whoever Charlotte Stewart was, she doesn't deserve to be out here like this. It's indecent.”
 
   My legs ache slightly as I stand up.
 
   “So we're done here?” I ask hopefully.
 
   He turns and starts wading through the snow, heading back around to the other side of the wreck. Glad to be getting out of here, I start following him.
 
   “I'm sure it was just an accident,” I tell him.
 
   “I'm sure you're right.”
 
   I glance over my shoulder, looking back at the wrecked car as I keep walking. A moment later, just as I'm about to turn and look ahead, I slam straight into Buddy. Startled, I find that he's stopped in front of me.
 
   “And where do you think you're going?” he asks with a faint smile.
 
   I step back. “Huh? What do you mean?”
 
   “I'm going back to the station to get the truck and start the ball rolling,” he continues, “but somebody has to stay here at the scene until I get back.”
 
   “You're kidding,” I reply.
 
   His smile grows.
 
   “You have to be kidding,” I continue. “There's no rule about that!”
 
   “There's an unwritten rule,” he tells me. “Think of it as a kind of code, something people in our profession live by. It'd be wrong to leave this poor woman all alone out here, even for a couple more hours. Besides, what if we can't find her again?”
 
   “Of course we can find her again!” I stammer. “We know exactly where she is!”
 
   “This is the way we do things out here,” he continues. “You're a rookie, so it's all new to you, but somebody has to stay at the scene until I get back. Now, I suppose you could drive to the station and I could stay here, but then people'd start wondering whether you were scared. They'd start thinking that maybe you've failed the rookie test, and that we can't rely on you.”
 
   “I'm not scared!”
 
   That's a lie. I'm terrified but, well, I can't exactly admit that to him.
 
   “It'll just be a couple of hours,” he tells me. “If you're really scared, you can go up and wait by the side of the road, but -”
 
   “I'll wait down here.”
 
   “Molly -”
 
   “I'll be fine,” I continue, realizing that this is my chance to prove myself. I might not be smart or brave, but I can most definitely stay where I'm told to stay. “So long as this isn't some kind of prank.”
 
   “Prank?”
 
   “You're not just pretending that someone has to stay here, are you?” I ask him, before realizing how dumb that sounds. “Forget it. Ignore me. I didn't mean to question anything.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “I'm good.”
 
   He smiles, and it's clear that he's not taking me very seriously.
 
   “Take my flashlight,” he says, reaching over and slipping it into my pocket. “There. Now you have two.”
 
   “I was fine with one,” I reply, although I can hear my voice wavering slightly. I sound scared.
 
   He stares at me.
 
   “I'm fine,” I continue. “Honest. I don't even know why you'd question that. 'Cause I'm a girl? Pfft! Whatever.”
 
   I roll my eyes.
 
   “I'm totally, totally down with staying here by myself,” I add. “In fact, I'd enjoy it.”
 
   Damn, I think I'm protesting just a little too hard.
 
   “Maybe this is too much for you right now,” he says finally, gesturing for me to follow as he turns and starts heading back up toward the road. “Come on, Molly. I'll cover for you. A dead body on your first night is kinda extreme. None of the guys had to deal with that, so it's not fair if you have to.”
 
   “I'm staying.”
 
   “There's no need.”
 
   “I'm staying!”
 
   He turns back to me, and I swear I can see from the look in his eyes that he's impressed.
 
   “I'm staying,” I say again. “It's the right thing to do. It's the job. So it's what I'm gonna do. I'm staying. Just hurry back, okay? Don't leave me out here all night.”
 
   “Are you sure about this?” he asks.
 
   I nod.
 
   “Are you really sure, Molly? Or are you just trying to prove something?”
 
   “I'm really sure. And yeah, I guess I'm also trying to prove that you can rely on me.”
 
   He opens his mouth, as if he's going to ask me again, but slowly a fresh smile starts creeping across his face.
 
   “Well alright, then,” he continues, placing his hands on his hips for a moment. “I'll be quick, I promise. I won't pull any funny business and leave you here.”
 
   “It doesn't matter if you do,” I tell him, placing my hands on my hips too. “I can manage.”
 
   “Just stay out of trouble,” he adds, turning and starting to clamber up the snowy incline. He shouts something else, but I can't make out many of the words.
 
   “Wait!” I call out suddenly, feeling a burst of panic in my chest.
 
   He turns to me.
 
   “What about the truck?” I continue. “I mean, the hook on the back, and all that stuff. You can't set it up by yourself, so maybe you need me to come with you?”
 
   “One of the other guys'll be around to help.”
 
   “But what if they're not?”
 
   “One of them will.” He pauses. “They'll be mighty impressed that you stayed out here, too. I've gotta tell you, Molly, some of them were a little doubtful about having a girl on the team. They thought maybe you wouldn't pull your weight. But when I get back to the station and tell them about all of this, and when they realize you were brave enough to stay by yourself, you're gonna shoot up in their estimation. You're really proving your mettle tonight.”
 
   “Yeah,” I reply, as my throat seems to dry up. “Sure. That's not why I'm doing it, but...”
 
   My voice trails off. What have I gotten myself into?
 
   “But Molly...”
 
   He pauses.
 
   “But Molly what?” I ask.
 
   He looks past me for a moment, toward the treeline and the vast, dark forest, and then finally he turns to me again.
 
   “I need you to promise me something,” he continues, and now his tone sounds much more serious. “This is another part of you proving yourself to me, okay? I need you to promise that you'll stay right here, and that you won't go out into the forest.”
 
   “Into the forest?” I furrow my brow. “Why in the name of heck would I want to do that?”
 
   “I can't possibly imagine, but you have to promise that you won't, for any reason at all, go out there. You've gotta respect the boundary. You'll be fine just here, because you're close to the road, but under no circumstances are you to go past the treeline and into the forest.”
 
   I turn and look over my shoulder, and I can't help feeling that he's pressing this point a little too hard. After all, the forest looks so dark and foreboding, I honestly can't imagine why anyone in their right mind would choose to go out there. After a moment, I turn back to Buddy and see that he's still watching me intently.
 
   “Give me your solemn word, Molly.”
 
   “Absolutely. You have my solemn word.”
 
   “Trust Buddy,” he adds. “Those are two very important words in this job. Repeat them back to me.”
 
   “Trust Buddy,” I reply, although I feel a little silly.
 
   “Always.”
 
   “Sure. Always.”
 
   He stares at me for a moment longer, and then finally he seems to accept that I've taken his warning to heart.
 
   As Buddy turns and makes his way further up the incline, I'm left standing all alone down here with more snow falling all around me. I swallow hard as I watch Buddy disappearing from view, and I have to admit that I really, really want to run after him and come up with some excuse not to stay behind. Still, I know the guys at the station would make fun of me, and for the rest of my career I'd be laughed at for being some kinda chicken. By staying at the wreck site, I can make them respect me more. Besides, it's only gonna be for a couple of hours.
 
   I can handle a couple of hours.
 
   A few minutes later, the patrol car's flashing lights start to move, and finally they fade completely. Buddy is on his way back to the station now, and I'm completely alone. I have a radio, of course, but coverage is patchy out here and, besides, I don't want to treat that thing as some kind of umbilical cord. I'm a grown woman and I can damn well do my job and stay with the wrecked car for as long as it takes. In fact, I'm gonna do more than just stand around. I'm gonna make sure that when Buddy finally gets back with the truck, I've found something or achieved something or uncovered something that makes him proud.
 
   Turning, I trudge back through the snow until I reach the side of the car. I hate the idea of even looking at the dead woman again, but I refuse to be some kind of scaredy-cat, so I crouch down and force myself to face her again.
 
   “Hey,” I say, trying to sound calm as I prop the spare flashlight on the twisted door-frame, so that the beam is pointed into the car.
 
   Sighing, I realize this is ridiculous. I turn and look around at the dark trees, and then I sigh again. I could stay here at the car, or I could explore the crash site and look for clues, or I could take a closer look inside the car. I just have to decide.
 
   Finally, stepping away from the car, I stop for a moment and look out at the vast, dark forest. Maybe it's because I grew up in the city, but I can't deny that the view right now is pretty goddamn breathtaking. I mean, it was amazing from above, when we drove down the mountain road, but it's even more amazing now from down here on ground level. I can see dark trees fading into the distant gloom, and I feel somewhat humbled by the thought that there's nobody else out here, not for hundreds of miles in any direction.
 
   I could scream right now, and no-one'd hear me.
 
   I pause for a moment as the truth dawns on me.
 
   I actually could scream. I've never screamed before, not once in my whole life, not seriously. Suddenly the idea seems rather enticing, and I figure I could at least test my lungs out and see what they're capable of managing.
 
   I take a deep breath.
 
   I clear my throat.
 
   I look back up at the side of the road, and then I look out at the forest again.
 
   I hesitate for a moment.
 
   “Okay, then,” I mutter.
 
   Ready.
 
   “Argh!” I call out half-heartedly, although the sound barely counts as a scream. It's more a faint note of concern.
 
   I take another deep breath.
 
   I can do this.
 
   The second so-called scream is barely any better, and I'm sure glad nobody is around to hear this.
 
   Sighing, I decide to try one more time. I step a little further away from the car, out between two of the trees, and then I cup my hands around my mouth.
 
   “Argh!!!” I shout.
 
   This is ridiculous. I can't scream. I guess I'm just too reserved, too held-back and buttoned-up. Some people are screamers and some just ain't, and I just ain't. I doubt there's much I can do about that. I'm just not much of a screamer.
 
   I turn to go back over to the car, but suddenly I feel something crunching under my feet. Looking down, I see several large shards of glass resting in the snow.
 
   “Huh,” I mutter, crouching down and picking one of them up. I turn it around between two gloved fingers for a moment, before glancing over at the car. It's hard to believe that glass from one of the windows could have been projected fifteen feet away, but I guess the force of the impact might have been strong enough. Still, a deer or some other passing animal could cut its paws on this mess, so I start carefully gathering the chunks into the palm of my left hand, until I'm sure that I've got it all.
 
   Standing once again, I'm about to turn and go to the car when I spot a set of shallow indentations in the snow, arranged in a series of pairs that are almost side-by-side. I take a step closer, figuring that the indentations probably don't mean anything, and then I see that they run in a pair of parallel lines away from the car and off into the darkness of the forest.
 
   Almost as if somebody walked away from the crash.
 
   Almost.
 
   But it can't be that, because...
 
   I hesitate for a moment, watching as more snow drifts down, and then I turn to look back at the car. There's no sign that anybody else was in the vehicle when it crashed, but I've got this nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach that maybe we should have checked a little more carefully. I can still see Charlotte Stewart's frozen body in the driver's seat, with the light from the flashlight picking out her pale features, and I saw for myself that the back seat was absolutely filled with boxes and suitcases. Still, as I take a couple of steps closer, I can't help wondering whether there might in fact have been somebody in the passenger seat after all.
 
   By the time I get back to the car and bend down, looking past Charlotte and over to the empty seat next to her, my concerns have taken root and become full-on fear.
 
   Suddenly I turn and look back out at the forest, and I stare for a moment at the set of footprints. Clearly a lot of snow has fallen since the accident, and the prints are barely visible now, but there's definitely a series of print-like indentations. It's odd that they seem to lead away from the road rather than up the incline, but I guess anyone who'd been in a crash like this would most likely have ended up dazed and confused.
 
   I try my radio again, and this time I hear a human voice in the heart of the static.
 
   “Hey, it's me!” I say firmly, before remembering the proper etiquette. “I mean, uh, Ranger Four to Ranger One. Do you copy me? Over.”
 
   I wait, and I'm sure it's Buddy's voice that's coming over the airwaves, but I really can't make out any of the words.
 
   “- like it's come down,” he says suddenly. “The road's gonna be impassable, so I'll have to go around and -”
 
   His voice is gone again, swirling through the static.
 
   “Ranger Four to Ranger One,” I say again, “can you hear me? This is important! Over.”
 
   I listen to more static, and finally I realize that the signal is lost.
 
   Sighing, I clip the radio back onto my belt and look around at the edge of the clearing. I'm supposed to stay here, I know that, but from the snatch of radio communication I reckon it's clear Buddy isn't even close to reaching the station yet, let alone getting the truck ready and starting on his way back. I want to obey my orders, of course, but at the same time I also like the idea of wrapping this particular mystery up before he returns. That way, when he comes tramping down the incline with a bunch of cops in tow, I can surprise them all by telling them exactly what happened.
 
   I won't just do my job.
 
   I'll surpass it. I'll exceed expectations.
 
   “We'll see who's a rookie,” I mutter under my breath, as I turn and start pushing my way through the snow-banks that fill the gaps between the trees. “We'll see who can figure out what happened to Charlotte Stewart. There's no -”
 
   Suddenly stumbling against an extra-thick patch of snow, I fall forward and only just manage to grab a nearby tree at the last moment. Relieved that I didn't fall flat on my face, I push on, but my legs are already starting to ache and I make a mental note to start exercising more. Still, there's no way I'm going to back down, and I'm determined to follow these prints for at least a few minutes so I can figure out how far the second person managed to get. That's assuming that there was a second person at all.
 
   I'll find out for sure. And with that aim in mind, I start making my way from the crash site, out into the dark forest.
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   Stopping for a moment to get my breath back, it occurs to me that maybe the second person wasn't actually in the car. Maybe they simply happened to be out in the forest, and then they stumbled across the site of the accident. Then again, why wouldn't they have reported it? And wouldn't there be two sets of prints, one heading toward the car and one heading away? I look around for a moment, but the rest of the snow looks pristine and undisturbed. I'm pretty sure, then, that the prints must have been caused by somebody who simply walked away.
 
   I take a step forward.
 
   Or somebody who walked to the car.
 
   I hesitate again, before turning and looking over my shoulder. The car is now about a hundred feet behind me, but the flashlight is still picking out Charlotte Stewart's face. For a moment, I start wondering whether I might have understood this all back-to-front. What if Charlotte wasn't in the car when it crashed? What if...
 
   I furrow my brow.
 
   No, that doesn't make sense. For one thing, she's pinned inside the damn thing. For another, there's no reason why she'd walk all the way to the car and then stop there, rather than going up to the side of the road. I know it's good to have an inquisitive mind, but I need to stay focused on the rational possibilities, and the most likely option right now is that somebody was in the passenger seat and managed to get away. Where they got away to is another matter, and I'm worried that any body might have been covered by snow to such an extent that their body won't be found until spring. Still, I have to at least take a look around, so I shine my flashlight forward and get moving again.
 
   “Under no circumstances,” I hear Buddy's voice saying, echoing through my mind, “are you to go past the treeline and into the forest.”
 
   I get why he warned me, but he was just being protective. He'll be proud of me once he finds out that I've taken a little initiative. That I can think for myself.
 
   The prints – if that's what they are – turn out to take a meandering path through the forest. Twice, they almost curve right around and head back the way they came, only to turn again each time and head off deeper into the darkness. Whoever was out here, they sure as heck didn't keep going in a straight line, and it's almost as if the person was dazed. I guess that fits with my idea that they'd been hurt in the car crash, but they can't have been hurt that badly if they made it this far. I've been walking for fifteen, maybe twenty minutes by now and I'm starting to feel exhausted. Whoever came this way before me, they at least had the strength to push through snowdrift after snowdrift.
 
   Finally I have to stop again, and I take a moment to shine the flashlight around. All I see, in every direction, is thin dark tree trunks rising high into the night sky, with snow still drifting down. I can't see the wrecked car anymore, and the scene is actually kinda peaceful. In other circumstances, I think I might even enjoy traipsing around out here on my own, although I'd definitely want a tent and some decent supplies. Maybe some time, when I get a few days off, I should come out and explore the natural world a little, instead of squirreling myself away in my apartment above the store in town. I mean, that's why I moved away from New York and came to this neck of the woods. I wanted to explore the great outdoors.
 
   I'll need better boots, though. My toes are already feeling cold and damp.
 
   Suddenly the radio bursts into life again, filling the quiet forest with a burst of intense static.
 
   “Hey,” I say as I answer, but then I remember how I'm supposed to respond. “I mean, this is Ranger Four. I repeat, Ranger Four. You're breaking up. I can't really hear you properly.”
 
   I wait for an answer.
 
   “Oh, yeah, over!” I add.
 
   Again, I wait.
 
   All I hear is a swirl of distorted noise.
 
   For a moment, I'm tempted to just turn right around and head back to the car. Then again, I can follow the prints back at any time, so there's no danger of getting lost.
 
   “Ranger One, is that you?” I ask, holding the radio up.
 
   I wait, but there's no chance of making anything out.
 
   Sighing, I slip the radio back onto my belt and continue trekking through the forest. Ahead of me, the faint footprints still meander between the trees, sometimes curving left and sometimes curving right. I'm no expert, but I feel pretty sure that they're human prints, and I'm more and more confident of my theory that somebody else was in the car with Charlotte Stewart. I can't help smiling as I imagine Buddy's reaction when he finally gets back and finds that I've been making progress with the investigation. Not that I'm belittling the gravity of the situation, or the sadness of people dying, but I definitely like the idea that I might be able to prove myself. I might even save a life.
 
   I stop again, staring at the prints ahead.
 
   I might save a life.
 
   But how?
 
   I don't know the first thing about helping someone who's injured. If I stumble upon a survivor from the crash, I won't know what to do.
 
   Well, I'll figure it out.
 
   I'm not an idiot. I can assess the situation and determine the best course of action.
 
   I adjust my jacket, to make sure the creases are straight and that my badge is showing, and then I set off again, pushing through the snow. I guess I'll learn better on the job, rather than trying to study from books, and I genuinely believe that when push comes to shove I'll switch into some kinda higher gear. My instincts are pretty good and -
 
   I stop again.
 
   The beam from my flashlight is wiggling and wobbling as it picks out the trees ahead, but I think I can see something a little further off in the distance. Some kind of low, long rectangular darkness. I continue to shine the beam for a moment, before realizing that the light hitting the trees is actually making it harder for me to see the darkness beyond, so I cut the flashlight and wait for my eyes to adjust.
 
   There's definitely something there, but it's big. House-sized, or at least cabin-sized.
 
   Figuring that maybe I want to keep my flashlight off for a little while, so as not to announce my arrival too strongly, I start wading through the snow again. The closer I get, the more I realize that I have found some kind of cabin, although the lights are off and it sure doesn't look like anybody's home. Still, the shallow footprints are running more or less parallel to my path, and it's looking more and more likely that they lead all the way to the cabin's front door.
 
   I don't remember seeing a cabin marked on the map as Buddy and I drove out here, but then again I wasn't studying too closely. Truth be told, I was too excited.
 
   I look around, but the clearing is otherwise empty, and it sure looks like somebody just plonked a cabin down in the middle of nowhere. I guess I can imagine the appeal of getting away from the craziness of the world, and this is definitely an isolated location. Still, as I reach the spot in front of the front door and look over at the dark windows, I can't help thinking that it'd be nice to at least leave a porch light on, for the benefit of anyone who happens to stumble upon the place. I mean, left in darkness like this, the place almost looks a little menacing.
 
   Sighing, I switch my flashlight back on and shine the beam at the dusty, scratched windows. When I look down at the decking, I realize that the wood looks old and damaged, even rotten in places. I'm starting to think this place hasn't been in use for a while.
 
   “Hello?” I say out loud, although my throat croaks a little and catches the words.
 
   Is it dumb to call out?
 
   I pause for a moment, weighing up the pros and cons.
 
   “Hello?” I say again, a little louder this time.
 
   Silence.
 
   Looking down, I see that the meandering footprints lead all the way to the front door, as if somebody went inside the cabin. When I shine the flashlight at the door, I see that it doesn't quite seem to be closed properly.
 
   “Hello?” I call out for a third time, as I feel a tightening fear starting to roil in my chest.
 
   All things considered, I'm starting to think that maybe I should've just stayed at the car. Still, now that I'm here, I'd be a total chicken not to at least double-check that the place is abandoned. And if there's one thing I've got, it's guts.
 
   Heading over to the window, I shine my flashlight at the glass. The beam catches all the scratches, but I'm almost blinded by the reflection so I lower the flashlight again and lean closer to the window, cupping a hand around my eyes as I try to peer inside. All I see, however, is darkness. For all I know, there could be thirty people right on the other side of this window, all staring back at me from the darkness, and I wouldn't be any the wiser.
 
   I pause, before stepping back. That's kind of a creepy thought. I should probably take care not to put that kind of idea in my head.
 
   I should head back to the car, is what I should do.
 
   Then again, Buddy would be disappointed if I told him I came out here and found a cabin, and that I turned right around without checking it out. He'd mark me down as someone who doesn't have an inquisitive bone in her body. He probably already knows about this cabin, seeing as how he's been working this forest all his life, but that doesn't mean I can't show some initiative.
 
   Then again -
 
   Suddenly I hear the sound of a child crying inside the little house. A little girl, I think.
 
   I freeze, not sure what to do, but the sound continues and I instantly realize that there's no way I can just turn around and walk away. Not if a child's life is at risk.
 
   “Hello?” I call out again. “Is anyone in there? Anyone at all?”
 
   I wait, but the crying continues.
 
   Stepping back over to the door, I reach out for the handle and give it a gentle tug. Sure enough, the door creaks open, revealing the dark interior, and the crying seems louder now. Closer.
 
   “Hello?” I whisper, before realizing that I need to raise my voice. “Hello? Is anyone home?”
 
   I wait as the door continues to swing open. Finally the handle bumps against the wall, leaving me staring into the darkness of the cabin.
 
   Taking my flashlight from my belt, I switch it on and shine the beam through the doorway. The first thing I see is an old, beaten-up sofa against the far wall, and a moment later I spot some kind of painting next to a door that leads deeper into the cabin. The place looks pretty low-tech and old-fashioned, so I cautiously step into the doorway and swing the flashlight around, casting the beam across the room and seeing several armchairs and tables. The tables are bare, and nearby there's a set of empty hooks on the wall. Whoever uses this place, it looks like they skipped out a while ago, and the air smells noticeably fusty.
 
   “Hello?” I call out. “This is Molly Abernathy. I'm just checking to make sure everything's okay here. Does anyone need assistance?”
 
   I wait, anticipating that perhaps I'll hear a faint groan in the distance, but the only sound is the constant crying of the little girl. There's no sign at all that anyone else came stumbling through here, and I'm starting to think that maybe my theory about the steps in the snow might have been a little off-base. At the same time, I can't just walk away if there's a child in trouble, so I head to the doorway in the corner and look through into what turns out to be a kitchen.
 
   “Anybody?” I say after a moment.
 
   No reply.
 
   “I guess that means no,” I mutter, turning and making my way back across the room. “Wherever -”
 
   Suddenly the flashlight's beam cuts across a chair over by the window, and for a fraction of a second I see a man's face. I freeze, having already lowered the flashlight. Although I can no longer see the man, I'm absolutely certain he was there a moment ago. Cautiously, I raise the beam again, and sure enough I find that a man is sitting calmly in the dark with his eyes wide open.
 
   He's staring straight at me.
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   He's dead.
 
   No, he's not dead.
 
   He can't be dead. Why would he stumble all the way here, only to die in an armchair?
 
   It's at a time like this that I'm glad Buddy made me carry a gun, even though I was initially kind of opposed to the idea. I keep the flashlight trained on the man's impassive face, while reaching down to double-check that the gun is within easy reach.
 
   “Sir?” I say cautiously. “Are you okay over there?”
 
   No reply. Meanwhile, the girl's cries are louder than ever, but I can't quite see where they're coming from.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   I wait, but he seems content to simply stare into space. After a moment, however, he blinks, which I guess means he's at least still alive.
 
   “Sir, are you in need of assistance?”
 
   I step closer, while still poised to grab my gun at any moment. The last thing I want is to offend this guy by taking the gun from its holster, but my heart is pounding and I'm still not entirely sure that the situation is safe. In fact, as I get to the middle of the room, I turn and take a quick look around, just to make absolutely sure that nobody's about to come creeping up behind me.
 
   “Where's the child?” I ask, turning back to the man. “Can you tell me that?”
 
   No reply.
 
   “Are you hurt?”
 
   Again, nothing.
 
   “Sir,” I continue, “my name is Molly Abernathy. I said that earlier, but maybe you didn't hear me. I'm out here investigating a car crash that occurred not far from this location. I followed some tracks through the snow, and they seemed to lead here. And, well, I'm hearing what sounds like a little girl crying, and I need to know that she isn't in any danger.”
 
   I wait for a reply.
 
   “Sir? Is it possible that you were involved in that incident with the car? With the crash?”
 
   The flashlight's beam is picking out one side of his face, but so far I don't see any sign of an injury. He just seems content to sit and stare at nothing.
 
   “Okay,” I mutter, reaching for my radio on the off-chance that it might be working. Hearing nothing but a burst of static, I try tapping at a few of the buttons, but to be honest I never quite understood how the damn thing works. “That great,” I continue, keeping my voice low as I fiddle with the radio, hoping to find some secret button that fixes the signal problem. “I guess -”
 
   Suddenly the man gets up, rising from the chair so fast that he almost bumps straight into me.
 
   Startled, I step back just as he turns to me, and I can't help feeling a little flustered by the fact that he's finally noticed me.
 
   “Hi,” I stammer, “um, my name is Molly Abernathy and I don't know if you heard me just now, but I'm a little concerned about the sound of...”
 
   My voice trails off, and I can't help feeling that he's not entirely aware of his surroundings.
 
   “Police?” he whispers finally.
 
   “That's right. I don't know if you saw it on your way here, but there's a town a little way back. It's called Deal and...”
 
   Again, my voice trails off. This guy seems very dazed, and after a moment I take a step back, just so I can feel a little less awkward.
 
   “Are you okay?” I ask finally. “The crash... Were you in the crash?”
 
   He pauses, before looking over at the open door, where snow is already drifting into the cabin.
 
   “There's a crashed car not far from here,” I explain. “There's a woman inside, we think her name is Charlotte Stewart and -”
 
   “Charlotte?” He turns back to me. “Is she okay?”
 
   “Well, she...” I pause again, starting to realize that I might've opened a can of worms that I should've left shut for now. “She was hurt pretty badly in the crash, truth be told. In fact, we think she must have been out there for a good few days at least, in very bad conditions. In the circumstances, I'm afraid it's not entirely surprising that she...”
 
   “That she what?”
 
   “Well, she...”
 
   I take a deep breath. I guess I have to tell him now.
 
   “Well,” I continue, as the child's cries get louder and louder, “she died. I'm sorry to have to tell you that, but Ms. Stewart succumbed to her injuries while she was still in the vehicle.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” he asks. “Charlotte's...”
 
   He pauses, before turning and stumbling across the dark room. When he reaches the doorway, he stops for a moment and stares out at the snow.
 
   “Charlotte's the best driver I know,” he says cautiously, keeping his voice so low that I can barely make out a word he's saying. “She must have... I mean, she'd never...”
 
   He pauses again, before turning to me.
 
   “It looks like she left the road at high speed,” I explain. “Obviously we'll get to the bottom of it as soon as possible, but... Sir, can you confirm to me that you were in the car with Ms. Stewart? And the child?”
 
   “It grabbed us,” he mutters.
 
   “I'm sorry?”
 
   He turns to me, and for the first time I see a hint of fear in his eyes. “It was like we were driving along,” he continues, “and then a giant invisible hand just reached out from the forest and pulled us off the road.”
 
   I wait for him to explain exactly what he means, but he falls silent.
 
   “Right,” I say finally, “and... So, um...”
 
   My voice trails off.
 
   I'm not quite sure how to respond to all of this.
 
   “Did you hit your head?” I ask finally. “Sir? In the impact, did you bump your head in any way? Did you maybe come here to recover?”
 
   “It was so sudden,” he replies. “The car just rose up in the air, turned over, and then slammed down off the side of the road. There was nothing Charlotte could have done. Is she okay?”
 
   “She -”
 
   I swallow hard. Clearly this guy doesn't remember what I told him just a moment ago.
 
   “What's your name?” I ask, figuring I should try a different tack. “Sir? Can you tell me your name?”
 
   “It just grabbed the car,” he replies, his voice filled with a sense of wonder. “Just... plucked it straight off the road and down into the snow. I didn't see it, but I felt it. I felt the wheels spinning and the engine surging as the car was swung around and...”
 
   Again, I wait for him to continue, and again he seems lost in his own thoughts.
 
   “So what exactly happened?” I ask cautiously. “Are you saying there was a gust of wind that blew the car off the road? That seems quite extreme.”
 
   “It wasn't a gust of wind. It was a hand. I felt it.”
 
   “A giant hand?”
 
   I wait.
 
   No reply.
 
   “Are you really sure about that part?” I continue. “It just seems a little... difficult to swallow.”
 
   “It was strong enough to lift the car up. Strong enough to turn it around. The engine died on impact. Charlotte was still screaming, I think. And Esther too. And there was glass everywhere.”
 
   “Right. So Esther would be...”
 
   My voice trails off as I hear the child's sobs continue.
 
   “Is that Esther now?” I ask. “Can you maybe let me know where I can find her? I'd really like to check that she's okay.”
 
   I watch as he grips the door-frame, and it's clear that he's struggling to stay on his feet. In fact, the more I watch him, the more I start to realize that he seems very unsteady.
 
   “Maybe you should sit down,” I tell him, heading over to join him at the door. I look around for a light-switch, but suddenly the man stumbles and grabs my arm, and I have to reach around behind him and support his weight. “Easy there,” I gasp, already on the verge of dropping him. “Let's get you back to a chair, okay?”
 
   He mumbles something under his breath, but he's starting to rasp slightly and I barely manage to get him to the nearby sofa before he slumps down.
 
   “What's your name?” I ask. “Can you tell me that?”
 
   Again, he mumbles something unintelligible.
 
   “You've got a name, don't you?” I add. “It'd be really useful if you could tell me what it is.”
 
   I wait, but he still seems way too dazed to answer. Spotting a bulge in the pocket of his pants, I reach down and slip his wallet out.
 
   “Tony Stewart,” I read out loud from the license card. “Okay. Hi, Tony Stewart. I'm gonna guess that maybe you're Charlotte's husband. And maybe Esther's father? Is that right?”
 
   He doesn't show so much as the faintest flicker of recognition as I slide the wallet back into his pocket.
 
   “You shouldn't try to move too much,” I continue, taking a step back. “Listen, I've got no way of getting in touch with the station from here, and you're clearly not in any fit state to come traipsing through the forest with me.” I pause, trying to think of a better plan, before realizing that there's really only one option. “You're gonna have to stay here,” I add finally. “I'll be quick, and I promise I'll bring help, but I have to wait until my colleague comes back with the truck. He'll know how to help you. Okay?”
 
   “Help Charlotte,” he groans.
 
   “I'm not sure I can do that.”
 
   “Help Charlotte. And Esther. Get her away from him...”
 
   “Okay, well...” Realizing that he seems like he's out of his mind and then some, I figure there's no point explaining about Charlotte Stewart all over again.
 
   Still, the girl is crying, but I really can't figure out where she might be. I head to the door and look through into what seems to be the little house's only other room, but there's no sign of her. Turning, I head back over to Tony.
 
   “I hate to leave you,” I continue, “but the sooner I go, the sooner hopefully I can get help. Do you understand? I'm gonna go, but I'll come back real soon. It'll probably be an hour or two. Okay?”
 
   I wait, but he's simply sitting and staring down at his lap. Frankly, he's acting like he's three or four sheets to the wind, although I don't smell alcohol and I'm pretty sure he took a nasty bump on the noggin. Hopefully someone can help him once a medical team arrives, but for now it might be better if he just sits right here and tries to avoid getting too stressed. Heck, by the time I get outside, he'll probably have forgotten I was even here.
 
   “Okay,” I say after a moment, taking a step back. “I think we understand one another. I'll go get help. Just hang on in there.”
 
   Turning, I head to the doorway. I'm still not entirely sure that I'm doing the right thing, but it's not like I can drag the guy through the snow, and I'm more than a little freaked out by the fact that I can't find the source of the sobbing sound.
 
   I stop for a moment and check my radio, just in case by some miracle it's working now, and then I look out at the dark, snowy forest. I'm not exactly looking forward to the trek back to the car, but a moment later I realize that I might actually be saving a life. That thought is somewhat overwhelming, and I pause for a few seconds before figuring that I should get going. I reach down and make sure my jacket is zipped all the way to the top, and then I step out onto the porch.
 
   Suddenly I hear stumbling footsteps over my shoulder, and I turn just as Tony comes staggering through the doorway. Startled, I step back and watch as he tumbles past me. He drops to his knees and lets out a gasp as he rolls onto his side, and then he starts slowly hauling himself back up.
 
   “Slow down there,” I tell him. “What's wrong? You don't need to be -”
 
   He mumbles something, loudly but without making sense, and then he turns to face me. Moonlight picks out his features, and there's genuine fear in his eyes. A moment later, I see something dark starting to dribble from his mouth, and I realize he's bleeding.
 
   “You really need to rest,” I say cautiously, stepping closer and reaching out to take his arm. “Listen, I -”
 
   “Help Charlotte,” he gurgles, as more blood runs down his chin.
 
   “I think -”
 
   “Help Charlotte!” This time he stumbles toward me, spraying blood from his mouth.
 
   “Wait -”
 
   “Esther!” he gurgles.
 
   I step aside, avoiding most of the blood but getting a small splatter on my shoulder. Tony grabs my arms and holds himself up for a few seconds, and then he turns away.
 
   Something is embedded in the back of his head, shining in the moonlight.
 
   He stumbles out into the snow.
 
   “Wait!” I shout, trying not to panic as I grab his wrist. “You're hurt!”
 
   He murmurs something indecipherable, and it's clear that he's starting to become increasingly agitated.
 
   “You have something in your head,” I continue, peering closer and seeing what looks like the side of a large glass shard running horizontally from the back of his head all the way to the spot behind his left ear. As he turns to stumble away again, I hold him close and see that a big chunk of glass is definitely wedged in his head.
 
   “Help Charlotte,” he whispers, sounding a little frantic now. “Help Charlotte... You have to help Charlotte... Esther...”
 
   “I think I have to help you right now,” I tell him. “Come on, let's get you back into the -”
 
   “Help Esther!” he stammers again, clearly starting to worry. “Don't let him get her!”
 
   “Tony, please -”
 
   “Help her!” he shouts, pulling away from me and stumbling out into the snow, before losing his footing and dropping to his knees. “You've got to help Esther! He wants to take her, and I don't think she can defend herself!”
 
   I step a little closer, while making my way behind him so I can get a better look at whatever the heck is embedded in the back of his head. So far, it looks like a long, thick slice of glass, but I keep telling myself that this simply isn't possible. If he had a chunk of glass wedged in his brain, there's no way he'd be able to talk or walk.
 
   “Help Esther,” he groans, suddenly reaching up with trembling, blood-stained fingers and fumbling to find the glass. “You have to help her...”
 
   It takes a moment, but finally his fingers reach the glass and I watch in horror as he takes a firm grip. He winces slightly, silhouetted against the moonlit snow, and then slowly he starts to pull the piece of glass free.
 
   “I don't think you should do that,” I stammer, hearing a faint gurgling, sucking sound. “I really -”
 
   Before I can finish, I see a torrent of blood run from his mouth and down his chin. His hands are trembling more than ever, but he's slowly and steadily sliding the glass out. After a few more seconds, he pulls the large chunk completely free, leaving a thick and bloody wound running across the back of his head. As more blood runs down his chin, he takes a look at the glass for a moment, furrowing his brow as if he doesn't quite understand where it came from.
 
   More and more blood is running from his mouth now, spattering against the glass and the snow. It's almost as if the glass was keeping the blood in his head, and now it's all coming out.
 
   “I don't know that you should've done that,” I tell him, as thick, dark blood starts oozing from the back of his head. “Maybe you oughta just -”
 
   I let out a shocked shriek as he suddenly gets to his feet. He turns to me, dropping the piece of glass in the process, and then he takes a lumbering step forward.
 
   “You've got to get her out of here!” he gasps, sounding firmer and more certain than before. “What are you doing here? Go find Esther and get her out of the forest before it's too late!”
 
   “I don't know what you mean,” I stammer, stepping back. “Please -”
 
   “Save Esther! And Charlotte!”
 
   “Charlotte's dead!” I tell him, trying not to panic. “I can't save her! She's dead in her car!”
 
   “No!” he yells. “That's not possible!”
 
   He reaches for me, but I stumble back through the doorway and watch in horror as he limps closer. After just a moment, however, he stumbles and drops to his knees, and he grabs hold of the door-handle as if he knows that otherwise he'll collapse completely.
 
   “Save them!” he gasps. “Don't let him -”
 
   Suddenly he slumps forward, slamming against the wooden floor with a heavy thud. I take a couple more steps back, too shocked to know what I should do next, but now Tony is completely still. I wait, terrified that he might start moving again but also horrified by the idea that he could be dead. There's a large pool of blood spreading from beneath his head, however, and I don't think there can be much doubt, not now.
 
   Figuring that I have to be sure, I step closer and crouch down, taking a moment to feel for a pulse on the side of his neck. I'm poised, ready to leap out of the way if he so much as twitches, but there's no pulse and his glassy eyes are wide open, staring over at the far wall.
 
   And this time, he's not blinking.
 
   I sit in stunned silence for a moment, staring at the corpse. A man just died right in front of me. I've never seen anyone actually die before, not in real life, and it's hard to believe that just sixty seconds ago he was up and about and talking.
 
   “Hello?” I whisper finally. “Tony, can you...”
 
   My voice trails off. After a moment, I lean closer and check his pulse again, just in case I was wrong before.
 
   “Well... Rest in peace,” I stammer, reaching down to close his eyes. I close one, and then I have to kinda grab his head and turn it so I can reach the other. Finally I get the job done, however, and I slowly stumble to my feet before taking a step back.
 
   He's dead.
 
   He's really dead.
 
   A man just died right in front of me.
 
   “Oh God,” I whisper, making the sign of the cross against my chest before remembering that I'm not actually religious.
 
   The child's sobs are continuing, although they sound a little less urgent now.
 
   Suddenly I hear footsteps outside the cabin, and I stumble back. I stare at the open door, listening as footprints come closer, but so far I don't see anyone. I can hear a faint whistling sound, however, followed a moment later by the heavy thud of feet on the wooden porch. Finally, the silhouette of a large, bulky figure steps into view. His whistling ends abruptly and he stops, staring at me.
 
   I take a step back, too startled to say anything much of use. I reach for my gun, before reminding myself that there's no reason to think this new arrival is a threat. In fact, I figure there's a chance he might be here to help.
 
   “Well,” he says finally, with a calm voice, as he removes his hat. “This certainly isn't what I was expecting to find when I got home tonight.”
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Nine
 
   Molly Abernathy
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” I stammer, taking a step back. “My name is Molly Abernathy. I'm from Deal, I just -”
 
   “I can who you are from your jacket,” he replies, interrupting me. He has a very calm, very soothing voice, which isn't something I've encountered very often out here in the wilds. From his silhouette, he appears to be a very thin man; despite this, when he takes another step forward, the floorboards creak under his feet. They didn't creak under mine.
 
   I look over at Tony's body.
 
   “Am I too late?” the man asks, stepping over to one of the chairs and setting a satchel down. “I'm afraid my storage area is quite some distance from my cabin. I told the poor man I'd be back as soon as possible, but there's so much snow...”
 
   His voice trails off. Somewhere nearby, the girl is still sobbing.
 
   “Still, it's not much of a surprise,” he continues. “That piece of glass in the back of his head was probably not survivable. Not at all. One still felt compelled to attempt a little assistance, though. I knew I couldn't call for outside help, so I resolved to go through my own medical supplies.” He pauses, watching me with a hint of caution. “Perhaps it's better this way. Perhaps I would only have increased his agony.”
 
   He steps toward me and holds out a hand.
 
   “But where are my manners?” he adds. “I neglected to introduce myself properly. You may call me Sebastian.”
 
   As soon as I feel his hand in mind, I'm shocked to find that he's incredibly bony. So bony, in fact, that I almost feel he maybe has no skin. Or one layer at most. Just as my imagination threatens to run wild, however, he leans forward slightly, and I finally see his gaunt, smiling face.
 
   “You're a long way from the road,” he points out, his voice purring a little now as he slips his hand away. “I can't remember the last time I saw anyone venturing this far into the forest. I'm used to being left quite along out here.”
 
   “I...”
 
   For a moment, my mind feels strangely blank, but I manage to pull my thoughts together.
 
   “I was following some tracks,” I stammer, trying to force a smile before quickly giving up. “Through the forest. From the road. I mean, from the crash site.”
 
   “The crash site?”
 
   “It's out there,” I continue, pointing kinda unnecessarily toward the door. “It's not far from here. I followed the tracks and, well, I think this Tony guy was in the car's passenger seat when the accident happened.”
 
   He raises a skeptical eyebrow. “Accident?”
 
   “The car went off the road,” I tell him. “It rolled real bad and, well, we already had one fatality. Now it looks like we have two.”
 
   He looks down at Tony for a moment. “I suppose that would explain the glass in the back of his head.”
 
   “Did you know about the crash?” I ask. “Did you know Tony?”
 
   I wait for a reply, but Sebastian seems to be focused entirely on Tony's body, almost as if he expects to see some movement.
 
   “Where's the girl?” I continue.
 
   Again, no response.
 
   “There's a girl,” I point out, as the sobbing continues somewhere nearby. “I'd really like to get a look at her, but I can't quite figure out where she is.”
 
   “I encountered him out there in the forest,” he replies suddenly, heading over to the satchel and pulling it open. His bony hands reach inside, and he starts taking out medical equipment, which he sets on a nearby table. “Obviously I knew he had to have come from somewhere, but I'm afraid I failed to get a sensible answer out of him. His mind was quite gone, you see. Quite ragged and torn. I suspect he'd suffered some kind of irreversible damage. He was rather ranting and raving.”
 
   He's holding a bundle of bandages in his shaking hands.
 
   “Well, what else could I do?” he asks finally. “Just let the man suffer? Or let him die?”
 
   “Absolutely not,” I tell him. “You couldn't possibly have just left him.”
 
   “Precisely. So I attempted to aid him.”
 
   “Did you see any sign of a vehicular accident over the past few days?” I reply, taking my notepad from my pocket. I figure I might as well interview this guy and see if he can help fill in a few details. “Maybe you heard a crash, or you saw lights in the distance? Or you heard screams?”
 
   He shakes his head. “Nothing of the sort.”
 
   “So...”
 
   I look down at Tony's body, and for a moment the sight completely horrifies me. After a few seconds, however, I remember that I have to stay professional.
 
   “Uh, so when exactly did this individual arrive at your cabin?”
 
   “That would have been a week ago,” he tells me. “In fact, exactly a week.”
 
   “Right.” Taking a pen from my pocket, I make a note, before realizing that this explanation doesn't quite tally with what I've seen so far. “He was here for a whole week?” I ask cautiously. “That seems like a long time.”
 
   “I should probably explain,” he continues. “I have another cabin quite some way due east of here. That's where I keep my medical supplies, and I had to travel there on foot. I must admit, the journey was somewhat trying, especially for a man of my advanced years, but...”
 
   Again he pauses, and I watch as he turns to look down at Tony's body.
 
   “I had to try,” he says again. “How could I not?”
 
   “So let me get this straight,” I reply after a moment, convinced that I must have misunderstood somewhere along the way. “An injured guy showed up at your cabin about a week ago, and -”
 
   “Exactly a week ago.”
 
   “Right. And you decided to travel all the way to your other cabin to fetch some medical supplies.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You don't have a car? Or a radio? Or some other means of calling for help?”
 
   “I'm afraid not.”
 
   “Okay.” I make another note. “And you walked the whole way?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Uh-huh. And you just happened to...”
 
   I catch myself just in time. I was about to point out how convenient it is that he showed up just a few minutes after I found the cabin, but I guess maybe I don't want to let him know that I'm getting suspicious. I mean, sure, he seems like a friendly but creepy old chap, but I know that sometimes appearances can be deceptive.
 
   “What about the girl?” I ask finally.
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   I pause, and the sobbing sound continues.
 
   “Her,” I add. “The girl. You didn't just leave her here while you were gone, did you?”
 
   He stares at me for a moment, as if he has no idea what I'm talking about, and then suddenly a faint smile flickers across his lips.
 
   “She's quite alright,” he tells me. “I shouldn't worry about her at all, not if I were you.”
 
   “But she -”
 
   “Everything is under control.”
 
   “I'd still like to see her,” I continue. “Just to, you know, check on her. 'Cause as far as I can tell, she's not in any of the rooms, and there's not an upstairs, so I really don't get where else she could be except...”
 
   My voice trails off.
 
   “Except what?” he asks.
 
   “Well, that's what I'm trying to figure out. Is there a basement?”
 
   “There's no basement.”
 
   “Or an attic?”
 
   “I'm afraid not.”
 
   “So then...”
 
   Again, my voice trails off. I feel like this guy is trying to mess with me, and maybe trying to make me seem like a goddamn fool.
 
   “She's fine,” he tells me finally. “Please, you must believe me. It's a terrible shame that I was unable to help this gentleman in time, but his daughter is uninjured. Esther will be fine in my care.”
 
   “Esther? Her name's Esther?”
 
   “Think no more of her. The matter should not concern you, or any of your friends in law enforcement.”
 
   With that, he turns and heads over to a desk next to the far wall. I can't help feeling that he thinks the subject has been settled. And deep down, even though I know I have to keep a rational mind on all of this, I'm starting to worry that maybe the sobbing sound is coming from someone who's already dead.
 
   “So this is your cabin, huh?” I ask, figuring I should try a different approach.
 
   He hesitates, before nodding and muttering something under his breath.
 
   “Do you live out here?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   I look down at the body again. It feels surreal to be having this conversation next to a corpse, and I think maybe the best thing would be if I just go back to the car, wait for Buddy, and get him to come deal with all of this. Even the sobbing girl can maybe wait another half hour, or an hour at most. I mean, I'd sure like to find her right now and take her away, but I'm not sure that's going to be possible. Besides, this old guy moves so slowly and creakily, I'm pretty sure he'll still be here when I get back.
 
   I've just got this itching feeling all over, like I really need to get out of here. I need back-up.
 
   “Well, thank you for your help,” I say finally with a smile, “but I have to be getting along now.”
 
   “Getting along?”
 
   I head over to the open doorway.
 
   “Don't touch anything,” I tell him. “Especially the body, okay? Just leave the scene as it is, and I'll bring some people to take over and figure things out. Obviously there's just been an awful accident, and I promise you, nobody's accusing you of anything. We just have to figure out exactly what happened to this guy. And obviously we need to get some help for the girl.”
 
   “You can't leave.”
 
   I stop and turn to him. “Huh?”
 
   “You can't leave.”
 
   I wait for him to explain, but now he's simply watching me. I can't help thinking that he must be joking, but as the seconds tick past I realize that he actually seems serious.
 
   “I can't leave?”
 
   “It's quite simple,” he replies. “There are some places that one can visit, and then leave. And there are other places that one can go to, but one cannot leave, at least not without permission. This cabin, my home, is one of the latter. You are of course most welcome here, but leaving is quite out of the question. Once you're here, you're here forever, and there's no getting around that simple fact.”
 
   I stare at him.
 
   He's insane.
 
   Not just a little bit, either. A lot.
 
   “You'll grow to like the place, though,” he adds, turning and heading through to the next room. “Everyone always does. First impressions are so overrated in the modern world, don't you think? It's far more important to look beyond one's initial prejudices and try to see a little deeper. That way, things that seem off-putting at first can turn out to be rather pleasant. And things that seem wonderful can...”
 
   He pauses, before breaking into a low, quiet chuckle.
 
   “You catch my drift, I'm sure,” he mutters. “If you didn't want to stay here, you really shouldn't have crossed the threshold.”
 
   “Well, I...”
 
   I pause, trying to figure out quite how to get through to this old kook, before realizing that maybe this isn't the best time.
 
   “You know what?” I ask, forcing a smile. “I'm gonna leave you alone to get on with whatever you're up to, that's what I'm gonna do.”
 
   I start making my way toward the front door, while taking care not to make him think that I'm running away. I'll bring Buddy back here, of course, and a whole bunch of cops, but for now I really just want to get out of the cabin and make my way back to the crash-site. The situation requires delicacy, and someone with experience. My best bet is to just make the old guy think nothing's wrong, and bring Buddy back to fix it all.
 
   “You don't believe me,” the man says suddenly.
 
   Startled, I turn and see him watching me from the shadows.
 
   “You can't leave,” he continues. “You're of the cabin now, and of the cabin you must remain. Alive or dead, it makes no difference, but you will stay here.”
 
   “Right, okay,” I reply, turning and hurrying out. I waste no time in stepping down off the porch and crunching into the snow, and then I start wading across the clearing. The footprints will lead me back to the crashed car soon enough, and I really don't want to spend another second in this creepy place.
 
   “Running is futile!” the man calls after me. “You have no choice in this matter! It's like I told the dear girl. You're mine now.”
 
   Keen to avoid engaging the crank in conversation, I struggle through the snow for several more minutes, before glancing over my shoulder and seeing that I've left the cabin far behind. I can still just about make out the low, dark rectangular shape, but there's no sign of anyone following me and I guess the old man has decided to stay put. Frankly, I was starting to wonder whether he might start chasing after me.
 
   “We'll see who can't leave the goddamn cabin,” I mutter under my breath. “Wait 'til I get back with a bunch of cops. Then we'll figure this mess out.”
 
   Pausing for a moment, I realize that maybe a braver soul would go right back there, find the girl, and bring her with me. I think deep down I know that's what I should do, but at the same time I'm worried the old guy has some tricks up his sleeves. For the girl's sake, I really think I need to be more careful, which means fetching Buddy. Buddy'll know what to do. Buddy knows everything.
 
   I almost stumble in the snow, but I manage to keep going and after a moment I look over my shoulder again. I can't see the cabin now, but I know it's back there somewhere, lurking in the darkness. Frankly, the idea of that calm old man still gives me the creeps, and I'm starting to think that there must be something seriously wrong with him. I mean, who acts like that? Who starts spouting weird warnings and telling people they're not allowed to leave? And obviously he's got the girl locked in a room, and -
 
   Suddenly I trip again, falling forward. I put my hands out to stop myself, but my arms sink straight into the snow, all the way up to the shoulders.
 
   I let out a sigh.
 
   “Great! Now -”
 
   And that's when I feel fingers reaching up from the depths of the snow, wriggling between my fingers. I hesitate for a moment, convinced that I have to be wrong, and then I let out a startled gulp as I pull back.
 
   That can't have happened.
 
   I must have imagined it.
 
   I hesitate for a moment, trying to convince myself that the sensation of moving fingers was caused by something else, but deep down I know exactly what it felt like.
 
   A moment later, I realize there's a hand gently holding my freezing-cold left ankle, deep beneath the snow. I wait, again trying to tell myself that this is all in my head, but finally I try to move my ankle. The hand isn't holding me very tight, but I can feel its thin, bony fingers brushing against my sock, just above the top of my boot. I pull back, freeing myself, and then I take a couple of steps to one side, staring at the patch of snow where -
 
   No.
 
   It was something else.
 
   A badger, maybe. Well, not a badger, but a plant. Yeah, it was just the fronds of some plant. I can still feel an echo of the cold grip on my ankle, though, where the hand – or whatever it was – held me.
 
   I just have to stay calm.
 
   A sudden gust of wind rocks the branches above me, causing them to creak loudly and bringing a gasp from my lips as I stumble back. Looking up, I see the ice-white branches spreading like veins across the night sky.
 
   And then I hear footsteps.
 
   I spin around, almost losing my balance in the process. There's nobody behind me, but the darkness seems to be pressing in, coming closer through the trees. I step back, watching each and every gap in case I spot a hint of movement, but now the sound of footsteps is gone.
 
   The branches creak above me again.
 
   I turn, looking around for my earlier footprints in the snow. For a moment, they're nowhere to be seen, and I start to worry that I might be lost. Finally I spot a set of shallow indentations, although in the pit of my belly I'm worried that they're not the same prints I left earlier. Besides, I'm suddenly feeling a little disorientated, and it takes me a few seconds before I remember which way I came from and which way I'm going.
 
   I'm not lost.
 
   I just have to follow the prints.
 
   So that's what I do, marching as fast as my aching legs can carry me, forcing my way through the increasingly daunting snow-drifts. I don't remember the path being quite so thick before, and in the back of my mind I'm starting to worry that maybe I've somehow gone the wrong way.
 
   Suddenly I spot as I see a set of much newer, much fresher prints in the snow, running roughly parallel to the original prints. I look around, certain that somebody else must be out here, and I feel a flash of panic in my chest until I realize that the second set of prints belongs to me.
 
   I let out a relieved sigh, and I curse myself under my breath for having been so easily spooked.
 
   “Just stay focused,” I mutter, pushing onward between the trees, clinging to the faith that I'm going the right way. “Your name is Molly Abernathy and you're not going to let yourself get spooked. You're better than that.”
 
   Still, I can hear something behind me, something breathing. I glance over my shoulder a couple of times, to make sure that there's nothing coming, but the breathing sound is getting louder. In fact, it's almost as if someone is gasping for air. I turn and look all around, worried that the old man might have somehow caught up. For a moment, all I see is moonlit snow stretching between the trees in every direction, but suddenly the snow starts to become darker.
 
   Looking up, I see that a huge, heavy cloud has begun to pass across the moon. Just a couple of seconds later, the moon has disappeared completely, leaving me standing in pitch darkness.
 
   “Oh heck,” I whisper.
 
   Something clicks nearby, followed by a scratching sound.
 
   “Heck again.”
 
   I reach down to my belt, fumbling to find my flashlight. My fingers are trembling and I can't help imagining all sorts of horrific creatures watching me as I try to locate the switch on the flashlight's side. Finally I manage to get it on, and I swing the beam out between the trees. Turning slowly, I feel a flash of relief as soon as I spot the footprints heading away into the distance. I must be at least halfway back to the overturned car by now, so I take a couple of steps through the snow.
 
   And then I see him.
 
   I stop, frozen with fear as I realize there's a man standing about twenty feet away, watching me from his spot between two trees. Just as I'm about to call out and warn him that I'm armed, I spot another man, just a little further back, and then another to their right. I turn and see two more men, closer than the others. From their silhouettes, it looks like they're all wearing dinner jackets and top hats.
 
   I switch the flashlight to my left hand, and use the right to take my gun from its holster.
 
   “I'm armed!” I call out, fumbling to find the safety release. Buddy showed it to me earlier, before we set off, but my mind is racing and I can't remember any of the lesson.
 
   I turn and see three more figures nearby.
 
   “I'm armed,” I mutter under my breath, still struggling with the gun. I honestly don't know how to get it ready to fire, but finally I hold it up anyway, figuring I can bluff. “I'm armed!” I yell. “So none of you had better come near me, okay? My colleague is real close and he'll be back any moment! His name's Buddy and he knows exactly what he's doing, so whatever you're doing here, I need you to leave the area immediately! Is that understood?”
 
   I wait, but they're all still holding back, still lurking in the shadows. I can only make out their silhouettes, and after a moment I realize I can hear them whispering.
 
   I can't hear exactly what they're saying, but I can definitely hear their voices in the cold night air. Taking a step back, I see my own breath as vapor, and a moment later I realize that I can't see any breath rising from them at all.
 
   “Okay, I get it,” I mutter, turning suddenly as I hear a twig snapping behind me.
 
   There must be twenty of them now, just standing and watching me. Some of them are tall, some are short. Some are thin, some are fat. All of them, however, seem very much focused on me.
 
   “So this is such kind of trick, right?” I continue, convinced that I must be being filmed for some kind of terrible reality TV show. “I've heard of things like this. It's like that Burning Man place, isn't it? You're all out here on vacation, communing with nature and doing weird, hippie stuff. That's cool, I can get behind that. I don't know if you have permits or -”
 
   Suddenly I hear a faint growling sound, and I turn to see that one of the silhouetted figures has come a little closer than the rest. He reaches out and puts a hand on one of the trees, as if he's stopping for a moment to watch me.
 
   “We can skip the permit check for now,” I stammer, trying desperately to keep from sounding desperate, “but next time, you really need to come along to the office during business hours and, uh...”
 
   My voice trails off as the growling sound continues.
 
   “And you need to...”
 
   I turn and see that another figure is stepping forward through the snow. I can hear a faint whispering sound coming from its shadowed face, along with a hushed but frantic sniffing sound.
 
   And then I hear the blade of a knife sliding against another blade.
 
   I turn and look back over my shoulder, and this time I can't even begin to hide my fear.
 
   “I'm an officer of the law!” I call out. “Do you know what that means? It means I have law enforcement responsibilities. I have a gun!”
 
   To prove my point, I hold the gun up and then slowly turn, so that they can all see it gleaming in the moonlight.
 
   “See?” I shout. “I have a gun! It's loaded, too!”
 
   I wait, hoping they might scatter, but the sight of the gun doesn't seem to have scared them at all. I briefly consider firing a shot up into the sky, but I'm not sure I can afford to waste ammo like that and – besides – I still don't know whether or not I've got the safety off. My finger's resting on the trigger, though, and I swear I will fire if necessary.
 
   I lower the gun and hold it behind my back, while still fumbling to find the catch. At the same time, I swear the dark figures have started whispering to each other, keeping their voices low so I can't hear what they're saying. They're all facing this way, though, so it's not hard to guess who or what they're talking about.
 
   “This is too much!” I say firmly, starting to realize that they're surrounding me. “I can take a joke, like anyone else! But you're pushing this too far, okay? You need to stop! You -”
 
   Before I can finish, I spot one of the figures edging closer on my left side. I turn just in time to catch a glimpse of his face in the re-emerging moonlight, and I see two wide, slit-like eyes staring back at me, perched above a long, snoutish nose.
 
   “Oh no, that's too...”
 
   I take a step back, spotting what look like gleaming white whiskers protruding from the figure's chin and neck. I can't see him properly now, with the moon having once again been hidden by cloud cover, but I'm starting to think that maybe I lost my mind or accidentally ingested some kinda hallucinogen. Maybe there were spores in that cabin, or maybe I caught something from that Tony guy. Either way, I need to get out of here.
 
   “I'm not gonna bother you folks anymore,” I tell them, turning and looking at the gathered silhouettes until I spot a gap in their ranks. I can run. “You're free get on with your activities, and I'll get on with mine. Is that a deal?”
 
   I swallow hard.
 
   I wait.
 
   Oh heck, I don't even know if they're real. They almost certainly aren't.
 
   And then suddenly one of the figures gets down onto its hands and knees, pauses for a moment, and finally starts crawling toward me.
 
   I take another step back, but now the other figures are all doing the same thing. I watch as, one by one, they each start crawling through the snow. A light breeze is causing their jackets to flap slightly, but their hats are all staying put on the tops of their heads.
 
   “Oh heck, no,” I stammer. “That's too much. That's really way too much.”
 
   So I run.
 
   Letting out an involuntary, startled yelp, I stumble twice in the snow as I hurry past the silhouettes. There's so much snow, I can barely move much faster than walking pace, but I figure that's okay since they'll have the same problem if they try to chase me. Gasping and struggling for breath, I stumble every three or four paces, and I bump against several trees, but pure adrenaline is keeping me going. I can see my breath in the air, and after a moment I stop and look around.
 
   Where are the footprints from earlier?
 
   Trying not to panic, I realize that although I think I ran the right way at first, now I've lost track of my path through the forest.
 
   “Oh no, come on,” I whisper, looking back the way I just came. I don't see any footprints at all, other than my own. “Instincts,” I stammer, trying to find something that'll show me which way to go.
 
   I wait, but no magical instincts kick in.
 
   I'm lost.
 
   “Right,” I say firmly, trying to stay calm even though I can feel myself starting to shake with fear. “You can do this. You're smart. What would Buddy do? Buddy'd just keep on going.”
 
   I look around, but the forest looks the same in every direction. Snow is still falling, perhaps a little more heavily than before, and a moment later I realize I can hear a faint rustling sound in the distance. I look over my shoulder, and sure enough I spot several silhouetted figures calmly crawling this way, as if they're in no hurry at all as they follow me between the trees.
 
   “Oh come on!” I stammer, taking a step back. “This is not happening!”
 
   Turning, I start stumbling onward, pushing my way through the vast piles of snow as I try to get further and further away from those people. I keep telling myself that they're just a bunch of hippie weirdos, or some cosplayers who really don't know when to get out of character, but somehow I don't wanna hang around and make sure. I wait a moment longer, watching as the line of silhouettes approaches between the trees, and then I turn again, hurrying away through the snow.
 
   Suddenly I let out a cry as I feel a razor-sharp flash slice across my face.
 
   I fall, landing hard in the snow, but I can already hear something dripping down from my cheek. Reaching up, I feel blood running from a deep cut that runs all the way up the left side of my face, almost to the eye. When I look over my shoulder, I see no sign of anyone, but a moment later I spot a low-hanging branch with rich red blood glistening on one of its broken ends.
 
   I look down and see drops of blood already soaking into the snow.
 
   Getting to my feet, I stare in horror at the branch. How did I not see that? It's almost as if it lowered itself into my path at the last moment, although -
 
   Suddenly I hear a loud creaking sound over my shoulder. I turn, and sure enough another branch has come down, as if the trees are starting to unfurl and reach for me.
 
   I have to get out of here.
 
   I can figure it all out later, I can come up with a rational explanation for everything that's happening, but right right now I just have to run.
 
   I hurry between the trees, keeping my arms in front of my face in case another branch decides to make an attack. Although I'm breathless and desperately out of shape, I force myself to keep going despite the panic that's filling my chest. I know that if I turn and look back, I'll see those silhouettes still crawling behind me, so I stumble onward into the darkness that stretches out before me. My legs are starting to burn with fatigue, and I feel like they might buckle at any moment, but somehow I manage to keep going for several meters until finally I drop to my knees.
 
   I can barely even breathe.
 
   Fumbling for my gun, I turn and point it back the way I just came. Gasping for air, I wait a moment, and sure enough I spot the advancing figures after just a couple of seconds.
 
   “Keep back or I'll fire!” I yell.
 
   They don't react.
 
   They don't stop crawling toward me.
 
   “I don't wanna do this,” I whimper, with tears in my eyes.
 
   My hands are trembling, but finally I aim high and pull the trigger. To my shock, the gun fires, and I fall back into the snow as I hear the sound of a bullet striking a tree in the distance.
 
   As I get back up, I look back through the trees and see that the figures are still coming.
 
   “Oh, give me a break!” I mutter under my breath.
 
   They want me.
 
   They want to take me away and keep me forever.
 
   I don't know how I know that, but I can almost feel their blood-lust reaching out to me. It's almost as if their thoughts are curling between the trees and their whispers are filling the air.
 
   “Leave me alone!” I shout, although my voice sounds terrified and wobbly. And weak. “Go away!”
 
   I get to my feet, but I immediately feel dizzy. Falling back, I land hard, but I get up again and turn, stumbling through the forest.
 
   Somehow their appetite is rising in the air all around me, along with something new.
 
   Anticipation.
 
   They think they're about to feast. I don't know how I know, but I know.
 
   “Help,” I whimper, stumbling forward but slowly with every step. “Somebody help me...”
 
   I feel dizzier than ever, and I have to reach out and use the trees to support my progress. The tingling sensation has moved to the backs of my arms and legs, and my chest too, as if my blood is responding to the call from the approaching silhouettes. I think maybe my body is shutting down, maybe due to hypothermia or shock, but I can barely even walk now and I feel like the crawling creatures must be catching me.
 
   “I don't wanna die,” I stammer. “I don't -”
 
   And then I see the lights.
 
   Not close, but not too far off either. Flashing white and blue and red lights are moving silently through the darkness up ahead. I stop and stare for a moment, but my dizzy mind takes a few seconds to actually realize what I'm seeing.
 
   “Buddy,” I whisper, finally understanding that he's returning. Feeling a flood of hope in my chest, I start running, finding a renewed burst of energy from somewhere. “Buddy!” I scream, louder than I ever thought I could scream. “Buddy, help me! Wait! Buddy! Buddy, I'm over here!”
 
   Suddenly I hear a loud creaking sound directly above me. Stopping and looking up, I see that the branches of several trees are coming together and reaching down, as if they want to grab me.
 
   The lights have stopped in the distance now. I start running again, but a moment later I feel something thudding against my back with enough force to send me crashing to the ground. Gasping for air, I turn and raise my gun, firing several times into the void until the trigger starts clicking impotently. I get to my feet and start running again, dropping the gun in the process, but the lights ahead are enough to keep me going and finally I spot two sets of prints in the snow. I've found my way back to the route I took earlier when I was on my way to the cabin, and tears of relief start streaming down my face as I bump against several trees and spot the overturned car in the distance.
 
   “Buddy!” I shout. “Help! I'm right here!”
 
   As I get closer to the car, I see a figure coming down the snowy incline with a flashlight in his hand.
 
   “Buddy!” I gasp, finally reaching the car and dropping to my knees. “Help me!”
 
   “Molly?”
 
   Too exhausted to get up, I try to catch my breath. A moment later, I feel Buddy's gloved hand on my shoulder, and I look up to see his concerned face.
 
   “What's going on here?” he asks, looking around for a few seconds before turning back to me. “What happened? Molly, you're bleeding!”
 
   I turn and look back through the forest, but to my relief there's no sign of the silhouettes. I wait, half-expecting them to suddenly appear in the distance, still crawling after me, but slowly I start to wonder if they might truly be gone.
 
   “Jesus Christ, I was only gone an hour,” Buddy continues as he helps me up. “I got to the relay station and took a truck from there. I called the station and arranged for some back-up, and they should be here in, I don't know, another hour. But what the hell happened to you?”
 
   Still struggling to get my breath back, I look over at the wrecked car. The body of Charlotte Stewart is still frozen inside, and my flashlight is still propped against the mangled door, shining its beam toward her face.
 
   “Molly,” Buddy says after a moment, “did you stay with the car while I was gone, like I told you to?”
 
   “Footprints,” I stammer.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   I turn and point at the shallow prints that lead away into the forest.
 
   “Someone else was in the car with her,” I explain, as I step back and lean against a nearby tree. “A man. I found him. It's too late to help him, but I found him.”
 
   “What do you mean, you found him?”
 
   “I followed his footprints and I found him. And there was a girl, too. Esther or something like that, I heard her sobbing but I couldn't see where she was, but we have to help her. I think she's real. The man has her.”
 
   I wait for a reply. After a moment, I turn to Buddy and see that the concern in his eyes has become a kind of fear.
 
   “You didn't wait with the car?” he asks.
 
   “I wanted to show you that I've got initiative,” I reply. “That I'm smart.”
 
   “I told you to wait by the car.”
 
   “I know, but -”
 
   “I was very clear about that, Molly.”
 
   “Sure, but then I saw -”
 
   “And I told you to listen to me,” he adds, with a hint of anger in his voice. “What was the first goddamn thing I told you when we met? The very first thing?”
 
   “I -”
 
   “What was it?”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, shocked by his anger. “To listen to you,” I say finally. “To listen to your experience, especially when it comes to the forest.”
 
   “Because I know the forest,” he continues. “Did you think I was just saying those things because I liked the sound of my own voice, Molly? Did you think it didn't really matter?”
 
   “No, of course not,” I reply, finally able to breathe normally. He seems angry, way angrier than I ever expected. I thought I'd done a good job. “Absolutely not. I just wanted you to see that I've got a brain, that's all. That you can trust me to get things done. I mean, I've got initiative. That's good, isn't it?”
 
   He stares at me for a moment, before suddenly starting to remove his gloves. As soon as he's able, he throws them to the ground and then starts slipping out of his jacket.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask.
 
   “I got your scent on me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I got your goddamn scent on me, Molly!”
 
   He throws the jacket down and then takes a step back, eyeing me with concern.
 
   “I warned you,” he continues. “I explicitly told you to stay with the car. You'd have been fine if you'd just stayed with the car, they wouldn't have come this far out from the heart of the forest. But now they've got your scent, and you damn near wiped it on me too. There's no coming back from that. They'll come for you, no matter where you run.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I ask. “Buddy, you're kinda freaking me out here.”
 
   “I'm so sorry,” he continues, taking a couple more steps back. “I told you, Molly. I said you had to stay with the car and not go wandering into the forest, but you just had to ignore my orders, didn't you?”
 
   “I was showing initiative!”
 
   “This was not the time to show initiative!” he hisses. “This was the time to shut up, follow orders, and learn!”
 
   “I'm sorry,” I stammer, with tears in my eyes. I feel like I'm being told off here, like I'm a schoolkid. “I won't do it again, I promise. Next time, I'll just -”
 
   “There won't be a next time!” he says firmly. “You have no idea what you've done, do you? You must have seen them, but you still don't understand.”
 
   “Seen them?” I ask. “Seen who?”
 
   He looks past me for a moment, toward the forest.
 
   I turn and look back, but there's no sign of the silhouettes.
 
   “They're coming for you, Molly,” Buddy says suddenly. “I blame myself. I shouldn't have left you here, I should have stayed and made you go back for the truck, but I honestly believed I could trust you.”
 
   I turn and start stumbling toward him through the snow.
 
   “You can trust me,” I tell him. “Honest! Look, I made a mistake tonight but -”
 
   “Stay back!”
 
   “Buddy, I -”
 
   Suddenly I gasp as he takes his gun from its holster and aims it directly at my face.
 
   “I swear to God, Molly,” he stammers, his voice trembling with fear, “you will stay away from me. I am not getting your scent on me, not for anything in the world. I consider myself to be a brave man, and a good man, but that doesn't mean I'm going to throw my life away. I'm sorry, Molly, I honestly thought you and I were going to spend a long time working together. But you screwed up.”
 
   With that, he turns and starts clambering back up the incline, heading toward the truck's flashing lights.
 
   “Wait!” I shout, hurrying after him. “This is a joke, right? I saw things out there, Buddy! Things that looked really real!”
 
   Getting closer, I reach out to grab his arm, but suddenly he turns and aims the gun right in my face again.
 
   “Move away from me!” he says firmly. “Now!”
 
   I instinctively step back, almost slipping in the process.
 
   “Don't make me do this,” he continues, with the gun still pointed at my left eye. “For the love of God, Molly, get back down there. It's where you belong now.”
 
   “What are you talking about? Buddy, I saw something in the forest. I'm not quite sure what happened, but there was a cabin and -”
 
   “And you went inside?”
 
   “Yeah, I did, and -”
 
   “Step back, Molly,” he continues, interrupting me. “If I have to shoot you, I'll never be able to forgive myself. But I will do it, because part of my job around here means ensuring that those things never have any reason to leave the forest. They usually stay well back from the road, but you gave them your scent and now they're gonna do whatever it takes to claim you.”
 
   “What?” I stammer, shocked by how seriously he's taking this. “I hallucinated, Buddy! I imagined stuff, I don't know why but -”
 
   “Get back,” he says firmly. “Back down the incline. Go!”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Move!”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before taking a couple of steps back until I'm at the bottom of the slope.
 
   “You know what?” he continues with a sigh. “I was wrong. I'm not going to blame myself for this. The car crash wasn't close enough to heart of the forest for it to be caused by these things. They'd never reach out this close to the road, not normally.”
 
   “Tony said it felt like something dragged the car off the road,” I tell him.
 
   “Then Tony, whoever he is, must be mistaken. They wouldn't do that. And that's why I thought it was safe to leave you with the car. I thought you'd obey orders. It's not my fault if you ignored my very specific instructions and went wandering off into a world you didn't understand. I told you repeatedly to be careful, Molly. Remember? I warned you that you didn't understand the forest.”
 
   “I thought you were talking about bears,” I stammer. “Badgers, foxes, that kinda thing! Critters!”
 
   “There's more than one kind of life in this forest,” he replies, keeping the gun trained on me as he backs up to the side of the road. With the flashing lights directly behind him, he watches me for a moment before finally lowering the gun. “I learned a long time ago that it's best to leave the forest alone. I'm sorry, Molly. Next time I get a new recruit on my team, I'll know not to trust them. I just wish I'd figured that out before tonight. I thought you'd respect the forest more. I thought you'd respect me more.”
 
   He pauses, before tossing the gun down to me.
 
   “It won't do you much good,” he explains, “but I wouldn't feel right leaving you completely defenseless.”
 
   With that, he turns and disappears from view. A moment later I hear the truck's door opening and then slamming shut.
 
   “Wait!” I shout, starting to clamber up the incline again. “Buddy, wait! You can't leave me out here!”
 
   Stopping halfway, I'm shocked to hear the engine start, and I watch as the lights pull away. Convinced that he'll park just a little way off, and that this'll all turn out to be a joke or an initiation stunt, I wait until the lights have faded into the distance, and finally I'm left all alone on the incline. I stay completely still, hoping against hope that Buddy'll come back for me, but several minutes pass and I start to realize that maybe he's really gone. As a strong breeze blows against me, I reach down and pick up the gun. I keep telling myself that Buddy was joking, that this is all an elaborate and drawn-out prank, but he sure didn't sound like he was joking.
 
   I turn and look back down the incline.
 
   Freezing, I see that the silhouetted figures are waiting for me. All still on their hands and knees.
 
   “Hey, come on,” I stammer, forcing a desperate smile as I hold the gun in my trembling right hand. “A joke's a joke, fellas, but this is getting a little out of hand.”
 
   I watch them for a moment longer. Opening my mouth, I'm about to tell them to knock it off, but finally I turn and start scrambling up the incline. I bet Buddy is waiting around the next bend, chuckling to himself about the look on my face and -
 
   Suddenly something grabs me by the waist and pulls me away from the incline, dragging me through the air until I slam into the trees. Instead of falling down, however, I twist around the tree before being pulled once again into the forest, several meters above the ground. I slam quickly into another tree, and the force of the impact blasts the air from my lungs while snapping several ribs on my left side.
 
   “Wait!” I gurgle, already tasting blood in my throat, but it's too late.
 
   I'm pulled screaming through the air, slamming into several trees along the way. Each fresh impact breaks more bones, and I'm barely conscious by the time I crash to the ground. Turning, I try to reach out and pull myself away, but my arms are shattered and I can barely even call out as I'm dragged across the forest floor. A moment later, I'm hauled into the cabin, and the door quickly slams shut, leaving me gasping for air in the dark, sprawled broken and wrecked on the cold wooden floor.
 
   “You can't leave,” the old man's voice whispers in my ear. “I told you that already.”
 
   I try to reply, but I can't move my jaw at all. Instead, blood dribbles out as invisible forces lift my shattered body slowly into the air. I feel splintered bones jostling against one another beneath my bloodied flesh, but the pain is stifled by an immense, throbbing fear that's pounding in my chest.
 
   This room is so dark, I can't even tell whether or not my eyes are open. I can hear the girl still sobbing, and she sounds a little closer than before.
 
   Suddenly something slices up through my chest, splitting my ribs and breastbone. My head tilts back, and I'm hanging in mid-air now as blood dribbles down from my body and spatters against the floor. All around me, voices are whispering in the dark, and I feel the same sense of rampant anticipation that I picked up in the forest earlier. The silhouettes must be all around me, getting closer, and I hear a slurping sound beneath my dangling legs, as if something is drinking my blood as it dribbles from my chest.
 
   “This is what happens to people when they venture into my home and let my friends pick up their scent,” the old man continues. “They become mine. Anything that enters the forest becomes mine.”
 
   I scream loud. Louder than ever before, louder than I ever thought anyone could scream. So loud that I feel blood bursting through the walls of my throat. And then finally something bursts up through my belly and splits my body in two, and the last thing I feel is the sensation of pain suddenly vanishing before something takes my head in its huge jaws and swings me around, slamming me against the wall with enough force to break my neck.
 
   And then the sobbing sounds stops.
 
   “It's okay, Esther,” the old man's voice continues, as I slip into death. “Come take a closer look at the poor thing.”
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   “Sweep the upstairs! Move!”
 
   “That means us”, Gary says, nudging my arm as he heads over to the bottom of the stairs. “Stay behind me.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I hurry over to join him, as Buddy and the others continue to check the other rooms all around us.
 
   “No heroics,” Gary whispers, with his gun still raised, as he starts making his way up to the farmhouse's first floor. He looks up toward the upstairs area, although so far there's been no sound from up there at all.
 
   “Clear!” someone shouts from one of the other downstairs rooms.
 
   The same cry rings out from another part of the house.
 
   “Is this your first armed response?” Gary asks, still watching the top of the stairs carefully.
 
   I nod.
 
   “Just keep your head,” he continues, “and trust your instincts. And don't make assumptions. Assumptions are your worst enemy, they can get you killed. Are you ready?”
 
   I nod again.
 
   “This is Deal Sheriff's Department!” he yells suddenly, as I follow him up toward the top of the stairs. “If you have any weapons, you need to put them down immediately and raise your hands in the air. This is the only warning you're gonna get, so drop your weapons now or we will shoot!”
 
   “I don't hear anything,” I whisper.
 
   Ignoring me, Gary looks toward one of the open doors. Meanwhile, I take up a position right behind him, while checking over my shoulder to make sure that no-one can sneak up on us. My heart is pounding and I don't feel remotely ready for this, and I swear my hands are actually trembling slightly. All I can think about is Emma and Ramsey waiting for me at home, and I'm starting to worry that I might really not be cut out for this line of work.
 
   “I see something,” Gary says suddenly, as he peers into the bedroom. He hesitates, before turning to me with an ashen look on his face. “We have fatalities and -”
 
   Suddenly I hear a creaking sound over my shoulder. I turn just as a shot rings out, and I hear a grunt behind me. Raising my gun as I see a figure standing in a nearby doorway, I fire twice, hitting the wall both times. Before I can shoot again, the figure raises its gun and aims at me, firing two more times. I duck out of the way as the door-frame shatters next to me, and then I trip and fall into the next room. Banging against a table, I finally slump to the floor.
 
   “What's happening up there?” a voice yells from downstairs, as a window shatters in the distance.
 
   I stay completely still for a few seconds, listening in case the shooter approaches, and it takes a moment before I realize that Gary hasn't said anything since the first shot was fired. Turning, I see to my horror that he's crumpled on the floor just a couple of feet away, with blood spatters on the wall behind him. Crawling toward him, I'm shocked by the sight of dark red blood glistening as it soaks through the front of his shirt, and again I freeze completely, as if my brain has simply stopped functioning.
 
   “Doyle! Kopperud! What's the situation?”
 
   I know Buddy's shouting for information, but I still don't know what I'm supposed to do. A moment later, Gary mutters something under his breath, but his eyes are shut and there's more and more blood pouring from his wound.
 
   Finally, hearing footsteps coming up, I turn and see that Buddy is leading two men toward the top of the stairs.
 
   “What the hell's going on up here?” he asks.
 
   “Man down,” I stammer. “I... Man down. Suspect...”
 
   “Clear the rooms!” another voice yells in the distance. “Now!”
 
   I look toward the spot where the suspect was standing when he fired, but there's a broken window at the far end of the room and it's clear that the suspect managed to escape.
 
   “He's running!” a voice shouts from downstairs. “He's heading out past the barn!”
 
   “Get out of the way!” Buddy pulls me aside and kneels next to Gary, while two other deputies hurry down the stairs to join the pursuit.
 
   As Buddy continues to work on Gary, I get to my feet and stagger over to the bedroom, where I see that two other deputies are examining the broken window. Just as I'm about to ask them if there's any way I can help, I hear a faint scratching sound coming from a nearby closet, and I turn to see that the door is hanging ajar. Stepping closer, I pull the door aside and stare down, shocked by the sight of a trembling little boy with tears in his eyes.
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   “Check everything for prints,” I tell the deputies as they continue their work in the cabin. Morning light is streaming through the open front door. “Even partials might be enough to link this guy to another scene. Check every surface.”
 
   Looking down at the floor, I see the broken radio. I still haven't quite figured out what happened here, but it's clear there was a hell of a struggle. I'm not sure the fight was entirely one-sided, and I'm starting to think that maybe the girl was able to fight back for a while. If that's the case, it's hard to believe that the killer didn't leave something behind.
 
   “I want everything rushed to the lab,” I continue. “Priority -”
 
   Before I can finish, I feel my phone buzzing. Slipping it from my pocket, I see that Hinch is trying to get in touch.
 
   “What is it?” I ask as I answer. “Did you get a match on the blood from the glass yet?”
 
   “I'm still waiting on that,” he replies, “but I think you need to get out here. We found something at Dodderidge Farm.”
 
   As soon as I hear the name of that place, a shudder passes through my chest.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, I climb out of my car and see that the front door of the old farmhouse is already open. Hinch's vehicle is parked nearby, and I can't deny that I feel sick to my stomach as I turn and look around at the large, empty yard.
 
   This place should have been knocked down years ago. No-one's ever going to want to live here, not after what happened to the Cane family. Hell, I don't even want to set foot on this land again, but I guess I have no choice. As I make my way over to the steps that lead up to the door, I can't help noticing what looks like a set of fresh tire marks on the ground. A moment later, I see that a hose has been attached to a faucet near the door.
 
   For an abandoned farmhouse, this place is sure showing signs of having been recently inhabited.
 
   I stop for a moment, looking at the open door. I swear, I still remember the night when Buddy led a group of us out here, responding to Mrs. Cane's panicked phone call. I remember running up to this door with my gun raised. I remember the fear, and the sense that I didn't belong. I thought I was out of my depth. Maybe I was right.
 
   But that was ten years ago, and there's nothing to be scared of now. Taking a deep breath, I make my way up the steps and through the doorway. There are no ghosts here.
 
   “Hinch?” I call out as soon as I get into the hall. “What have you found?”
 
   “Upstairs!”
 
   I can't help shuddering again as I look through to the front room. I was one of the first people who arrived on the scene here, years ago when the tragedy occurred. I was new to the job, just a few weeks in, but I remember even the old hands were shocked by the bloodbath we discovered that night. As I make my way through the kitchen and then up the stairs, I'm surprised to realize just how much I remember of the crime scene, and how much detail still lingers in the back of my mind after years and years of trying to forget what happened here. I even remember where specific patches of blood had been left smeared across the walls. And I remember where Gary fell.
 
   Again, I can't shake the feeling that the place should have been flattened. No-one wants this farm anymore.
 
   “In here,” Hinch says as I get to the top of the stairs.
 
   Heading to the nearest doorway, I look through and see that he's standing next to an old bed. It's the bed where Mrs. Cane was found ten years ago. There should be nothing left now, but to my surprise I see some twisted, dirty sheets and several soda cans.
 
   “So do you think it's a coincidence that someone seems to have been living here?” he asks, with a knowing tone of voice that makes me think he's already guessed the answer.
 
   “I don't think there are any coincidences right now,” I mutter, trying to fight a dark sense of foreboding in my gut. “Not in a town as small as Deal.”
 
   “You said I should use my initiative more,” Hinch explains, “so I checked a map of the area surrounding the cabin. I was thinking that maybe if something happened at the cabin, it might have started somewhere else. I mean, the cabin seemed fairly random, so I drove out here on the off-chance and, well, you mentioned this farm last night and...”
 
   His voice trails off for a moment.
 
   “Looks like you did a good job,” I tell him. “I meant to take a look, but I hadn't gotten around to it yet.”
 
   “Someone's definitely been living here,” he adds. “For a while, too. This wasn't just a passing drifter. There's enough to suggest a sustained period of occupancy. I found more garbage downstairs, in the old kitchen, and some newspapers too. Also, it seems somebody's been trying to use the bathroom, even though the facilities aren't quite hooked up properly, if you catch my drift. It really stinks down there.”
 
   Stepping over to the bed, I see more soda cans and old food wrappers on the floor. Hinch is right, someone has definitely made this place their home, and it's hard to believe that this isn't connected to the mess we found at the cabin, or to the human remains that were discovered in the forest. In fact, I'm surprised it didn't occur to me sooner that Dodderidge Farm is reasonably close to both those locations. I guess I've been pretty distracted over the past few days, and maybe I've missed a few obvious sitters. I'm letting my illness cloud my judgment. That's the one thing I swore would never happen.
 
   “Something bad took place here once, didn't it?” Hinch asks. “I mean, I've heard a few things about Dodderidge Farm. Some people were killed, right?”
 
   I nod. “The Cane family.”
 
   “How many died?”
 
   “Fourteen-year-old Mikey Cane murdered his parents,” I explain. “He did more than that, he savaged their bodies. There was something almost ritualistic about what he did, especially when it came to his mother. The pathologist found evidence of physical abuse, sexual abuse, even torture. He'd kept her alive for several hours. It was almost as if he unleashed every possible sadistic perversion that came rushing into his mind. He probably would've killed his little brother Liam, too, if we hadn't arrived when we did.”
 
   “That's horrible.”
 
   Staring at the bed, I remember the sight of Mrs. Cane's bloodied corpse. The crazy part is, that wasn't even the worst thing I saw that night.
 
   “I'll never forget the look on the boy's face,” I continue finally. “When we found Mikey's little brother in the closet, hiding in one of the other rooms, he'd soiled himself. Liam was so traumatized, he didn't dare move even when Mikey had run off and we'd secured the location. The poor kid had to be lifted from the closet and carried out of the house. It was one of the worst cases this part of the world has ever seen, and I swear, when I looked into Liam's eyes, I saw...”
 
   My voice trails off for a moment as I remember the awful sight.
 
   “I saw he was broken,” I add. “I can't even describe it, but I could see in that boy's eyes that his soul was truly broken. And I don't even know that I believe in souls, but I'm telling you, he was completely...”
 
   I try to think of the right word.
 
   “Destroyed,” I whisper finally. “Have you ever looked into someone's eyes and see that?”
 
   “Can't say I have.”
 
   “It's like you can see that something's gone inside. Something's just snapped. That kid looked lost and terrified. I don't think a day goes past when I don't think about him at least once.”
 
   “It's hard to understand how the world can be so cruel,” Hinch mutters after a moment. “Children shouldn't have to go through stuff like that. No-one should.”
 
   “Then we had to go after Mikey and track him down,” I continue. “Mikey Cane was only fourteen himself, but he was crazy, he had all these insane ideas. That part didn't end well, either. There was a gunfight in the forest, and finally Mikey...”
 
   I pause for a moment, thinking back to that moment.
 
   “Finally Mikey was killed,” I add, preferring to avoid any further detail unless Hinch specifically asks. Even if he does ask, I can't tell him what Buddy did. I've never told anyone.
 
   “I can't believe you were actually there,” Hinch says. “I guess we all know, when we sign up, that something like that can happen, but you don't really expect it, not out here in a nice peaceful place like Deal.”
 
   “I've been trying to forget that night ever since it happened,” I reply. “It was ten years ago now, but there's still not a day that goes by when I don't think about it all. And about...”
 
   I catch myself just in time. There's no need to tell Hinch any more. Not the part about Emma and Ramsey, anyway.
 
   “What happened to the kid?”
 
   “Liam?” I pause for a moment, remembering the fear in the boy's eyes. The damage. “He was institutionalized. I guess some people never get over something like that. Something breaks in them, and whatever it is, it can't be fixed. I know that's an unfashionable point of view, I know I should believe that the right therapy can repair the damage, but I just... I don't think a kid like Liam Cane could ever get over the things he saw that night.”
 
   “It's not possible that he might have been released, is it?” Hinch asks. “Maybe he came back here, and somehow he's mixed up in all of this?”
 
   “I can check, but I doubt it. Anyway, I'm pretty sure we'd have been warned if he'd been let out.”
 
   “There's more,” he continues, stepping past me and heading back out to the hallway. “You probably don't want to see it, but it might link this case to what happened to the Canes ten years ago.”
 
   “I'll be there in a moment,” I reply.
 
   He stops in the doorway. “Are you -”
 
   “Just go check the other rooms,” I continue, irritated by his refusal to leave me alone. “Go!”
 
   Clearly a little startled, he nevertheless turns and hurries out, and I take the opportunity to sit on the edge of the bed and rest for a moment. I guess maybe my sickness is starting to bring me down, because suddenly I feel more exhausted than I ever imagined was possible. It's as if all the energy suddenly drained from my body, and I swear my legs are so weak that I think I might collapse if I even try to stand. If this is a sign of things to come, and of how I'm going to start deteriorating, it's going to get harder and harder to hide my condition from everyone else. That's assuming they're not gossiping behind my back already.
 
   Still, I've got no choice.
 
   “You said the boy was in the closet, right?” Hinch calls through to me.
 
   “That's right,” I reply, still not able to summon enough energy to stand. My hands are shaking, too. “Why?”
 
   “I think you should come see this.”
 
   “Can't you just describe it to me?” I ask, leaning forward as I feel a fresh wave of pain and nausea in my belly. “I'm kinda busy in here.”
 
   “I don't know how to describe it,” he replies. “To be honest, I'm not even sure what I'm looking at.”
 
   Realizing that I can't stay sitting here all day, I somehow manage to haul myself to my feet. Despite feeling a little dizzy and light-headed, I make my way slowly out through the doorway and past the top of the stairs, until I reach the room where we found little Liam all those years ago. Hinch has the closet door open, and I immediately realize it's the exact same closet that was here back in the day. Before I can ask what's wrong, however, I see that there's a pile of sticks and rocks at the bottom of the closet, in the exact same spot where Liam was hiding when I found him. It's almost as if somebody has tried to build a little nest.
 
   “Is it me,” Hinch says, tilting his head slightly, “or are they supposed to be in the shape of a little boy?”
 
   I head over to join him, and now I can see what he means. The sticks and rocks aren't random at all. Instead, they've been piled and tied together so that they form a crude life-size model of a child. He's even hunched and leaning to one side, in an approximation of the way Liam was sitting when we found him. There aren't many people who'd know a detail like that, but Liam Cane is one of them.
 
   “I think maybe,” Hinch says after a moment, “you should double-check that this Liam Cane kid is still locked away at that institution.”
 
   I stare at the pile of sticks and rocks for a few more seconds, before turning to him. “I think maybe you're right.”
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Two
 
   Deputy James Kopperud
 
    
 
   10 years ago
 
    
 
   “He's not going to have moved very far!” Buddy shouts as we make our way through the dark forest. “I know Mikey Cane, he's never been more than five miles from Deal in his entire life. He'll stick to places he knows, and that means it'll be easy to find him but hard to bring him down. The feral little bastard has home advantage!”
 
   “Is there any news about Gary?” I ask, even though I know we'd have been told if word had come through.
 
   “Stay focused, Kopperud,” Buddy says firmly. “Gary Doyle is in the best possible hands. Follow the search pattern I laid out just now, and let's get this son-of-a-bitch Mikey Cane before he can hurt anyone else. He's already put one of my deputies in the hospital and I don't intend to let him do that again. If you see him, don't give him a chance. Shoot first, ask questions later.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “And stop asking so many questions. Focus on the task at hand.”
 
   As we continue to make our way through the forest, keeping our flashlights off so as to not announce our presence too far in advance, we start getting further and further from one another. Buddy's convinced that Mikey Cane is going to be somewhere nearby, and I figure Buddy's best-placed to make that call. Still, once I'm about twenty feet from the others, I can't help feeling as if I'm very much out in the open, and that Mikey could strike at any moment.
 
   Everyone else seems so calm and professional. It's almost as if I'm the only one who's terrified.
 
   Hearing a voice in the distance, I turn and see Buddy silhouetted against a patch of moonlight. He's talking to someone on his phone, although he cuts the call pretty quickly. I want to call out, to ask him if there's any news, but I know I should keep quiet. Besides, deep down, I think he blames me for what happened to Gary. He thinks I should have been more aware of Mikey in the room behind us, and I guess he's right.
 
   I dropped the ball. If Gary dies, it's my fault.
 
   For the next few minutes, I make my way through the undergrowth. I can still see Buddy in the distance, and I guess that means that he in turn can see the other deputies. The plan is to flush Mikey out and force him to make his move, and then we should be able to get him down pretty fast. I've never shot a man before; in fact, until tonight, I'd never even shot at a man before, and no-one had ever tried to shoot me. We've been told to shoot first and ask questions later, however, and I guess that's our best option. After all, Mikey's armed, and he could fire at us from the darkness at any moment.
 
   I shouldn't be scared.
 
   I'm a deputy, I should be brave. But I'm not brave, I'm terrified.
 
   For a few seconds, I actually consider turning back, or going to join the others, before finally I figure that I have to keep going. With my gun raised, I step through the undergrowth, trying to ignore my own cowardice and focusing instead on the task at hand. I need to put more trust in Buddy. Buddy's my boss, and he knows this area like the back of his hand. If Buddy says this is what we have to do, then -
 
   Suddenly I hear a brief cracking sound, as if someone moved in the darkness nearby. I freeze, waiting to hear the sound again before I decide whether or not to call for back-up, but now the forest has fallen silent again. If I raise a false alarm, I'll just end up wasting everyone's time, so I stay quiet for a few more seconds before edging forward. I guess there are plenty of things out here that could cause one brief, isolated sound, and it's also possible that I imagined the entire thing.
 
   I glance over my shoulder, and then I stop again as I realize I can't see Buddy. That shouldn't matter, but -
 
   “Don't make a sound!” a voice hisses suddenly, as I'm grabbed from behind and a hand clamps tight over my mouth.
 
   I try to fight back, but he cracks my hand against a tree and I drop my gun, and then he slams me forward, knocking the top of my head against the trunk. Adjusting his grip over my mouth, he pulls me back and a moment later I feel his hot breath against my right ear. I try to wriggle free, but he's holding me way too tight.
 
   “If you make a noise,” he continues, keeping his voice low, “this knife will go straight into your throat. I'll carve all the way to the bone!”
 
   To prove his point, he drags the serrated edge of a blade across the side of my neck, pressing just hard enough for the metal to drag a little.
 
   “This is what happens when you interfere with private family business,” he adds. “You all should've ignored Mom's call. Dodderidge is our farm, so it's private what goes on up there! I thought she had the marker, that's all! I had to be sure, but that's my business, not yours!”
 
   He pauses, as if he's trying to decide whether or not to cut my throat, and then suddenly he pulls me back and shoves me to the ground.
 
   I land hard, letting out a gasp of pain, and a moment later he shoves his boot against my throat and presses hard. I try to push him off, but he puts a finger to his lips, reminding me to stay quiet. In the moonlight, I can just about make out his features, and there's a hint of insanity in his eyes.
 
   A moment later, he crouches down and holds the knife up, letting me see the large blade.
 
   “Just think how much damage this'd cause,” he mutters, marveling at the weapon as he holds it toward my face. “Now, you can call out if you really want. I can't stop you, not properly. So you can absolutely call out, you can holler and scream, and those other deputies'd come and catch me. But they wouldn't get here in time. How long'd it take 'em? Thirty seconds, if they really ran? How many times do you think I could drive this into your face in thirty seconds, huh? Thirty? Maybe more.”
 
   Staring at him, I realize he's serious.
 
   “Thirty seconds,” he continues with a grin. “I reckon I could stab your face twice a second, so that'd be sixty times. Maybe I could do it three times a second, though, which'd make a whole lot more. Hell, I almost feel like giving it a try anyway, just to test myself.”
 
   I want to reason with him, to explain why he has to put the knife down, but my heart is racing and all I can think about is Emma and Ramsey back at home. Please God, I just -
 
   Suddenly he smashes the knife's handle against the side of my face, damn near cracking my cheek. I turn away and let out a gasp, and I instinctively raise my arms to cover my head in case he strikes again.
 
   Instead, he starts laughing under his breath.
 
   “I thought you deputies were supposed to be brave,” he mutters, sounding amused by my fear. “I saw you back there in the house, my friend, and you were terrified. You froze. You were the one at the top of the stairs. Yeah, I saw you. I got your friend good, but I missed your ugly face and then you missed me in return. I saw the fear in your eyes back in the farmhouse, and I see it now. You might be wearing the uniform, but you don't really look like a deputy, not to me. What's up? New on the job?”
 
   I stare at him, too scared to say anything in case I accidentally provoke him.
 
   “What if I cut you?” he continues, suddenly pressing the blade against my belly. “Can you imagine how much it'd hurt if I just sliced straight through here and carved a big smile from kidney to kidney? Can you imagine the agonizing, crippling pain if I dug this blade deep into your belly and let the metal edge rip nick-by-nick into your intestines, unhooking all your guts from each other? You deserve that kinda pain, my friend. What happened back at the house was a private family dispute, and you had no right to interfere. When Mom made that call to your office, you all shoulda just left it well alone instead of coming storming out there.”
 
   “She -”
 
   “It was private!” he hisses, pressing the blade harder against my belly, as if he means to slice through at any moment. “Private means private. Sometimes a family just has to sort its business out in private, without other people poking their messy beaks in! It'd all be over by now if you hadn't shown up!”
 
   “I'm sorry,” I stammer, “you're right. Please, I'm so sorry...”
 
   “You're sorry?”
 
   I nod frantically.
 
   “Huh.” He stares at me for a moment. “You're shaking, too. I've seen you in town. I don't know your name, but I know you've got a pretty wife and a beautiful little kid. Seeing as how you've interfered with my family, maybe it's only right for me to go and interfere with yours.”
 
   “Leave them alone!” I hiss, suddenly filled with panic. “Please -”
 
   “Why should I?” he sneers, leaning closer. “I know I'm not gonna get out of this. I'm going to take a bullet sooner or later, but I might as well try to set things right before I do. I'll start by silencing your wife, 'cause she'll be the one who might raise an alarm. Besides, she'll stay warm enough for a while, so I can get back to her. And then I'll go to work on the kid. She's smaller, so she'll lose her body heat faster. I guess I should deal with her while she's still alive, before she goes cold. How old is she, anyway? Six? Seven? Maybe eight? That's old enough for all her -”
 
   “Stop!” I shout, lunging at him, pushing him against the forest floor and landing on top of him. I reach down, desperately trying to find the knife so I can knock it from his hand, but in a moment of panic I realize it could be anywhere.
 
   Mikey laughs, clearly seeing the panic in my eyes.
 
   “Looking for this?” he asks after a moment, somehow slipping the knife right in front of my face. “Good. Keep trying!”
 
   Before I can react, he slices the blade at me, cutting my cheek. I pull back and he starts getting up, but then I slam my elbow into his face and send him thudding back down against the ground. Reaching for his right hand, I force the knife from his grip and turn it around, holding the blade up so that this time its ragged edge is just millimeters from his face.
 
   “Do it!” he gasps, suddenly sounding desperate and fearful. “It took you long enough, weakling! For a moment there, I thought there was nothing I could say to make you fight back! I tried doing it myself, I tried cutting my own wrists, but I'm a coward. You're a coward too, I can see it in your eyes, but please... Just kill me! It's all I want! It's the only way to stop the thoughts!”
 
   “You're under arrest,” I stammer, “for -”
 
   “Kill me!” he screams, his eyes almost bulging from his skull. “Kill me now! Get it over with!”
 
   “No, I -”
 
   Grabbing my wrist, he tries forcing my hand closer, as if he wants me to cut his throat.
 
   “Mikey Cane,” I continue, trying to remember my training, “you're under arrest for -”
 
   “Kill me!” he shouts again, twisting my wrist as he starts dragging the knife across his flesh. The pressure isn't quite strong enough to cut him, not yet. “What the hell are you waiting for? I can't get away from the thoughts, so you have to kill me! They'll find me in jail, I know they will!”
 
   “Who will?” I ask, struggling to keep the knife from digging deeper.
 
   “I saw the devil,” he continues, his voice reduced to a strangled gurgle now as a thick vein pulses on his forehead. He pulls harder on my wrist, finally managing to dig the knife across his voice-box. A trickle of blood runs from the wound. “I went down there, under the forest, and I saw the devil! I saw the witch, too! The witch is all contained, trapped in wooden poles so she can't do anything! And the devil's there too, and he makes deals! He's scared of the whore! He offered me something, but in return I had to work for him! I thought I could do it!”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I stammer, before realizing that this is just part of his madness. “Mikey Cane, you're under -”
 
   “I saw the witch in her prison of wood!” he groans. “I was chased by the devil, but I had protection!”
 
   I open my mouth to ask what he means, before spotting something on his hand. Looking down, I see that there's some kind of circular symbol cut into his flesh, heavily scarred with a series of lines cutting across the circle's edge.
 
   “They're down there!” he continues, suddenly jerking the knife deeper and wider across his throat, causing blood to start spraying out against my uniform. “They just need the whore! Don't you get it? They need the whore, so they can -”
 
   Suddenly a blast rings out, and the left side of Mikey's head explodes in a shower of blood and bone. Letting out a startled cry, I drop the knife and fall back, scampering away from his body until I spot a familiar silhouette stepping closer between two nearby trees.
 
   “He was overpowering you,” Buddy says, staring at the corpse for a moment longer before holstering his gun. With the tip of his right boot, he turns Mikey's body over, and then he spits on the boy's face. “He was about to kill you, James. He was babbling like a lunatic.”
 
   “But I -”
 
   “You heard the man,” he continues, eyeing me with a hint of suspicion. “He wanted to die. And I saved your life, so really, what's there to fuss about? Now if you ask me, you oughta just be thankful and get right up from down there. A deputy shouldn't be cowering like that. Not one of my deputies, anyway.”
 
   He reaches a hand out to help me, and I slowly get to my feet.
 
   “What's done is done,” Buddy adds firmly. “Him dying was the right outcome. Doesn't matter one jot how it came about. Justice is justice. Now let's get the hell out of this forest while we still can.”
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Three
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “We've got somebody watching Dodderidge Farm,” I explain, as I point at a spot on the map, “just in case the person returns. They might already be aware that we've found their little den, but they might not. If we're lucky, whoever it is will walk straight back through that door and into the hands of two deputies.”
 
   “What about the cabin?” Lewis asks.
 
   “We don't have any prints so far,” I reply, “but we're still hoping for some traces once the main report comes in. That'll be this afternoon, but for now we're focusing on the idea that there was some kind of major struggle that resulted in all the damage. Quite how that fits into the rest of the timeline, I'm not sure yet.”
 
   “What about the dog?”
 
   I turn to Hinch.
 
   “Well, how'd the dog end up trapped in there?” he asks.
 
   “Gust of wind?” Lewis suggests.
 
   I turn to him.
 
   “The door was left open,” he continues, “the dog wandered in later, a gust of wind caused it swing shut, and then the dog was stuck.”
 
   “Not a bad theory,” Hinch suggests.
 
   “That's not our primary focus right now,” I tell them, figuring that I need to keep their minds on the task at hand. “What I need you to do is -”
 
   Flinching slightly, I feel a sudden flutter of pain in my gut, but it passes quickly enough. I swear, it's as if something ripped through my flesh and started digging deep into my abdomen.
 
   “Are you okay?” Hinch whispers, keeping his voice low.
 
   “I'm fine,” I continue, pointing to another spot on the map. “Our current theory is that whatever happened, it began at the farm and then it moved to the cabin. Why that's the case, I'm not sure, but there are tire marks to support the idea. Which means we're looking for someone who's mobile, someone who's driving some kind of truck. It'd have to be a fairly heavy vehicle, based on the tracks.”
 
   “We got a report of some damage at the old Trelawney Road diner,” one of the other deputies says. “Broken windows, the door left open, that sort of thing. Maybe some blood, but the caller was too scared to go inside and take a proper look round. I was gonna head out and check it out. I know it's a long-shot, but maybe it's connected.”
 
   “So what are you doing standing here?” I ask. “Get moving, and let us know what you find.”
 
   “It might not be a coincidence,” the deputy replies, already heading toward the door.
 
   “There are no coincidences right now,” Hinch tells him. “Not in a town this small.”
 
   I turn to him, surprised that he parroted one of my comments from last night.
 
   “Sorry,” he stammers nervously. “I just... It sounded good last night, when you said it. I thought I'd use it myself, but maybe I shouldn't have done it when you were around.”
 
   As a couple more deputies head to the door, I look back down at the map. A moment later, Hinch's phone rings and he answers, heading out of the room to continue the conversation. I try to hear what he's saying, but the door swings shut and I turn back to the others.
 
   “What about the connection to the Cane family?” Lewis asks. “Someone was saying earlier that it might be worth checking on Liam Cane, to make sure he's still at the hospital in Gordonville.”
 
   “Get on it,” I reply, realizing that I never got a chance earlier to make that call. I need to stay focused and make sure I don't forget things. Right now, the pain is becoming more and more of a distraction. “And while we're at it, let's -”
 
   Suddenly the door opens and Hinch comes back in, and I can immediately tell from the look in his eyes that something's wrong.
 
   “That was Doctor Shaw,” he says, with a hint of shock in his voice. “They got a hit on the serial numbers in the metal found in the girl's body. They managed to ID her.”
 
   “Who is it?” I ask.
 
   He hesitates, almost as if he's scared to answer.
 
   “Who is it?” I ask again. “Spit it out, man!”
 
   “It's Leanne Halperin,” he says finally. “It's Chris Halperin's daughter. She's the one we found all cut up in the forest.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Is this to do with me?” Chris Halperin asks, sitting stony-faced at his desk in the town hall. “I win the mayoral election, and just a couple of days later my daughter...”
 
   His voice trails off.
 
   “Is it some kind of message?” he adds finally. “Is this how the world works? You get into a position with any kind of power at all, and someone sees fit to murder your only child?”
 
   “There's nothing to indicate a connection at the moment,” I reply. “You haven't received any threats, have you?”
 
   He shakes his head, but in truth he seems too shocked to really say much at all. I can't even begin to imagine how he must be feeling right now, and I don't want to try imagining how I'd react if something ever happened to Ramsey. I remember Chris from the old days, from when our daughters used to play together, and we even shared a beer now and again at local events. Now he's in a suit and tie, looking strangely out of place behind the mayoral desk, and I'm sitting here having just told him that his girl – all of eighteen years old – was found dead in the forest.
 
   I don't like the way the world has changed.
 
   “Leanne would seem to have been dead for approximately three days,” I continue finally. “Maybe four. Given that, I need to figure out a timeline and get everything straight. When was the last time you saw her?”
 
   He stares at me for a moment. “I've been busy,” he says finally.
 
   “I'm sure, but -”
 
   “I've been winning a fucking election,” he continues, sounding a little exasperated and defensive. “Daisy and I, we've barely slept. We've been going crazy, all day every day. We told Leanne she'd have to take care of herself for a little while, we gave her money and we told her to just keep busy. That doesn't make us bad parents, that makes us good parents. We just didn't want to have her caught up in the middle of all this madness. She's eighteen, for fuck's sake, she should have been able to look after herself for a couple of days!”
 
   “We just -”
 
   “So don't look at me like that!” he hisses.
 
   I hesitate for a moment, startled by his reaction. “Chris, I -”
 
   “I'm the fucking mayor now!” he roars, getting to his feet and banging the desk with his fist. He's red in the face now, flustered and ready to boil over. “My daughter's been murdered and you think you can sit there, judging me? Are you fucking serious?”
 
   “Nobody's judging you,” I reply, trying to defuse the situation. “Chris, I'm sorry, I'm just here to ask you some questions. It's been a long time since I saw Leanne, since she and Ramsey used to hang out together. I don't know what she was like once she got older. We need to check her social media, her email, her computer... We need to know if she's been in contact with anyone over the past few weeks, maybe someone she met online.”
 
   “My daughter is not some whore who talks to men on the internet!”
 
   “I know that, but -”
 
   “She's the same fucking age as Ramsey, or had you forgotten?”
 
   “I hadn't forgotten,” I tell him. “I remember how close they were and -”
 
   “Have you called Ramsey and told her yet?”
 
   I pause. “Well, actually I -”
 
   “Oh, that's right,” he adds, spitting the words out with undisguised venom, “I almost forgot. You don't have any contact with your daughter, do you? You're basically a deadbeat father. So don't lecture me on being a good parent, not when it's been years since you spoke to your own kid. You can't even call Ramsey to let her know that her best friend died.”
 
   “We need to establish a timeline,” I reply, figuring I just need to stick to the facts here. “It's possible that she knew the person who killed her. Do you happen to know Ramsey's online passwords and -”
 
   “My daughter is not a whore!” he screams. “Don't you fucking suggest that!”
 
   “I'm not suggesting that she -”
 
   “She didn't talk to men on the internet! Jesus Christ, what kind of girl do you think she is? We raised her properly, we made sure she was aware of all the dangers that are out there, so don't you fucking dare suggest that she brought this on herself!”
 
   “I wouldn't suggest that for one moment,” I reply, and I'm starting to feel as if I'm not going to get answers to any of my questions. Not from Christ, not today.
 
   Getting to my feet, I feel another ripple of pain in my gut, and I figure the best approach might be for me to head back to the station and have somebody else come out here to speak to Chris and Daisy Halperin later.
 
   “I can't even begin to understand what you're going through right now,” I tell him, “but I want to assure you that we will catch whoever's responsible. We're already working on a number of leads, and we're appealing for witnesses. Somebody has to have seen Leanne in the period leading up to her murder, and soon we'll have a much better idea of her movements.”
 
   “You're damn right you'll catch the bastard,” he sneers, “because if you don't, I'll have your badge so fast, you'll forget you were ever wearing it in the first place. Have you brought the FBI in yet?”
 
   “I'm not sure if -”
 
   “You fucking idiots sure as hell can't solve anything on your own.”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, before hearing a distant, echoing shriek coming from one of the other rooms.
 
   “That's my wife,” Chris says firmly, fixing me with a determined stare. “Her sister's with her, consoling her over the death of her only child. Now I don't know how you're used to doing things around here, James, but I want a report on my desk by the end of the day, detailing exactly what happened to Leanne. I'm the fucking mayor now, in case that slipped your mind, so you work for me.”
 
   “I don't think that's a very -”
 
   “You will give me that report!” he yells. “Do you hear me? You will give it to me, or I'll come down to that station and rip it out of your goddamn hands along with your badge!”
 
   “Sure,” I mutter, figuring that I can't exactly talk him out of it. What would Buddy do right now? “And -”
 
   “And then you'll catch this son-of-a-bitch,” he continues. “Who's the suspect? Do you have a name?”
 
   “We have to -”
 
   “Tell me!”
 
   Storming around his desk, he marches toward me.
 
   “Chris,” I say, starting to feel that perhaps I should have left already, “I'm -”
 
   “Tell me!”
 
   Grabbing me by the collar, he slams me against the wall and then leans closer, bathing me in a cloud of his foul breath.
 
   “I want to know who killed my girl!” he sneers. “I want to know right now, and then I'm going to go out there and find the bastard and I'm going to make him pay!”
 
   “I can't just name a suspect for you!” I gasp. “Chris -”
 
   “Tell me his fucking name!” he screams, leaning even closer.
 
   For a moment, the intensity of his anger reminds me of the last man who pinned me down. It's been ten years since my encounter with Mikey Cane in the forest, and I've relived that moment in my mind almost every day. But this is the first time since that encounter that I've let anyone get close enough to manhandle me again. Ordinarily I'd push him away and arrest him, but ordinarily I wouldn't have a crippling pain in my gut.
 
   And ordinarily, the man pinning me to the wall wouldn't be the town's newly elected mayor, and a grieving father.
 
   “I'm dying,” I want to tell him, even though I can't quite get the words out. “Does that make you feel any better? I checked myself out of hospital so I could finish this case, but it's probably the last investigation I'll ever run. I've only got weeks left, maybe a couple of months, and I'm in agonizing pain most of the time. I'm a dead man walking and I swear, I'm going to spend every moment of my remaining time, every second, tracking down the monster who killed your daughter.”
 
   But I can't say that.
 
   I refuse to be that pathetic.
 
   “Chris -”
 
   Suddenly he punches me hard in the gut, hard enough to send a thud of pain crashing through my chest. Normally I'd be able to hold up, but I feel a fierce sharpness, like a blade slicing up into my ribs. As soon as Chris lets go of my collar, I drop gasping to the floor, and it takes several more seconds before I'm even able to draw breath.
 
   “You used to be kinda tough,” he mutters. “What happened?”
 
   “Long story!” I gasp.
 
   He turns and heads toward his desk. Still not quite mustering the strength to get to my feet, I wait as I hear his footsteps getting further and further away, and then suddenly he stops.
 
   “The forest, you said?” he mutters finally.
 
   I force myself up.
 
   “That's where they found Leanne?” he continues. “In the forest?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “Huh.” He pauses, clearly lost in thought. “I've heard the stories about that forest. We all have. Do you believe them?”
 
   “There are a lot of stories,” I point out.
 
   “You know what I'm talking about. The tunnels. The devil, the witch, all that stuff. Do you believe a word of it?”
 
   I pause, before shaking my head.
 
   “Me neither,” he continues. “Not until today, anyway. But I swear to you, if anything even remotely connected to that forest is responsible for Leanne's death, do you know what I'm gonna do? I'm gonna rip it all down.”
 
   “Rip it down?” I ask, still struggling to get my breath back.
 
   “The forest. Dodderidge, Kelham Glade, Pellow's Peak, the ridge, the rise, the valley, those mountains... I'll sign an order to sell every square mile to a developer, and I'll do it on the condition that he levels every tree and covers the entire fucking place with concrete. By the time we're done with it, there'll be no forest, not anymore. Deal will be surrounded for miles and miles in every direction by flat concrete, and I'll even make sure that the concrete flows into that maze of fucking tunnels. And then we'll see if people still spew bullshit about there being monsters and ghoulies out there. Because if that forest killed my girl, or anything from that forest killed her, then I'll destroy the forest. Simple, huh? That's how I got elected, after all. Didn't you hear my big slogan? Simple solutions to big fucking problems.”
 
   Still feeling a surge of pain in my gut, I realize that there's nothing I can say to him right now, so I simply turn and make my way slowly toward the door.
 
   “And don't forget to send me that report,” Chris mutters. “I want to know how Leanne died. Every detail.”
 
   I stammer something about sending it to him as soon as I get to the office. Once I'm out in the corridor, I lean back against the wall and wait for the worst of the pain to pass, but a moment later I hear Chris's wife Daisy sobbing in the distance. I want to go to her, to tell her I'm on the case, but I doubt she'll be very pleased to see me. The fact that I'm dying, the fact that this is probably my last investigation, means nothing to anyone except me. All that matters, really, is that I catch this bastard.
 
   So instead of saying another word to anyone, I turn and start shuffling along the corridor, heading toward the stairs. I've got a job to do, and a killer to find. And yet ten minutes later, I'm sitting in a bar on East and Fifth, drinking whiskey even though every sip makes my gut hurt a little more.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Four
 
   Deputy James Kopperud
 
    
 
   10 years ago
 
    
 
   “I saw the devil,” Mikey's voice hisses, echoing through my thoughts. “I went down there, under the forest, and I saw the devil! I saw the witch, too! They're both real, and they're just waiting for the whore to join them! Every word of it's real!”
 
   Suddenly someone knocks at the door, and I turn to see Buddy coming through from the main office. There's lots of noise and activity at the station tonight, even well after midnight, and after a moment he turns and signals at someone.
 
   “Get Judge Copper on the phone, Joe!” he yells. “And Katie, do a sandwich run as soon as anywhere's open, okay? Be a doll. And see if that coffee machine can be kicked into service, and if not, take some money from the tin and go buy a new one. We're not animals. We need coffee.”
 
   He turns to me, before shutting the door and coming over to join me in the interview room.
 
   “Wanted to get away from it all?” he asks.
 
   “Something like that,” I mutter, unable to shake a restless feeling that's got my right leg jittering like crazy. “I'm sorry, I'll -”
 
   “Don't apologize, James. You've got nothing to apologize for.”
 
   “But I -”
 
   “You've got nothing to apologize for. Let me be very clear about that fact.”
 
   He sits in the chair opposite me. He's in the spot where we usually sit when we're interviewing a suspect, and I'm in the spot where the suspect usually sits wriggling and making up excuses. For a moment, Buddy seems content to simply observe me, before finally he lets out a slow, studied sigh.
 
   “That was your first close call tonight, huh?”
 
   I pause, before nodding.
 
   “Tough, ain't it?”
 
   I try to force a smile, but I can't quite manage. I'm trembling, and I keep reliving that moment with Mikey Cane over and over again. For a few seconds back there, I believed every word he told me, and in my mind's eye I saw him breaking into my home and doing awful things to my family. Even though he's dead now, those images won't quite go away, and I'm starting to realize for the first time how vulnerable Emma and Ramsey must be every night while I'm not at home. The world is not a safe place.
 
   “Seems like Mikey was pretty talkative at the end there,” Buddy continues, leaning back in his chair. “I didn't really hear what he was yammering to you about. I expect it was the usual insane bullshit that these people spew out. The product of a fevered imagination. Nothing you want to pay any attention to.”
 
   “The forest,” I whisper. “He was talking about the forest.”
 
   He chuckles. “Yeah, no surprise. That forest is the go-to bullshit for every nut-job around.”
 
   “He seemed to really believe it.”
 
   Another chuckle. “I bet he did. Feral little turd, that Mikey Cane. He was no good from an early age.”
 
   We sit in silence for a moment, and I don't realize at first that he seems to be waiting for me to say something.
 
   “But that's all it was,” Buddy adds. “It's bullshit, James. Fevered, cross-eyed bullshit from a man who'd already seen fit to murder his parents and... Well, I won't tell you what we found he'd done to his mother after she died. At least she was dead by that point. Saved the poor woman a little dignity in life, even if she lost it all in death.”
 
   Again, we sit in silence. There's so much noise and commotion in the main office, but in here we're shrouded in silence. I know Buddy wants to say something else, but I get the feeling he's come specifically to check on how I'm doing, and I don't think he's made up his mind just yet. I guess we haven't known one another very long, and Buddy seems like the kind of guy who needs to know what he thinks about someone before he knows how to act around them. Either that, or he doesn't know if he can trust me yet.
 
   “Mikey was saying things,” I mutter finally. “Crazy things, about what he wanted to do to people.”
 
   “He was trying to provoke you. He wanted you to kill him, so he said things to make you angry.”
 
   “How long were you listening before you shot him?” I ask.
 
   “Just a few seconds. Long enough to hear some of the vile filth that spewed out of his mouth, and to know that the kid had a death-wish. It's just a shame he didn't have the courage to kill himself straight up, instead of putting the rest of us through all of that garbage.” He turns and spits on the floor. “Fucking coward.”
 
   “He said other things,” I reply. “He was talking about things that live under the forest. He mentioned -”
 
   “That old crock of shit?” Buddy asks, with a big grin. “Well, yeah, sure. That's a fertile well for anyone whose mind is already cracked. Let me tell you, James... Every single individual in this town who's lost their senses over the years, every last one of 'em, has incorporated some of that bullshit into whatever fever they've cooked up in their heads. It's almost too easy, but the important thing to remember is that it's all just madness, okay? Not one word of it's real. There's nothing in the forest, nothing that we need to bother about, anyway. It's just a forest. End of story.”
 
   “He said there were people down there,” I reply. “Even if he's crazy, do you think it's worth checking out?”
 
   “Absolutely not.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Do you know why? Because it's been checked out before. Over and over and over. We've been on wasted trips into those goddamn tunnels in the past, and there's not a lick of a sign that anyone else has ever been in there other than kids and idiots. You're new to the job, James, so maybe you don't understand some of the conventions around Deal, but trust me. This isn't the last time you'll hear some lunatic go rambling on about monsters living in those tunnels, and you just have to learn to ignore it all. You have to learn not to go poking about.”
 
   I open my mouth to tell him that Mikey seemed so sure, to say that I almost believed him, but then I realize that I'll just end up sounding like a complete fool. I've already screwed up so many times tonight, it's a miracle Buddy hasn't thrown me off the job, and I need to show that I'm like the others in the office. After a moment, as if to prove that point, I glance at the window and see that several of the other deputies are looking this way, watching us through the gaps between the blinds. They quickly turn away, of course, but it's clear that they know Buddy is sounding me out.
 
   They all want to know if I'm one of them, or if I'm a troublemaker.
 
   “So are we on the same side?” Buddy asks, with a faint, expectant smile.
 
   “Sure,” I reply, not really believing what he just told me but figuring I can find a way to believe it later. After all, Buddy's the boss and I should try to be more like him. “I didn't mean to come in here and hide away. I'll get back out there and see what needs doing.”
 
   “We've got it handled,” he replies, getting to his feet. “Why don't you head home? You've got a wife, right? And a kid?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “Go home and tuck that little girl in tight,” he continues, “and then hold your wife and make sure she knows you love her. Make sure she knows you'll protect her, too. Because you will, because you're on my team and because you're only gonna get stronger and tougher from here on out. Everyone starts out like you, James, but they soon firm up.”
 
   “Is there any word on Gary?” I ask.
 
   “I'm about to give the hospital a call now and find out. Last I heard, he was in surgery.”
 
   He turns and heads to the door, pulling it open to reveal the cacophony of the office and all the voices making frantic phone calls.
 
   “Don't forget,” he adds, turning back to me. “Mikey Cane was going to kill you. That's why I shot him. Is that understood? He was a maniac, he was rambling on about nonsense, and he'd have cut your throat if I hadn't pulled that trigger when I did. Agreed?”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before nodding.
 
   “Okay, good.” He eyes me for a moment longer. “I think you're gonna turn out just fine, James Kopperud. Why, a few years from now, when I finally hang up my hat, I reckon you might even be a candidate to take my job.”
 
   “I doubt that,” I reply, with a faint, nervous smile.
 
   “I'm a good judge of character,” he continues. “All you need to do is keep your head down, learn the ropes, and remember to just leave the forest alone. It's not our jurisdiction. Is that clear?”
 
   I hesitate for a moment. “Sure. I understand.”
 
   “Only one person ever ignored my advice on that, James, and...”
 
   His voice trails off for a moment.
 
   “Well, drink this,” he adds, taking a flask from his pocket and setting it on the table. “Just to straighten yourself up. Trust me, a little fortification never hurt anyone. And that's good whiskey. Bourbon, like it oughta be. Trust Buddy. Those are two little words you need to keep on remembering. Trust Buddy. I'll see you right.”
 
   With that, he heads out of the room, leaving me sitting alone. I try to focus on everything Buddy said, to remind myself that tonight was just a regular part of the job and that I need to get used to bad things happening. I even tell myself that there'll be worse nights, and that one day I'll be more like Buddy and that this kind of thing won't even get to me. That day can't come soon enough, because right now I feel like I need to toughen the hell up.
 
   Looking down at my belly, I try to imagine how it would have felt if the blade had cut through my guts. I try to imagine the abject, horrific pain. Deep down, I feel like I should have kept Gary from being shot. I don't know what I could have done differently, but maybe I could have noticed the threat a moment earlier and done something. Instead, I failed and now a man is fighting for his life in the hospital. In a just world, maybe the knife would have cut into me tonight.
 
   Even though I usually don't like to drink, and despite the fact that it's almost morning, I unscrew the flask's lid and take a swig of whiskey. And then another, and another.
 
   Buddy was right. It feels good.
 
   He was right about something else, too. Mikey Cane was out of his mind, and all that nonsense about devils and witches and whores was just pure garbage. Anyone who goes on about that kind of thing has to be completely insane. There's nothing to fear in the forest.
 
   Still shivering slightly, I take another swig of whiskey. I'm not sure it's good to drink quite so much, but I guess I have to remember those two magic words. Trust Buddy.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Five
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Buddy,” I call out, as soon as I step into the office, “what are you doing here?”
 
   He turns to me, and I can instantly see from the look in his eyes – and from the concern in the eyes of everyone else here – that something's wrong. Buddy's clearly in one of his foggy moments, and I can't help noticing that he's wearing one of the old uniforms that we replaced a few years ago. I guess he must have hung onto a few sets of shirts and pants when he finally retired.
 
   “You need to fill me in,” he stammers, sounding lost. “I need to be updated. Come on, get snappy with it, we don't have all day!”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I ask, putting a hand on his arm. “Buddy, you really don't need to be here. Why don't you let me take you home?”
 
   “Home?”
 
   Great. He sounds angry, and that's always when he's at his worst.
 
   “Hang on,” he mutters, clearly trying to straighten everything out in his dementia-fogged mind. “You should've brought me into the loop from the start, James. I'm the boss, I have a right to know everything!”
 
   “Sheriff Kopperud?” Katie says cautiously. “Um -”
 
   “Sheriff who?” Buddy snaps, turning to her. “I remember you! I've seen you before! I'm the sheriff around here, and I'll thank you to remember that fact!”
 
   “Why don't you come into the interview room with me?” I say, keeping hold of his arm and steering him across the office. “I'm really sorry, Buddy, I should have spoken to you about this sooner. I hope you can forgive me, but we've just been run off our feet. I'm sure you know what that's like, don't you?”
 
   “Damn straight,” he mutters, as I lead him into the interview room.
 
   Once he's on his way over to the chair, I turn and lean back out toward Katie.
 
   “Call his daughter,” I whisper, “and ask if she can come and pick him up. She works down the road at the bar. Tell her he's having one of his bad days.”
 
   She nods, and I quickly turn and head back into the room. Once the door is shut, I make my way around the table and take a seat. Already, Buddy seems agitated in the chair opposite, and I can tell that he's fixing to get up and go back out to cause trouble in the office again. At times like this, it's honestly so difficult to believe that ten years ago he was the tough-talking, no-nonsense sheriff of Deal, and that now he's a confused old man who sometimes can barely even remember his own name.
 
   “Now what's this about the forest?” he stammers finally. “I heard someone talking about a girl.”
 
   “We're investigating a murder,” I tell him.
 
   “Who's the victim?”
 
   “Leanne Halperin.”
 
   “Leanne?” He stares at me, as if he can't quite believe the news. “Is that Chris's sister?”
 
   “It's Chris's daughter, Buddy.”
 
   “How can Chris Halperin have a daughter? He's not old enough to...”
 
   His voice trails off for a moment, and it's clear that he's lost in another cloud of confusion.
 
   “Fine,” he mutters. “Sure. Whatever. Well, what happened to her? How did she die?”
 
   “When we found her body,” I reply, “she'd already been dismembered. We don't know why, but so far it seems that all the parts are accounted for. Whatever the killer wanted, he doesn't seem to have taken any kind of trophies, at least not as far as we can tell.”
 
   “You know who you oughta talk to?” he asks.
 
   “Who's that, Buddy?”
 
   “I reckon I know who killed her.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “That boy up at the farm. What's his name, again? Mikey! Mikey Cane!”
 
   “Buddy -”
 
   “Trust Buddy!” he says firmly, before winking at me. “Remember how I told you that before? Always trust Buddy.”
 
   “Sure, but -”
 
   “Mikey Cane's the killer!”
 
   “Mikey Cane is dead, Buddy,” I reply. “Mikey died ten years ago. Don't you remember?”
 
   He stares at me, although his head is wobbling slightly.
 
   “Don't you remember that night in the forest?” I continue. “You saved my life, Buddy. Mikey Cane had me down, he had a knife, and then you came along and you saved me by shooting him.”
 
   “I did?”
 
   “You did.”
 
   “Well...”
 
   Again, he seems completely lost and confused.
 
   “If Leanne's in trouble,” he continues finally, “then maybe you oughta check on Ramsey, too.”
 
   “So now you remember, huh?” I reply, with a faint smile. “That's right, Buddy. Leanne and Ramsey were friends.”
 
   “So is Ramsey safe?”
 
   “Ramsey's safe.”
 
   “Is she at home?”
 
   “She's at home a long way away,” I tell him. “She's eighteen now. Leanne was eighteen too.”
 
   “What?” He furrows his brow, as if he's shocked by the news. “Little Leanne? Eighteen? No, you must be mistaken! She's just a little girl!”
 
   “A moment ago, you didn't remember her at all.”
 
   “I don't know what kind of game you're playing,” he continues, getting to his feet, “but you're wasting my time! I'm sheriff of this town, and that means I have to take charge and tell the others what to do! You're trying to take my job from me, aren't you? You're trying to push me out, but it won't work! Everybody here respects me, they all know I'm the boss!”
 
   Getting to my feet, I hurry around the table to help him, but he pushes me away. He's so unsteady on his feet, however, that I follow him toward the door, ready to catch him in case he falls at any moment.
 
   “Those things under the forest are dangerous,” he stammers. “We should never have just let them be. Do you understand? People don't believe they're real, and that's just how they like it, because it means they can get on with their business and nobody disturbs them.”
 
   “You don't believe in the stories about the forest,” I remind him. “You never did, Buddy.”
 
   “Only a fool would ignore the warnings,” he adds, opening the door. “Mikey and Liam won't be the last, you know. There'll be others, and it won't stop until those things get exactly what they want, and then God help us all because it'll be too late for us to do anything. You can put any kind of markers on your hand that you want, but they won't protect you, not if you're one of the ones who's really supposed to be seen. That's what they say about the whore, you know. They say she'll be seen no matter what, and she's all they're waiting for.”
 
   “If the old you could hear this now,” I mutter under my breath, “he'd have a goddamn heart attack.”
 
   “Check on Ramsey!” he hisses suddenly, turning to me with fear in his bloodshot, watery eyes. “Promise me, James! Call Ramsey and make sure she's okay!”
 
   “Sure,” I reply, figuring I should humor him. “Buddy -”
 
   “Promise me!” he gasps, grabbing my arm and leaning closer. “Don't treat me like some kind of dumb old fool! Promise me you'll call and check on Ramsey! You have to find her, James! She's hurt and she won't make it on her own! She fell!”
 
   “Buddy, listen...”
 
   “She fell!” he says firmly. “The other one found her. That's the only reason she's made it as far as she did, but she's still in danger!”
 
   Before I can even begin to tell him that he's got his wires crossed, I spot Harry hurrying through the main door. She looks worried, and I don't blame her. She's been single-handedly looking after her father ever since the dementia hit and he was forced to retire from the station, and lately she's had to rush out at least once a week after finding that he's wandered away from his spot on the porch. She won't admit it, not ever, but she knows he's getting worse. I see it in her eyes.
 
   “Hey Dad,” she says as she comes over to join us. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I'm at work,” he splutters, still sounding very confused. “Why won't you leave me alone?”
 
   “I'm so sorry,” she continues, turning to me. “He seemed fine when I left for work this morning, I never thought it might turn out to be one of his bad days.”
 
   “Don't worry about it,” I reply, as Buddy turns and looks around the office, clearly lost. “Hey, Buddy, why don't we get you outside? I really don't think there's much for you to be doing in here.”
 
   “I'm surprised to see you back at work already,” Harry tells me, as we lead her father toward the door, watched by everyone else in the office. “At the hospital, I got the impression they were planning to keep you in for a while.”
 
   “That was nothing,” I mutter.
 
   “But -”
 
   “Honestly, it's nothing,” I add, spotting Hinch and Lewis nearby. The last thing I want is for them to suspect that anything's wrong, or to overhear any mention of my hospital visit. “Just the stomach bug version of man flu, I guess.”
 
   She doesn't push the subject, but I can tell she's not entirely convinced.
 
   “Where are we going?” Buddy asks as we get him outside. He tries to turn and go back into the station, but fortunately Harry and I manage to take an arm each and lead him gently but firmly toward the parking lot. “I need to help the others,” he continues. “They won't get very far without me. I know they try their best, but they need leadership.”
 
   “I'll do my best,” I tell him.
 
   “James is the sheriff now,” Harry adds. “You remember that, Dad, don't you? You retired and James took over. You recommended him. You said he'd be the perfect person.”
 
   “Did I?”
 
   “It was all your idea.” She unlocks her car and pulls the door open. “You were right, too. James is doing a great job, but he needs to be left alone so he can get on with things. Dad, if you go back into the station, you could make it more difficult for everyone to do their jobs. It'd be better if you head home for the day, and then maybe tomorrow you can think about offering your help again.”
 
   “I guess,” he mutters, as he climbs into the back of the car.
 
   “Hopefully tomorrow'll be a better day for him,” Harry mutters to me, but I can see the concern in her eyes as she swings the door shut. “He still has good days occasionally. Sometimes, he's surprisingly clear.”
 
   “And you're sure you're okay having him still at home with you?” I ask.
 
   “Of course. Don't even suggest anything else.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “He's staying at home!” she says firmly. “There's no debate on that. I'm not putting my father in some kind of nursing home so he can waste away!”
 
   With that, she turns and heads around to get into the driver's seat, and I take a step back. I know better than to push Harry, and I know that she's determined to keep Buddy at home for as long as possible. Still, it must be difficult dealing with him, especially when he seems to get different periods of time all mixed up. Cause and effect are a little muddled in his mind, and he's slowly getting worse and worse.
 
   As the car pulls away, I take my phone from my pocket and bring up Ramsey's number. Well, at least it's the number that belonged to Ramsey a few years ago, back when she got her first phone, but I have no idea whether she still uses it today. I want to call her, or at least send a message, after those strange things that Buddy said. I quickly realize, however, that I can't contact her out of the blue. I doubt I'm someone she wants to hear from right now. Or ever.
 
   Figuring that I need to focus on the task at hand, I slip my phone away and head back into the station.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Six
 
   Deputy James Kopperud
 
    
 
   10 years ago
 
    
 
   “Oh Jesus!” Emma whispers, with tears in her eyes. “Oh God! Poor Cathy! Does she know?”
 
   “Buddy went over to tell her,” I reply, feeling strangely numb. “He only found out just before I left. I can't imagine...”
 
   My voice trails off. I honestly don't know how Buddy can go to a woman's front door and tell her that her husband has been killed in the line of duty. Emma and I have been over to have dinner with Gary and Cathy several times over the past few years, and I can't help replaying Gary's final moments over and over in my mind. There was so much blood by the time the ambulance crew arrived, glistening dark red against the fabric of his uniform, and I stood and watched as they checked his pulse and loaded him into the ambulance.
 
   Now he's gone.
 
   “I heard it,” I stammer. “I felt it.”
 
   “Heard what?” Emma asks, stepping closer and placing her hands on my shoulders. “James, come and sit down. You look like you're about to faint.”
 
   “The bullet,” I tell her, flinching slightly as I remember the very faint whistling sound I heard in the split second before Gary dropped to the floor. “I think I heard it, anyway. I think I even felt it. It went straight past me, maybe an inch or less from...”
 
   Again, my voice trails off. If Mikey Cane had aimed slightly differently, or if I'd taken even half a step further forward, I'd have been the one who got shot, and it would most likely have been our front door that Buddy would have knocked on just now. Emma would be listening to him explain how I'd died during an incident at Dodderidge Farm, and then she'd have to tell Ramsey. I'd have left my family in pieces.
 
   “Come here.”
 
   Suddenly Emma puts her arms around me, holding me tight. I want to tell her I'm fine, to make a joke and head to the kitchen for a beer, but I feel like I'm not even myself anymore. It's almost as if I'm on auto-pilot. Buddy's whiskey helped steady my nerves, even if my mind is still racing.
 
   “You couldn't have done anything for Gary,” she says after a moment, hugging me even tighter. “It was just terrible, terrible luck, and an awful tragedy, but you can't blame yourself. Do you hear me, James?” She pulls back and looks at me, as if she's searching for something in my eyes. “I swear to God, I'm not going to let you blame yourself for what happened to Gary. You'll end up losing your mind if you go down that path, and I refuse to watch that happen.”
 
   “We got the killer,” I whisper. “You don't need to worry about that. We got him.”
 
   “That's good. Were you there when he was caught?”
 
   “He wasn't caught,” I reply. “He was shot. He's dead.”
 
   I pause for a moment, thinking back to that moment in the forest. And to Buddy's insistence that we should keep the truth to ourselves.
 
   “Were you there when he was shot?” Emma asks cautiously.
 
   “Not really,” I reply, figuring I should spare her the details. She'd only worry if she knew how close I'd come to death, and I want to protect her. “It was a joint effort. The whole team, you know? Buddy was the one who took him down.”
 
   “You should get some sleep,” she continues, stepping back. “I heard it all happened up at Dodderidge Farm. Does that mean...”
 
   “Liam survived,” I reply. “He's been taken off for checks, but the rest of his family is dead.”
 
   “That poor boy,” she whispers, as fresh tears roll down her face. “What causes someone like Mikey Cane to go off the rails like that? He always seemed like a nice boy. A bit of a loner, maybe, but being a loner isn't necessarily anything to worry about. I know he spent a lot of time out in the forest at Devil's Lookout, but that's hardly a crime. Why would he suddenly turn around and murder his parents?”
 
   “He did more than just murder them,” I tell her. “He...”
 
   My voice trails off for a few seconds as I remember the sight of Mrs. Cane on the bed. Her eyes were wide open, almost bulging from the sockets, and there was blood all over her legs and crotch.
 
   “Never mind,” I whisper.
 
   “What did he do to them, James?”
 
   “It doesn't matter. It's not something we should be talking about.”
 
   “But why would he do it?” she continues. “I just don't get it.”
 
   “I don't know,” I tell her, and again I figure it's best to withhold a few of the details. It'd only worry Emma if I told her about all the things Mikey said in his final moments, and I know she has a tendency sometimes to take all that mystical crap a little too seriously. If she knew about Mikey's claims, about there supposedly being people in the tunnels, she'd just start worrying about the whole town. “I guess sometimes people just crack,” I continue, “and they can't go back to seeing the world the way it is.”
 
   “We should pray for Liam.”
 
   “Sure. Whatever. If it makes you feel better.”
 
   “Is that whiskey on your breath?”
 
   “Just a little. Buddy gave it to me.” I wait for her to make a joke, but she seems worried. “We all had a shot,” I add finally, hoping that a little lie will make everything better. “Relax. If you'd seen and heard what I saw and heard tonight, you'd have taken a whiskey too.”
 
   “But you're okay?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “You're not upset?”
 
   “Do I look upset?”
 
   “I guess not. I was worried when you walked in the door, but you seem fine. Go up to bed. I'll join you in a moment.”
 
   We talk for a little while longer, mostly about Liam but also about how the whole town will have to deal with the tragedy, and then Emma goes to grab a glass of water while I make my way up the stairs. It's already almost dawn, and I know I only have a few hours before I have to get back to the station and help with the clean-up. There'll be teams out at the farm, and at the spot in the forest where Mikey died, and I'm sure there's going to be a mountain of paperwork. And that's even before the investigations that'll inevitably get set up, and all the press interest.
 
   “Don't forget,” Buddy's voice whispers in the back of my mind. “Mikey Cane was going to kill you. That's why I shot him. Got it?”
 
   He's right.
 
   That's the story we should tell. Anything else would just become too complicated for people to understand. It's not exactly a complicated lie, and as I head toward the bedroom, I already feel pretty confident that I can make it stick.
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   Stopping, I look through a nearby open door, but all I see is darkness. Stepping closer, I peer into the room as my eyes adjust to the darkness, and finally I spot a figure sitting up on her bed.
 
   “Hey Ramsey,” I whisper, slipping into the room. “It's still a little early. You should be asleep.”
 
   “I'm going to go play with Leanne later,” she replies, before hesitating for a moment. “Daddy, have you been at work all night?”
 
   I should leave her alone and let her rest, but I want to give her a hug. Heading over to her bed, I sit next to her, and she immediately moves closer and puts her arms around me.
 
   “You smell funny,” she says, sounding tired.
 
   “I do?”
 
   “Like the forest. Have you been outside tonight?”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “What were you doing?”
 
   “Oh, this and that.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   I can't help smiling. My little girl is always so curious and inquisitive.
 
   “It's complicated,” I tell her.
 
   “Why's it complicated?”
 
   “It just is.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “You'll understand some day.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why will you understand?”
 
   “Why can't you tell me about it now? Why do I have to wait until it's some other day?”
 
   She pulls back and looks at me, and I swear she looks way too smart for a six-year-old.
 
   “Am I too little at the moment?” she asks.
 
   Before I can answer, I think back to all the things Mikey Cane said while he was trying to provoke me. In my mind's eye, I see him storming into the room and grabbing Ramsey, and I swear that for a fraction of a second I even hear her screaming. I force the image from my thoughts, but I know it'll be back soon enough. In fact, I'm starting to wonder whether I'll ever get those ideas out of my mind at all.
 
   A moment later, I feel a ripple of pain in my belly.
 
   “Are you okay, Daddy?”
 
   “Of course,” I reply, forcing a smile. “Why wouldn't I be?”
 
   “You look sad.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   She nods, and right now she has that very serious expression that only a six-year-old can pull off.
 
   “How about now?” I ask, pulling a silly face.
 
   She stares at me, and then she nods. “You still look sad.”
 
   “Well, I'm not sad,” I continue, kissing her on the top of the head before getting to my feet and heading back to the door before she has a chance to ask any more questions. I know it's dumb, but I feel like I need to shower and wash my clothes so I don't bring any more of the night's events into the house. I need to draw a line under what happened, and then I need to move on. “There's no need to worry about me.”
 
   “But you're sad. How can you sleep when you're sad?”
 
   “I'm not sad, sweetheart.”
 
   “Yes you are.”
 
   “Daddy's just tired.”
 
   “Daddy needs to sleep,” Emma says, joining me in the doorway as we both turn and look back at Ramsey.
 
   “Can I come into the big bed with you?” she asks, with a hint of hope in her voice.
 
   “You know the answer,” Emma whispers to me.
 
   “Is it worth even trying to say no?” I continue, and Ramsey immediately leaps out of her own bed and rushes to join us. Squeezing through, she races to our room.
 
   “Are you sure you're okay?” Emma asks.
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before nodding “I'm fine.”
 
   “Good.” She kisses me on the cheek, before taking my hand and leading me to the bedroom, where Ramsey is already settled in the middle of the bed. “You need to sleep, and then everything'll be okay again. Sometimes bad things happen in the world, but the rest of us have to keep going. Mikey Cane obviously had some kind of serious problem.”
 
   “He was insane,” I tell her. “Deeply, seriously insane. If you'd heard some of the things he claimed right before he died... He was beyond help. Buddy thinks the same thing.”
 
   “And you should always trust Buddy,” she replies, before kissing me again. “Everyone in this whole town knows that Buddy's a smart guy. Now go to bed. I'll lock up downstairs. Everything's fine now.”
 
   Heading over to the bed, I sit next to Ramsey, but after a moment I realize that she's staring at me.
 
   “What is it?” I ask. “Pumpkin? What's wrong?”
 
   She stares at me for a moment longer. “You're not okay, Daddy, are you?” she says finally. “You're really upset about something.”
 
   I reach over and tousle her hair. “Didn't you hear what Mommy said just now?” I ask, forcing a smile. “Everything's fine. There's nothing to worry about, and we just need a little more shut-eye. Deal?”
 
   Instead of answering, she continues to stare at me. Maybe I'm crazy, but I swear, I don't think she believes that I'm fine at all. Still, after a moment she snuggles close and puts an arm around me, and I guess she's satisfied for now. At least she has no idea about people like Mikey. If I can help it, she'll never be exposed to that kind of madness. After all, anyone who rambles on about devils and witches under the forest is clearly insane and beyond help. My little girl is pure and innocent, and I want to keep her that way as much as possible.
 
   That's why I do the job I do. To make the world a better place for my little girl. At the end of the day, that's all that really matters.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Seven
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “There were small traces of cloth fiber in this wound,” Doctor Shaw explains as she uses the tip of a scalpel to indicate the bloodied stump of Leanne's left arm. “My best guess is that she tried to stop the bleeding somehow. Since the same isn't true of any of her other injuries, I can only assume that it was her left arm that was severed first. Now, if that's the case, I'm also wondering whether -”
 
   She stops suddenly.
 
   “James? Are you sure you're up to this?”
 
   “Keep going,” I whisper, unable to take my eyes off the bare, bloodied torso.
 
   “We can do it another time,” she continues. “You look pale.”
 
   “I'm fine.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “I'm fine!” I hiss, turning to her. “I've seen dead bodies before! I'm not going to go weak at the knees and crumple! Just get on with it!”
 
   She hesitates, before looking back down at the torso.
 
   “The major cuts were made when the girls was still alive,” she continues. “Obviously she would have lost a lot of blood when the left arm was severed, but I believe she remained alive for several more minutes at least, until the head was removed.”
 
   As if she feels the need to illustrate that point, she moves the scalpel tip up to the stump of the neck.
 
   “She was alive when she was decapitated?” I ask.
 
   She nods. “I believe so.”
 
   I stare at the stump for a moment longer, before turning and looking over at the next trolley. All I can see is a set of white cloths, but I know Leanne's severed head is hidden in one of those containers. I can't believe I didn't recognize her when I saw the body the first time, but I guess it's been several years since I even met the girl. I remember her as a very sweet, very polite kid, and for a while she and Ramsey were thick as thieves, always running around together.
 
   “Is it true that people can retain consciousness for a few seconds after they've been decapitated?” I ask finally.
 
   When Doctor Shaw doesn't answer, I turn to her.
 
   “Well? Is it true?”
 
   “It's possible,” she replies cautiously. “There are reports of blinking eyes in some cases. There are older claims of heads talking and even laughing for thirty, maybe sixty seconds, but those are impossible to verify. I wouldn't put too much stock in them.”
 
   “But there's a chance that she knew,” I continue, heading around the table and over to the next trolley. The last thing I want is to see Leanne's head again, but at the same time I feel as if I need to force myself to confront the awful reality of what we're dealing with here. I hesitate for a moment, before moving one of the sheets away and looking down at the girl's open-eyed face.
 
   She's staring straight at me.
 
   Feeling a shudder pass through my chest, I move to one side, just to make sure that her eyes don't follow me. They don't, of course. Why would I even think something like that?
 
   My phone starts buzzing in my pocket, but I figure it can wait.
 
   “We found evidence of a struggle out at the diner on Trelawney Road,” I say finally, still looking down at Leanne's face. “The timeline's coming together now. She was at a cabin near Pellow's Peak, out by mile-marker eighteen, and then she seems to have made her way to the diner, which is where she was killed. Whatever happened to her, it must have been a sustained assault lasting several hours at least. If the timeline is correct, and if she made her way to the diner alone, it seems she might have actually escaped from this maniac for a short period before she was recaptured.”
 
   “What about her cellphone?”
 
   “We can't get a trace on it. Must be off.”
 
   My phone stops buzzing, but then it starts again a moment later. I check the screen and see that Hinch is trying to call me, but I'm not in the mood for another of his rambling conversations about broken coffee machines. I reject the call, before turning my phone off and slipping it away. I can check in with him as soon as I'm done here.
 
   “There's absolutely no evidence of a sexual assault,” Doctor Shaw explains after a moment. “I know it's not much of a saving grace, but at least we know she didn't endure anything of that nature.”
 
   “Then what the hell did he do this for?” I ask. “Why did he track her down, fight with her, then track her down again, cut her up while she was still alive, and then toss her body parts out in the middle of the forest like they were trash?”
 
   “There is one other thing I noticed,” Doctor Shaw says, heading around to the other side of the trolley and pulling another sheet aside, revealing a clean white box filled with the girl's intestines. “I could be wrong, but I think perhaps her intestinal tract was subjected to some form of postmortem examination.”
 
   I cover Leanne's face and head around to take a closer look at the box of intestines.
 
   “See here?” Doctor Shaw asks, indicating a ruptured section with her scalpel. “And here? And here too? Small splits, approximately finger-sized, created at least a couple of hours after she died. I know it must sound crazy, but it's almost as if the killer was searching for something.”
 
   “In her intestines?”
 
   She shrugs. “I'm just telling you what it looks like. It's your job to figure out why it might've happened.”
 
   I open my mouth to ask if the ruptures could have been caused by a wild animal, or simply during the cutting of the corpse, but suddenly I hear a voice in the back of my mind. A voice that echoes through the years from a dark night in the forest.
 
   “I thought she had the marker,” Mikey told me, just seconds before he died, when he was describing the way he'd mutilated his mother's body. “I had to be sure!”
 
   It could all be coincidence, but I'm still sticking to my belief that there aren't likely to be many coincidences in this case.
 
   And that's when I remember the scarred cut on Mikey's hand.
 
   “You mentioned a carved section of flesh,” I whisper, before turning to Doctor Shaw. “You said there was something on her hand.”
 
   Before she can reply, the phone starts ringing in her office.
 
   “Just let me get that,” she replies, removing her plastic gloves as she heads over to the door. “But yes, there's a pattern on her left hand. It seems to have been made some time after she died. That's the next thing I was going to show you.”
 
   Instead of waiting for her to come back, I make my way around the trolley and start lifting sheets, searching for the box that contains Leanne's severed arms. I wince as I see other body parts instead, but I keep hunting until finally I locate the arms, at which point I immediately start checking her hands. Sure enough, on her left hand, there's a carved pattern of jagged lines arranged inside a rough circle. The flesh is discolored and it's hard to make out the pattern with any degree of certainty, but I think it might be the same as the mark I saw on Mikey Cane's hand all those years ago.
 
   “I saw the witch in her prison of wood!” he told me at the time. “I was chased by the devil, but I had protection!”
 
   “Protection against what?” I mutter, tilting my head to get a better look at the marking on Leanne's hand.
 
   Grabbing a piece of paper, I quickly jot down a rough copy of the lines and circle.
 
   “It's for you,” Doctor Shaw says suddenly, appearing in the doorway.
 
   “Whoever it is, tell them I'll call back.”
 
   “It's someone from your office,” she explains. “He says it's extremely urgent.”
 
   “Tell him I'll -”
 
   “He says they've found another girl.”
 
   Shoving the piece of paper into my pocket, I put the sheets back over Leanne's body parts before rushing over to the doorway. I grab the phone and step into the office while Doctor Shaw goes back to the examination tables.
 
   “What have you got?” I ask, my heart pounding with shock at the idea that we might have another victim on our hands.
 
   “Hey, boss,” Hinch replies, sounding a little startled. “I think maybe something's wrong with your cellphone. It rang, but then my call seemed to -”
 
   “What have you found?” I ask again, more firmly this time.
 
   “Oh, right. That's why I was trying to get in touch. We've found another body.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Um, well actually, body isn't the right word. She's alive. Well, barely, but yeah, she's still just about alive. So I guess it is a body, but at the same time, the word body makes it sound more like -”
 
   “Is she at the hospital?”
 
   “She's on her way now. I'm down at the Palianna River, at the curve near Meadow's Point. Do you know the spot I mean?”
 
   “You found someone down there?”
 
   “She's in an ambulance right now, being taken to the hospital, but -”
 
   “I'll meet you there.”
 
   I put the phone down and head toward the door, but a moment later the phone rings again. Figuring that it'll be Hinch, I answer.
 
   “I'll see you there,” I tell him. “Whatever else you've got, you can tell me at the hospital.”
 
   With that, I reach out to put the phone back down.
 
   “It's Ramsey!” he yells.
 
   I freeze, with the phone's receiver just half an inch from the cradle. For a moment, I can't quite believe that I heard what I thought I heard, but finally I put the receiver back against the side of my face. My heart is pounding, but I'm convinced that I'm wrong. He can't have said that name.
 
   “That's why I was trying to get through to you so frantically,” he continues. “There was a wallet in the girl's pocket and... The name on the cards inside says Ramsey Kopperud. Boss, I think the girl we found down by the river might be your daughter.”
 
   


  
 

Part Six
 
    
 
   Esther
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Eight
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Where is she?” I yell, pushing the double doors open as I rush along the corridor. “Hinch! Somebody! Where the hell is she?”
 
   Up ahead, two startled-looking nurses are at a desk.
 
   “Ramsey Kopperud,” I stammer as I reach them. “She was brought in by ambulance about twenty minutes ago. Where is she?”
 
   “I don't know,” the first nurse replies, “but I can -”
 
   “Boss! Over here!”
 
   As soon as I see Hinch waving at me from the far end of the corridor, I rush toward him, almost colliding with a cleaning trolley in the process. I'm still not entirely convinced that this is really happening, and in the back of my mind I've already come up with a dozen or more ways that it could all be a huge misunderstanding, but as I reach Hinch I can feel a sense of panic thudding in my chest.
 
   “What the hell's going on?” I ask, pushing past him and heading through the next set of doors. “Where is she?”
 
   “Sir,” a nurse says, leaning out from a nearby room, “please, lower you -”
 
   “Where's my daughter?” I shout.
 
   “She's in surgery right now,” Hinch explains, still hurrying along next to me.
 
   “What are you talking about? Why's she in surgery?”
 
   “She's hurt,” he continues, struggling to keep up with me. “Multiple wounds. Breaks, fractures, impact trauma, plus exposure. The man who spotted her on the rocks thought she was dead already, but when we got there we found a faint pulse. When the medical team arrived, they said she was remarkably stable.”
 
   I push open another set of double doors and find myself facing another long, featureless corridor. I Hesitate for a moment, before turning to Hinch.
 
   “Why did you say it was Ramsey?” I ask. “What the hell's wrong with you? Ramsey is thousands of miles away!”
 
   “Uh, no she's not,” he replies.
 
   “She's in New York!”
 
   “She's not,” he continues. “That's the first thing we checked after we took a look at her wallet. I spoke to your ex-wife personally. She told me that Ramsey left home about three weeks ago and hasn't been in contact since.”
 
   “What?” I stammer, convinced that this has to be some kind of joke. “I spoke to Emma yesterday, she just told me Ramsey couldn't come to the phone.”
 
   “She mentioned that conversation to me,” he replies. “She said she didn't want to get into it with you at the time, and that she thought Ramsey was just staying with friends. She's on her way out here now, after I told her about your daughter's injuries.”
 
   “It's not Ramsey,” I continue, taking a step back. “What the hell would Ramsey be doing in Deal? And if she did come back, why wouldn't she have come to see me? It can't actually be her! It must be someone who stole her wallet. What the hell's wrong with you, Hinch? Why don't you check these things out properly before you raise the alarm?”
 
   “We're sure it's her,” he explains. “Everything matches. I'm sorry, boss, I know this must be a huge shock. It was a surprise to all of us, too, but... It's her. There's really no doubt about it.”
 
   I stare at him for a moment, before shaking my head.
 
   “No,” I say finally. “You're wrong. I don't know how, but you're wrong. Whoever's in that operating theater right now, whoever you found half-dead at the side of the river, it's not my daughter. And do you know how I know that? Because Ramsey Kopperud hated Deal, and she'd never, ever come back here.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It's her.
 
   I see that now, sitting next to her hospital bed, holding her cold hand in mine as machines beep and hiss all around us. She has a tracheal intubation tube to help with her breathing, and there are heavy bandages wrapped around most of her head, but from the few patches that haven't been covered – from her eyes, and her mouth, and her bruised left cheek – I can see that it's really her.
 
   She's older than the last time I saw her, of course. She's even older than the most recent photo I saw, which was from about a year ago now.
 
   But it's definitely her.
 
   “Come on,” I whisper, with tears in my eyes as I watch her intently. “Just wake up, Ramsey. We can figure everything else out later, but first you have to wake up.”
 
   As if in defiant reply, the machines continue to beep in the same calm pattern as before. There are so many wires and tubes coming out of my daughter, it's almost as if the machines have claimed her. And that incessant, regularly beeping sound seems to be taunting me.
 
   “We have her now,” the machines are saying. “She's ours and we're never giving her back.”
 
   I hear footsteps outside the room as a nurse hurries past. I want to go and grab her, to pull her in here and demand that she does something. I want to pull the wires away and take my little girl out of here. I can't just sit here doing nothing.
 
   A moment later, I hear someone entering the room. Glancing over my shoulder, I see a middle-aged man wearing a white coat.
 
   “She hasn't moved,” I tell him. “Why hasn't she moved?”
 
   “We're going to try to bring her out of the induced coma in the morning,” Doctor Peters explains as he stops at the foot of the bed. “As I mentioned earlier, the extent of her injuries means that we can't be entirely sure how she'll react, but by morning we should know a lot more. A great deal depends on how she handles this first night, but for now we've done everything we can and it's just a matter of waiting.”
 
   “But there's a good chance she'll be fine, isn't there?” I ask.
 
   “There's a chance she'll weak up with no neurological damage, in which case it'll just be a matter of dealing with her physical injuries.”
 
   “And then she can walk out of here!”
 
   “Then we can address her needs. But it's important to stress that there might be neurological damage, in which case her road to recovery will be considerably longer.”
 
   “But if her head's fine, she can just get up out of the bed and leave?”
 
   “Let's wait until morning, and then we'll know more.”
 
   “She's going to be okay,” I continue, still holding her hand as I watch her eyes and wait for some hint of movement. “She's strong. She's tough. She'll get through this.”
 
   “The surgery went well,” Doctor Peters continues, “all things considered. The real concern now is the extent of any head injuries she might have suffered. We didn't see anything particularly troubling on the scans, but it's always better to wait before making any kind of definite statement. There's a small amount of bruising and she's not out of the woods yet, and I'm also concerned about the possibility of pneumonia, but for now she's reacting more or less within the parameters that I would've hoped for. I know this is hard, but we really have to wait until morning before we know any more.”
 
   “Can she hear us?”
 
   “No, almost certainly not. But you should still feel free to sit with her, if that's what you prefer.”
 
   “I'm not going anywhere,” I reply, turning back to Ramsey and looking at her closed eyes. All I want is for her eyes to open, and for her to say something. Even if she still hates me, even if she tells me to get the hell out of her room and to never come back, I just need to know that she's okay in there.
 
   “I'll let you two have some peace,” the doctor continues, heading over to the doorway. “Don't hesitate to call if you need anything. I can get a nurse to come through and put some bedding on the sofa, so that -”
 
   “I don't need that,” I reply, keeping my eyes fixed on my daughter. “I'm going to stay right here.”
 
   I hear footsteps heading away, but right now the whole rest of the world doesn't matter at all. I only care about Ramsey, and about being right here when she wakes up. After all, she's going to feel like crap when she finally comes around from all of this, and she'll need someone to yell and curse at. I remember our last conversation, when she was telling me how much she hated me. At the time, every word hurt. Right now, I'd give anything to have her back, even if it's the angry Ramsey who despises me and never even wants to look at me again.
 
   “You're gonna be fine,” I whisper, squeezing her hand tight in case the doctor was wrong, in case Ramsey really can tell that I'm here. “You're strong. You're a fighter. I promise, no matter how much it hurts right now, you're going to be absolutely okay.”
 
   I leave a pause, in case she miraculously wakes up and tells me to go to hell, but all I hear is silence. I don't know how much time passes, but I sit waiting, watching her face, imagining all the different ways I can apologize to her when she wakes up. I know she hates me, and I know I deserve that, but deep down I can't help hoping that maybe I can at least make her realize that I love her.
 
   “Is now a bad time?”
 
   Turning, I see Hinch standing in the doorway.
 
   “I can come back later,” he continues, “or...”
 
   His voice trails off. I had no idea that he'd been waiting all this time. I assumed he'd gone back to the station, but apparently he must have been out in the corridor.
 
   “They say they'll know more in the morning,” I tell him. “I'm staying here tonight. I won't be at the office tomorrow, either. I have to make sure I'm here when she wakes up.”
 
   “Totally,” he replies. “We'll cover for you. Just do whatever you need.”
 
   I turn back to Ramsey, but of course she hasn't moved at all.
 
   “We've searched the area where she was found,” Hinch explains. “I'm trying to put together a timeline, like you always say we should. So far, we've found some footprints in the mud that don't seem to be accounted for, so it seems like somebody else was with Ramsey at some point. My first thought was that she fell into the water and then got washed up, but I spoke to a woman from the fisheries office and she said the current is way too strong and too deep for that to happen. So either Ramsey crawled out of the river herself, or someone pulled her out. But if someone helped her, it seems strange that they didn't call for an ambulance.”
 
   “So who found her?” I ask.
 
   “A man checking bait lures. Tommy Edmonton, from town. He goes out there a couple of times a week.”
 
   “Get him to the station,” I reply. “Find out everything he knows.”
 
   “Already on it.” He pauses, and for a moment the only sound is the continued beeping and hissing from the machines that are keeping Ramsey alive. “This can't be a coincidence,” he adds finally, “can it?”
 
   “What kind of coincidence?”
 
   “Well, you told me that Ramsey and Leanne Halperin were friends, right? You said they were really good friends when they were younger. And then we find them both out there, in different parts of the forest, but still it seems unlikely that... I guess what I'm getting at is that there must be a chance they met up at some point, and that maybe something happened while they were together. And then Leanne ended up the way we found her, and Ramsey ended up like this. So maybe when Ramsey wakes up, she can tell us something about what happened to Leanne.”
 
   “Maybe,” I reply, before realizing that he's probably right. “She might well know something. She needs to wake up first, but then we can find out what happened.”
 
   “And they think she might wake up in the morning?”
 
   “She will,” I mutter. “She has to.”
 
   “Did you see the carving on her left hand?”
 
   I turn to him. “What carving?”
 
   He makes his way around the bed and stops at Ramsey's other side, and then he gently lifts her left hand until I can see a circle and several lines cut into the flesh. I instantly recognize them, having already seen the same mark twice before. The first time was on Mikey Cane, ten years ago, and the second time was just a few hours ago on Leanne Halperin's dead body. Now it's on my daughter's hand.
 
   “What the hell is going on out there in the forest?” I whisper, feeling a heavy, dull sense of dread in my chest. “Who's doing this?”
 
   “Have you seen anything like it before?” Hinch asks.
 
   “It's all linked,” I tell him, as my mind races in an attempt to figure out the connection. “There has to be someone out there, someone in the forest who's behind it all. Some kind of maniac who's exploiting all the stories that have been told about that place over the years. Buddy told me once that the forest attracts weirdos, and I'm starting to think that might have been an understatement.” I pause for a moment, before realizing that there's only one option. “Search it. Search the entire forest, every inch. Get as many men as you can find and search every part of that goddamn forest until you find whoever's doing this.”
 
   “I thought the forest had been searched before,” he replies. “Like, lots of times.”
 
   “Not like this,” I continue, feeling a burst of pure anger in my chest. “I don't care how long it takes, but I'm ordering you to arrange a full search. Is that understood?”
 
   “But that'd take forever.”
 
   “I don't care.”
 
   “The manpower effort would be -”
 
   “I don't care!” I say firmly. “Do it!”
 
   He nods, even though he's clearly a little unsure. I know the task of searching the entire forest is basically impossible, but right now I figure we have to smoke out every weirdo and freak who's hiding out there.
 
   “There's one other thing,” he continues. “Like I said, we found her wallet, and that's how we identified her. But there was something else in her pocket too, a piece of paper. At first I wasn't sure whether it was significant, but then I noticed something odd about it.”
 
   He takes a small, torn scrap of paper from his pocket.
 
   “Ramsey had been in the river, right?” he adds. “She'd been wet. Her clothes, her wallet, everything was soaked. But this piece of paper was in her shirt pocket, and it was mostly dry. So it must have been put there after she came out of the water, mustn't it? Or am I missing something?”
 
   “Show me.”
 
   Reaching out, I take the piece of paper and see that it contains four handwritten words.
 
   “If I die,” I whisper, reading the three words from the top line, before looking at the fourth word beneath them. “Esther.”
 
   “If I die, Esther,” Hinch mutters. “Any idea what that means? Who's Esther?”
 
   “I have no idea,” I reply, before turning back to look at Ramsey's unconscious face. “I never heard that name before in my life.”
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Nine
 
   Esther
 
    
 
   Two days earlier
 
    
 
   “Stop!” I shout, limping toward the opening. “You'll -”
 
   Before I can manage another word, I hear a faint cry and I look out just in time to see Ramsey tumbling away from the cliff-face. Horrified, I watch as she crashes into the water far below, and within a matter of seconds she's completely lost to the current. I wait, hoping to see her swim to the shore, but there's no sign of her at all.
 
   “I tried to save you,” I whisper, feeling tears in my eyes. “Why did you lie to me? If you hadn't lied to me, the marker on your hand would've...”
 
   Is this it?
 
   If Ramsey was the whore, and if she'd dead, then it's all over and I can go home.
 
   At the same time, I know it can't be that simple.
 
   “The whore doesn't die like that,” I whisper. “Not so easily. She has to...”
 
   My voice trails off for a moment, until I realize I can hear a very faint shuddering sound behind me. Turning, I see that the witch is more active than usual, almost as if she's trying to get up from her chair. She doesn't have a chance, of course, since the poles are running too deep and too firmly through her body, but maybe something about Ramsey's presence has made her a little agitated. It must be a few weeks, at least, since the last time she was so active. Clearly something is upsetting her.
 
   I step closer, and suddenly I spot a trickle of blood running down her arm. As she continues to move, her flesh is tearing against splinters of wood that have begun to break loose from the impaling poles. Still, I know she can't ever escape, not fully. This prison was designed too well, and it'll hold her forever if that's what's needed. An outside influence might be able to get her out of the trap, but she can never, ever free herself. I suppose it's possible, though, that she sensed the whore nearby, and maybe for a moment she thought she might be released.
 
   And then, just as abruptly as it started, the witch's shuddering stops again.
 
   “Peace,” I whisper, placing a hand on her bare shoulder, hoping to give her some comfort. “Just rest.”
 
   I wait, and now she seems much more settled.
 
   “He's gone now,” I whisper, leaning close to her right ear. Glancing toward the tunnel, I see that there's no longer any sign of the creature. With the whore having fallen into the river, I suppose the creature has retreated into the darkness again. He's probably confused, just like I'm confused, and maybe he's wondering if his long task has come to an end. He's always seemed a little dumb, so he's probably waiting to see how I react first. Maybe he's been promised the chance to go home too, once this is all over, although deep down I think the creature might be too far gone to ever return to civilization.
 
   Not like me. I'm going home when this is over, back to my family. But first, I need to know if it really is over.
 
   “I'm going to go and check on her,” I say finally, hurrying around the witch and heading over to the tunnel. “If she's really the whore, she can't be dead yet!”
 
   As I make my way along the tunnel, I spot the creature up ahead. He backs into an alcove as I pass, and I hear him grunting and sniffing.
 
   “Don't worry!” I tell him, as I start running. “I'll find out for sure! I'll come back and tell you!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Once I've made my way out of the tunnel system's nearest exit, it takes only a few more minutes for me to clamber down the steep path that leads to the river's edge. I almost slip a couple of times, but fortunately my bare feet are just about able to grip the grass and finally I reach the spot where Ramsey crashed into the water.
 
   Looking up at the cliff-face, I can just about make out the gap that marks the location of the chamber. Then I look toward the sky, and I realize that this is the first time I've left the tunnels in many, many years. For a few seconds, the sight of the dull daytime sky is actually quite mesmerizing, and it takes a while before I remember that I'm out here to perform a specific task. There'll be time to look at the world later. Right now, I have to check to see whether the whore survived the fall.
 
   For the next few minutes, I follow the course of the river, looking for any hint that Ramsey might have managed to get ashore. It's almost impossible to believe that she could have fallen so far without at least losing consciousness, but it's completely impossible to believe that the whore – the real whore, the whore we've been waiting for – could have arrived and then died so quickly. Somehow, some miracle must have saved her, even if there's absolutely no sign of her now.
 
   When I reach the next bend in the river, I stop for a moment and look around.
 
   “Ramsey?” I call out finally. “Are you here? I want to help you!”
 
   I wait, but all I hear in return is the sound of the river rushing past.
 
   What if she's already out of the river? What if she's running?
 
   Setting off once again, I tell myself that it's my duty to keep searching. I spend so much of my time tending to the witch and ensuring that she has no chance of escaping, and sometimes I find myself settling into a rhythm. It must be years since I came out into the forest like this, and I have to admit that my heart is beating much faster than usual. As I climb over a set of rocks and look down into the river, hoping to spot Ramsey floating along, I briefly consider the possibility that I could just keep running forever and never go back into the tunnels. I could be free. I smile at such a dumb idea, but then I freeze as I realize that maybe it's not so dumb after all.
 
   I could run away.
 
   I could make my way to the nearest road, and then I could go into town and find my parents, and then I'd be too far away for the devil to call me back. Even now, I don't sense him anywhere nearby, which maybe means he's not paying me any attention. I could sneak out of the forest and free myself, and go back to what I was before I ever came here. For a few seconds, the thought ripples through my mind, constantly pushing against my natural reticence and telling me that yes, I really do have a chance. I could just abandon the witch, and abandon the tunnels, and leave the devil far behind. After all, he might be all-powerful in this forest, but beyond its limits he has no power whatsoever.
 
   And then I spot her.
 
   Down at the very edge of the river, Ramsey has somehow managed to get caught in a set of glistening black rocks. She looks to be unconscious, and the river's current is strong enough that it might nudge her loose at any moment.
 
   I quickly start climbing down, taking care to keep from falling in, until finally I'm able to reach out and grab Ramsey's left arm. It takes a moment before I'm able to get a proper grip, but eventually I start dragging her away from the rocks, hauling her heavy, soaking wet body up onto the shore. My arms are aching, and once she's safe I slump back, taking a moment to get my breath back before crawling over to her and checking the side of her neck for a pulse.
 
   She's alive.
 
   Just as I expected. It's not quite yet her time to die.
 
   “Can you hear me?” I ask, gently tapping her shoulder. “Ramsey, can you hear me in there?”
 
   I wait, but her eyes remain closed and it's clear that she was knocked out by the fall. I place a hand on the side of her face, and I'm immediately shocked to find that her flesh is ice-cold. I was never told what to do in a situation like this, but I guess I should try to keep her alive so that she can face the devil. All thoughts of escape have left my mind now, and I'm focused on the task at hand. I know deep down that if I try to run, the devil would probably stop me before I reach the forest's edge. I look around for a moment, desperately trying to figure out what I can do to help Ramsey, and then finally I spot a rocky over-crop that might provide a little shelter.
 
   Grabbing her hands, I start dragging her along the riverbank.
 
   “Sorry!” I stammer, as she bumps against a set of stones. “Don't worry, it's not far!”
 
   Since I'm not strong enough to carry her, I have no choice but to drag her all the way into the shelter. The process isn't exactly dignified, but at least I've managed to get her out of the elements, and I immediately get to work trying to build a small fire. That, thankfully, is something I've learned to do over the years, so it's not long before the flames are crackling. I start slipping Ramsey out of her soaked clothes, which I then arrange close to the fire so that they can get dry. In a while, I can head out and find something to eat, but for now I just have to stay close to Ramsey and hope that she wakes up. And then I guess I have to take her back to the tunnels.
 
   “Can you hear me?” I ask again, leaning closer to her. The light of the fire is dancing across one side of her face, but her eyes remain shut. “Ramsey, you need to wake up,” I continue, trying to ignore the hint of desperation in my chest. “Are you okay in there?”
 
   When she still fails to reply, I reach over and force her left eye open, but it slips shut again as soon as I let go. She must have taken a bang to the head, either when she slammed into the river or when she hit the rocks. Either way, she's out cold, but at least there's no sign of an injury. I run my hands through her wet, matted hair, just in case she's split her scalp open, although finally I'm satisfied that there can't be anything seriously wrong with her. There's no blood on my hands, only water and a little dirt. I guess I just have to be patient and wait for her to wake up.
 
   Still, I drag her a closer to the fire, so she can benefit from its warmth. She looks so weak and injured, it's hard to believe that she's still alive. If she was just some ordinary girl with no protection, she'd most likely be dead by now, but she's not an ordinary girl.
 
   She's the one they've been waiting for, and I have to fix her up before I take her back into the tunnels. It's not like I have a choice. After all, she's the one they've been waiting for. And then, once this is all over, the devil will keep his promise and I can go home.
 
   


  
 

Forty
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “And then there was that time you got your head stuck in the rocking chair,” I continue, unable to stifle a faint smile. “Remember that? I don't know how you even managed it, but you and Leanne were playing in the front room and suddenly Leanne came running through to ask me for help. And you'd wedged your head in that chair so hard, I had to saw the wood to get you out.”
 
   For a moment, I think back to that day, and I remember how much Ramsey was laughing.
 
   “I still have that chair,” I add. “And you know what? It's still got that big old section that I had to glue back in place after I'd cut you free. I was so mad at the time, but now I can't imagine the chair any other way. Still, if my mother was around to see it, she'd be horrified. That chair was her pride and joy, she was always going on and on about how it was an antique and it needed to be looked after. She never even liked anyone sitting in it. She'd be furious.”
 
   I pause for a moment, still smiling.
 
   There was a time once when Ramsey was just a kid, running around the house having fun. And I was her father and she loved me.
 
   I stare down at her hand, before turning to look at her calm, closed-eyed face. She hasn't responded to me since I got here, and now it's almost midnight. I guess I was kidding myself earlier when I thought that perhaps I could jolt her out of her sleep by talking about the past. This is probably the same mistake that all parents make when they're sitting next to their injured, unconscious kid, but I can't help myself. The logical part of my mind keeps telling me that I should get back to work, that Ramsey will wake up when she's good and ready, but I can't leave her here alone. I have to be sitting right next to her bed when she opens her eyes.
 
   “Leanne is...”
 
   I pause.
 
   I can't tell her that, not now. I'll have to eventually, when she wakes up, but for now I just have to focus on the positives.
 
   Leaning down, I kiss her hand gently. And again, deep in the back of my mind, a flicker of hopes continues to burn, still insisting that maybe – just maybe – my touch might wake her up again.
 
   There's something else, too.
 
   I know it's wrong, but I still have this faint hope that when she does wake up, we can talk again. That maybe, just maybe, she'll forgive me for everything. If I can just talk to her, and make her understand that I've changed, then -
 
   “Ramsey!” a familiar voice yells suddenly, out in the corridor. “Where is she? Where's my daughter?”
 
   I get to my feet, just as Emma comes running into the room. Barely even looking at me, she tosses her bag onto one of the chairs and races to the bed, pushing me out of the way as she leans down to give Ramsey a hug. Already sobbing, she pushes one of the tubes aside slightly so she can get a better look at our daughter's face.
 
   “You're going to be okay,” she stammers. “I got the first flight, as soon as I heard. I'm here, baby, I'm right here and I'm not going anywhere. I won't leave your side until you wake up, do you understand? Mommy's here and she's not going to leave you alone.”
 
   I watch as she kisses the side of Ramsey's face. This is the first time I've seen Emma in more than five years, and to be honest I decided a while ago that it'd be best if we never bumped into one another again. Even those rare phone calls were difficult, but now she's here in the room with me and I can't deny that there's a strange, tightening feeling of discomfort in my chest. It takes a moment before I can put a name to that feeling.
 
   Panic.
 
   “The doctors want to wait until morning,” I say finally. “They figure that's when we'll have a better idea of what's going on. They want to try waking her up, and then they can assess any neurological damage. There's a good chance she'll be absolutely fine.”
 
   I wait, but Emma doesn't respond. It's almost as if she doesn't know I'm here. Either that, or she's ignoring me.
 
   “I think Doctor Peters is still on duty,” I tell her. “I'm sure he'll be happy to fill you in.”
 
   Again, I wait.
 
   Again, she completely ignores me.
 
   “She hasn't said anything while I've been sitting with her,” I add finally. “I've been talking to her, though, and trying to -”
 
   “Will you please shut the fuck up!” Emma hisses suddenly, still not turning to me. “I'm trying to be with my daughter!”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, before realizing that I really don't know what to say. Maybe I should leave the room and give them some time alone, but I can't quite bring myself to take even one more step away from Ramsey. I want to be here.
 
   “It's okay, darling,” she continues, kissing the side of Ramsey's face. “I'm here now. You're not alone anymore.”
 
   “She wasn't alone,” I almost say. “I was here.”
 
   But I don't say that. I doubt it'd go down too well.
 
   “She was found next to the river,” I do say finally, figuring that Emma needs more information. My throat is so dry right now, but I can't stand her silently like a goddamn statue. “We don't know how she got there yet. I had no idea she was anywhere near Deal, not until one of my deputies called me and said they'd found a girl with Ramsey's wallet. I thought she was at home in New York with you.”
 
   “That's where she should have been,” Emma replies, her voice trembling slightly. “Safe, at home with me.”
 
   She kisses Ramsey's cheek again, and then she starts whispering something under her breath that I can't quite make out. I step a little closer, but whatever Emma's saying, she seems to be trying very deliberately to make sure that I don't hear a word. I guess it's none of my business.
 
   “Do you mind?” she snaps suddenly, turning to me again. “Can you please give me a little privacy with my daughter? Why the fuck do you have to be hovering like that?”
 
   “What was she doing in Deal?” I ask.
 
   “Are you asking as her father, or as the local sheriff?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   I wait for an answer, but I know Emma too well and I can tell that she's holding back.
 
   “What was she doing in Deal?” I ask again. “The last time I spoke to Ramsey, she made it very clear that she never wanted to come here ever again. A spit-balling, inbred backwater pit of mutant slime, is how she described this place. I got the impression she was happy in New York. It seemed like the city suited her better.”
 
   “How the fuck would you know what suited her?” Emma snaps. “You don't know anything about her!”
 
   She pauses, staring at Ramsey's face, as if she too is willing her to wake up.
 
   “But yes,” she adds finally, “as a matter of fact, she's very happy in New York and it does suit her. I don't see how Deal could suit any kid, at least not one with a hint of brains or ambition. This kind of backwater is where people go to die, or to drink themselves to death. How's that going, by the way?”
 
   “So why did Ramsey come back here?” I ask, figuring it's best to avoid an argument over the hospital bed. I wouldn't want Ramsey waking up to that.
 
   “You wouldn't understand. She's eighteen years old now, James. She's not the pre-teen kid you let down all those years ago. I can't fucking give you a character sketch of her in five minutes. If you wanted to know her, you should've been a better father.”
 
   “I need to know what she was doing here,” I reply, slipping into professional mode so that I don't have to deal with my ex-wife's anger. Besides, my gut is rumbling with pain and I'm worried another attack is coming on, and I refuse to let Emma see that I'm sick. She'd probably just laugh, anyway. “What were she and Leanne doing out there in the forest?”
 
   “Leanne?” Emma turns to me, clearly shocked. “She was with Leanne? Leanne Halperin?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Well, where's Leanne now? Why don't you ask her?”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, wondering whether I can even get the words out. “Leanne's dead,” I say finally.
 
   She furrows her brow. “How?”
 
   “We found her body yesterday,” I explain, “out in the forest. So I'm sure you can understand why I need to know what's been going on here. I find it very hard to believe that Ramsey and Leanne just happened to be running around in the forest completely independently, without bumping into one another. There has to be a connection here.”
 
   “Do you think Ramsey was attacked?”
 
   “I think it's a possibility. She has certain marks that are consistent with what happened to Leanne.”
 
   “Well, that's just typical, isn't it?” Emma continues, eyeing me with even greater scorn than before. “Ramsey comes back home to Deal, and within a couple of days she's fighting for her fucking life in a hospital bed, and her best friend is dead. Well done, James. Clearly she's really safe here with you. Being around you is so fucking good for her!”
 
   “If I'd known she was here -”
 
   “Get out!” she sneers. “Just get the hell out of here, okay? We've managed perfectly well without you, and we don't need you now! When Ramsey wakes up, do you really think she wants to see your face smiling back at her? That's the absolute last thing she'd ever want to see, so you need to get out of here and keep away until she's well enough for me to take her home! Do you understand?”
 
   “Emma -”
 
   “Can you put Ramsey's needs before your own?” she adds. “For once? Can you do that, James? Can you just leave her alone? Go do your job, or go drink alone in the corner of some lowlife bar, just don't hang around here like some kind of ghost! And I'll do my job, which is being a mother to my daughter. God knows, at least she has one parent she can rely on.”
 
   I open my mouth to tell her that she's not being fair, but a sudden burst of pain in my gut signals that maybe I should get out of here after all. Swallowing hard, I force myself to stay in my professional mode, which means getting out of here. Besides, Emma's probably right. Ramsey doesn't want to see me.
 
   “I'm going to check on some things with the guys at the station,” I tell Emma, “and I'm going to give you some time alone with Ramsey, but I will be back.”
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   “I will,” I say firmly. “She's my daughter too, and -”
 
   “She hates you!” she sneers. “Do you still not understand that, James? Ramsey despises you with every bone in her body, and the sight of you will literally make her sick! I'm sorry I have to say this to you, I thought by now you'd accepted that you're a waste of fucking space.” She pauses. “And no matter how hard it is for you to hear this from me, don't you think it'll be a thousand times harder if you stick around and hear them coming from Ramsey's own mouth? Because let me tell you, her feelings about you haven't mellowed at all since the last time you spoke to her. If anything, she hates you more than ever.”
 
   The anger in her eyes is the same anger I saw all those years ago.
 
   “Emma -”
 
   “Everything I'm saying to you,” she adds, interrupting me, “Ramsey will say the same when she wakes up. Do you really want to stick around and wait to hear that?”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before turning and heading toward the door. Maybe she's right, maybe -
 
   “Buddy was right about you,” she adds suddenly. “Whatever else he might be, Buddy's a good reader of men, and he was absolutely right when he warned me about you.”
 
   I stop and turn to her.
 
   “Buddy warned you about me?” I ask, feeling a sense of cold shock in my chest.
 
   “It was about six months after the incident with Mikey Cane,” she continues, and now her voice is trembling with barely-suppressed rage. “Back when your drinking was first getting out of control. Buddy came to the house and told me I needed to take Ramsey and leave. I'd already been thinking about it, and he made me see that it was the only choice. He said you'd make a great sheriff but a lousy father and husband. And he was right. So don't stand there thinking that you can suddenly turn it around and heal things with Ramsey, because you can't. Some fuck-ups are permanent, James.”
 
   I want to tell her that I'm not giving up, that I'm going to come back later, but instead I turn and head out of the room. My gut is spitting sharp little barbs up into my chest and I feel like I might be about to collapse all over again.
 
   Once I'm out in the corridor, I turn and watch as Emma plants a gentle kiss on Ramsey's forehead. I guess it was dumb of me to think that the passage of time might have calmed things in any way. Clearly Emma hates me more than ever, and Ramsey's probably going to feel exactly the same way when she wakes up. If anything, my presence would probably make this whole experience even worse, so Emma's probably right when she says I should keep away.
 
   I'll come back later and sit with Ramsey for a little longer. Just to see her again, and to be near her. But as soon as there's any sign of her waking up, I'll leave, so she doesn't have to deal with seeing me again.
 
   Telling myself that the best thing I can do for Ramsey is to get on with my work, and that I can send Hinch or someone else to talk to her once she wakes up, I make my way toward the elevators. Already, the pain in my gut is starting to rise once again, but at least I know I've made the right decision. Ramsey doesn't need me around. All she needs is for whoever did this to her, and whoever killed Leanne, to get dragged into a jail cell. At least I can do that.
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   “Leanne!” Ramsey gasps, suddenly opening her eyes and starting to sit up, before letting out a pained groan and rolling onto her side. “Fuck! What the...”
 
   I watch from a few feet away, huddled at the entrance to the little cave beneath the outcrop. I don't think Ramsey has noticed me yet, and for the next few seconds she seems to be in too much pain to move. At least the fire is burning properly now, and when I reach out I find that her clothes are almost dry.
 
   I wait, and now Ramsey seems to be struggling to get her breath back. She has her back to me as she looks out toward the forest.
 
   “Leanne?” she shouts. “Are you here?”
 
   There's no reply, of course. There's only the rustle of the trees as an afternoon breeze blows over us.
 
   “Damn it,” Ramsey whispers, trying but failing to sit up. She struggles for a moment longer, before letting out a pained gasp and slumping back down.
 
   And still she doesn't notice me.
 
   It's almost as if I'm invisible.
 
   For the next few minutes, I watch in silence as Ramsey struggles to sit up properly. She's clearly in pain, and she lets out a few muttered curses, but she never once turns and glances back toward me. I guess she's still confused, and trying to figure out how she ended up here, although finally she looks up at her drying clothes and hesitates for a moment.
 
   “Leanne?” she calls out again, a little more tentatively this time. “Are you -”
 
   Suddenly she turns and looks at me, and her eyes immediately widen with fear.
 
   “It's okay,” I tell her. “I pulled you out of the river. I brought you here.”
 
   Her eyes widen even more.
 
   “You're safe,” I continue, holding my hands up so she can see I'm unarmed. “I won't hurt you, I promise!”
 
   She stares at me, as if I'm the most horrific things she's ever seen in her life. I guess I can't really blame her. After all, I've spent so long down in those tunnels, hiding away from the world, and I probably look pretty hideous. I know I'll look okay again once I go home, once I'm put back to how I used to be, but right now I'm sure I seem completely awful. Without even thinking, I pull back slightly, hoping that the shadows might hide me, and then I place my hands over my face.
 
   “You fell,” I explain. “Do you remember that? You fell into the river, but I found you. I hung your clothes up to dry, but you're actually not too badly hurt. I think your ankle might be damaged, but apart from that -”
 
   Suddenly she turns and starts clambering away, out into the open. I instinctively grab her arm and pull her back, but she starts struggling and finally I have to pin her down against the cold rocks.
 
   “Where do you think you're going?” I hiss. “Do you think you can run away? That's not how it works! We've found you now, and you have to come back with me! Come on, be smart about this!”
 
   “Leave me alone!” she yells, trying to push me away before turning and looking out toward the forest. “Help!” she screams. “Somebody help me! I've been kidnapped!”
 
   “No-one can hear you,” I reply, keeping her pinned down. “Do you realize how far we are from town right now? Even the nearest road is more than ten miles away!”
 
   Still struggling, she tries to kick me away, but I'm too strong for her.
 
   “Help!” she screams, her voice echoing slightly in the vast forest. “Help me!”
 
   “You're just wasting energy,” I continue, frustrated but also a little impressed by her refusal to stop fighting. “If you'll calm down for two seconds, I can explain! I might even -”
 
   Before I can finish, she manages to get a lucky hit, slamming her knees against my chest and sending me thudding back. Momentarily stunned, I watch as she turns and tries once again to run, and this time I barely have time to grab her ankle. She lets out a cry of pain as she falls, and as I squeeze my grip on her flesh I realize that it's the damaged ankle that I grabbed. I can even feel the fractured bone beneath her flesh, but I don't dare risk letting go just yet, so I simply continue to hold her as she screams and wriggles and tries to drag herself away.
 
   Finally I grab her by the leg and haul her closer, at which point she turns and stares at me again with those large, terrified eyes.
 
   “Do you even remember me?” I ask, pressing my arm against her neck and pinning her to the floor. “I tried to help you, back in the tunnels, but you lied to me. That was a really big mistake, Ramsey. How am I supposed to make the right choices when you lie?”
 
   “I don't know what you're talking about!” she gasps, trying in vain to push me away. “I don't know who you are!”
 
   “I found you in the tunnels,” I remind her. “You were in trouble, and I was going to try to lead you out, but then you saw the witch and I realized you'd been lying to me from the start! If you hadn't lied to me, none of this would have happened!”
 
   She opens her mouth to reply, but at the last moment she holds back.
 
   “That woman,” she whispers finally, “in the... What the hell was all of that?”
 
   “At least you remember,” I mutter, loosening my grip on her neck and leg just slightly, while remaining poised to grab her again if she makes another bid for freedom. “I was starting to worry the fall had messed your head up. You really made a whole series of bad decisions back there in those tunnels, Ramsey, all one after the other. If I hadn't shown up when I did, there's no way you'd have made it out. Then again...”
 
   Pausing for a moment, I stare at her, and I can't help wondering if there's been some kind of mistake. After all, this terrified, foolish girl can't possibly be the whore we've been waiting for. It's just not possible. At the same time, I can't deny the truth about what happened back in the tunnels, when the marker on her flesh failed to protect her and she saw the witch's real body. There's no way she should have been able to see the witch, not unless she really is the whore. Once again, I feel a flutter of excitement in the put of my belly, as I realize that this might all be over soon.
 
   I might get to go home.
 
   “What?” she asks after a moment. “Why are you staring at me like that?”
 
   “How did you get down there?” I ask.
 
   “Into the tunnels?” She pauses, and it's very clear from the look in her eyes that she doesn't fully trust me yet. “A madman was chasing me and my friend. I have to get back to town and make sure she's okay. She probably made it back this morning, and the police are probably all over that farm. They're probably looking for me.”
 
   “Maybe,” I reply, although deep down I find it hard to believe that her friend could have escaped. Most likely, she was caught by the hunter and then she was cut up so he could search her body for the marker. I realized a while back that the devil had lured another maniac into the forest, and I've made sure to keep well clear of his operations. “The search is over now,” I continue. “When I was trying to get you out of the tunnels, it was because I thought you weren't supposed to be there. Now I know you are the whore, my job is different. I have to take you back.”
 
   “Back?” she asks. “To the tunnels? Are you serious?”
 
   “He'll be waiting for you.”
 
   “Who is?”
 
   “It's difficult to explain,” I tell her.
 
   “Do you mean that thing I saw? The thing in the tunnels?”
 
   “That's just the guardian,” I continue. “He was put in place a long time ago, to guard the witch. Maybe he's been mistaken for the devil once or twice, but he's not really the devil at all. He's just a dumb oaf. The real devil is out there in the forest, waiting for the right moment. He'll know that you're finally here, he'll realize that the time is almost right. And that's why I have to take you back to the tunnels, so that the devil can meet you.”
 
   I wait for her to reply, for her to admit that I'm right, but instead she's staring at me as if I'm insane.
 
   “Don't you feel it?” I continue. “Deep down? Can't you tell that you were supposed to end up here?”
 
   “My father's the local sheriff,” she replies cautiously.
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “It has everything to do with it. Do you have any idea what he's going to do when he realizes that I'm in trouble? He'll call in help from every agency in the country to find me! I don't know what you think you're doing here, but you've really, really picked the wrong girl to kidnap, okay? You couldn't have picked a worse person!”
 
   “Kidnap?” I reply. “I'm not sure what you mean.”
 
   “Are you working with him?” she asks. “The crazy guy with the truck, is he somehow part of this?”
 
   “You might be referring to one of the searchers,” I explain. “The devil trained some people from above-ground to assist him in his hunt for the whore. One of them was a madman, many years ago, and when that failed the devil switched his attention to the madman's brother and used him instead. I warned him, I told him the two brothers were mentally unstable, but he said that was what made it easier for him to get into their minds. And then the other above-grounder he enlisted was...”
 
   My voice trails off for a moment.
 
   “Well, it was me,” I add finally, “although I'm not crazy, not like those others. I'm smart.”
 
   Again, I wait for a reply, but again she's eyeing me with suspicion.
 
   “You think I'm smart, don't you?” I ask.
 
   Still, she simply stares at me.
 
   “I know I'm not pretty,” I tell her. “I'll be pretty again when this is all over, but at least I'm smart. Aren't I?”
 
   “You're insane,” she replies. “You're out of your goddamn mind.”
 
   “Don't make this any harder than it has to be,” I continue. “Your clothes are almost dry, so put them on. Then I can take you back to the tunnels, back to the witch's chamber, and I'm sure the devil will show up. And then he can explain what he wants from you.”
 
   She stares at me for a few seconds, before grabbing her clothes and starting to get dressed. She seems to be hurrying, which I guess means that she finally understands her destiny. For a moment there, I was actually starting to worry that she might resist. At least she's come around to my way of thinking.
 
   “Now I can be free,” I tell her, feeling a flash of relief. “You've got no idea how long I spent in those tunnels, trying to keep the witch under control. That was the main job he assigned me, after he dragged me down there. I was just a little girl back then, and the witch had only just been captured. He'd placed the wood through her body so that she'd be unable to use her magic to get free, and he needed someone to guard her while he was away in other parts of the forest. So one day, when there was a car accident, he ventured out and dragged me down into the depths. I screamed so much, but he quickly sewed me shut and made me understand the importance of my role. Now I can be free again. I can go back to how I was when he found me. He promised to let me go when all of this was over.”
 
   For a moment, I'm lost in thought as I imagine how it'll feel to emerge from captivity and go back to my old life. I'll find my parents again, and they'll be so relieved to see me. I wonder how they've changed since I've been gone.
 
   “What year is it?” I ask finally.
 
   “What?” She's still scrambling to get dressed.
 
   “What's the year?” I ask again.
 
   “Are you serious?” She glances at me. “It's 2016.”
 
   I immediately start laughing. “Don't be a fool,” I tell her. “Come on, be honest. What's the year?”
 
   “What year do you think it is?”
 
   “Well, I know I've been down in the tunnels for a while,” I continue. “I lost track of exactly how long, but it's definitely been a year or two. So I don't know, but maybe the year is 1998, or even 1999?”
 
   I wait for a reply, but she simply stares at me.
 
   “It's not the year 2000, is it?” I ask, feeling a flutter of concern. “Please, don't tell me I've been down there for that long! I was just a little girl when I was taken. I've grown since then.”
 
   “You're either insane,” she replies, “or you're trying to mess with my head, but either way, I'm out of here.”
 
   With that, she turns and scrambles past the fire and back out into the open. I hurry after her, almost losing my footing in the process, and I make sure to stay close as she starts climbing over the rocks next to the river.
 
   “Do you know the way?” I ask. “I should go in front, so you don't get lost.”
 
   “Just point me to the nearest road,” she stammers, sounding a little breathless. “I can find my way to town from there.”
 
   “Town?” I reply, shocked by the suggestion. “Why would you want to go there? Your destiny is waiting for you, but it's in the tunnels.”
 
   “You've got to be kidding.”
 
   “You can't go back to the town!” I continue, as we get past the rocks and onto the grassy riverbank. “He won't accept that, not after you've been so close. He's -”
 
   Before I can finish, I feel a sudden burning sensation in my gut. I step forward, but my right leg buckles and I drop to my knees as something hot and heavy shifts violently beneath my shirt. Looking down, I see thick red blood already oozing through the fabric, glistening in the midday sun. There's so much blood, some is already dripping down onto the rocks around my knees. At the same time, thousands of tiny little scraps of shattered glass are forcing their way out from cuts all over my chest.
 
   “Esther?” Ramsey says cautiously, staring at me with a hint of horror in her eyes. “What's happening to you?”
 
   “Not now,” I whimper, lifting my shirt to reveal a huge, bloody split that has begun to re-open in my belly. With tears in my eyes, I realize he's going back on our agreement. “No!” I scream, filled with rage. “You can't do this! You promised me I'd get to go home!”
 
   


  
 

Forty-Two
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   The little black gate won't open properly, no matter how many times I try to lift the latch. Of course, I can't see a goddamn thing out here in the dark, so after trying the latch a couple more times I swing my leg over and clamber unsteadily into the garden.
 
   And of course at the last moment, I lose my footing and fall, slamming hard against the stone path and letting out a gasp in the process.
 
   “Buddy!” I yell, wincing a little as I struggle to my feet. “Buddy, where the hell are you?”
 
   I stumble along the path, and I can't help smiling as soon as I spot a familiar silhouette on the porch. It might be late, but I know damn well that Buddy always sits up to midnight, watching the world go by and drinking a beer. Well, that's what he does when he's not having another of his dementia-driven moments. When he has one of those, God only knows what he might get up to, but evidently tonight he's right where I expected to find him. And as I make my way to the steps, I feel a fist tightening in my gut.
 
   Pain.
 
   And anger.
 
   “James?” he calls out. “Is that you?”
 
   “Damn straight,” I reply, bumping up the steps until I finally reach the porch.
 
   “It's late,” he continues. “What are you doing here? Have you been drinking again?”
 
   “I just came from the hospital,” I tell him. “No, actually, that's not entirely accurate. I came from the hospital via a bar, but that doesn't mean I'm drunk. You know when you have a few shots of whiskey, and it's not enough to make you drunk but it is enough to make it so people look at you and think you might be drunk? I'm about there right now. But I needed a drink, 'cause I was at the hospital with Emma and Ramsey. Remember them? My family. I was at the hospital with my family, except they're not my family anymore.”
 
   I wait for him to reply, but he's simply staring at me as if he doesn't understand. Realizing that I might be swaying slightly, I reach out and steady myself for a few seconds, and then I sit on the railing that runs along the front of the porch. It's not exactly comfortable, but then again I'm not here to be comfortable.
 
   “You told Emma to leave me,” I continue, feeling another flash of anger. “All those years ago, you told her to get out of Deal and take Ramsey with her. Don't even begin to deny it, 'cause I know it's true. I heard it straight from the horse's mouth, so to speak.”
 
   “I remember Emma,” he replies, sounding a little plaintive and lost. “She's probably at home waiting for you, James.”
 
   “Don't do that.”
 
   “Don't do what?”
 
   “That thing where you get confused and forget that time has passed.” I pause for a moment, while taking care to make sure I don't look too drunk. “You're not gonna get away with that now, old man. You might have gotten away with it this afternoon at the station, when you rolled in and acted like you thought you were still in charge, but it won't work now. Not between us.”
 
   “Ramsey's a lovely girl,” he continues. “When's her birthday again?”
 
   “August eighth.”
 
   “I must remember to get her something this year. Does she still like dolls?”
 
   “She's eighteen years old, Buddy.”
 
   He stares at me. His eyes are all watery, like he's about to cry.
 
   “Ramsey's a little girl,” he says after a moment. “She likes dolls...”
 
   “She's eighteen,” I mutter, edging closer. “She's basically an adult, give or take, so no, I don't think she likes dolls anymore. I don't know what she does like, though, because several years ago one of my best friends went and told my wife to take her away from me. Then again, Buddy, I guess I shouldn't be so surprised. You were always one for cutting corners, weren't you? You never stuck to the rule-book. You were the one who encouraged me to take a swig of whiskey at work any time I was struggling, or to stop by the bar on the way home. You were the one who shot Mikey Cane even though you could've restrained him instead. You were the one who taught me how to be sheriff, and look how that turned out.”
 
   “James -”
 
   “You know,” I continue, warming to my theme, “I've often thought I should reopen some of your old investigations. The ones where you allowed everything to taper off to nothing. Like the Molly Abernathy disappearance, or pretty much any case involving the forest. Should I do that, Buddy? Should I go snooping around and try to figure out what you were hiding?”
 
   Suddenly the screen door swings open, and I turn to see Harry coming out from the hallway.
 
   “Is everything okay out here?” she asks cautiously, as she ties a cord around her nightgown. “James? What are you doing here?”
 
   “Reminiscing about the past,” I tell her, “with an old man whose memory doesn't work properly. To be honest, things are a little one-sided so far.”
 
   “I don't know what he's doing here,” Buddy tells her, still sounding a little lost, “but it's okay. This is James. He's my friend.”
 
   “Maybe you should go,” Harry says, coming over to join me. “Dad's been calmer this evening, but he's still not very lucid. He barely even remembers who I am at the moment.”
 
   “Well, that's convenient, isn't it?” I reply. “I hope when I'm older, I can forget all the shitty things I did, and just sit on my porch like I'm some kind of model citizen. Who needs guilt, when you can just get dementia and forget about it all?”
 
   She sighs. “James -”
 
   “He told Emma to leave me,” I add. “Did you know that? I didn't, not until tonight. Your father told my wife, several years ago, that she should take Ramsey and get out of town. And guess what? That's exactly what she did. Because people around here have always trusted Buddy. They've always looked up to him and taken his advice seriously.”
 
   “Emma's a grown woman,” she replies. “Buddy might have given her his opinion, but he didn't make her do anything.”
 
   “He sure helped.”
 
   “Blaming him won't change anything.”
 
   “I just want to know why he did it.”
 
   “And that's something he can't ever tell you!” she says firmly. “Some days, his dementia's so bad, he can't even tell me why he just poured salt onto his cereal, or why he went to the toilet in the spare bedroom, let alone why he did something that happened almost a decade ago!”
 
   “It's in there somewhere,” I mutter, turning back to look at Buddy's blank, confused face. “He can't just act like it didn't happen.”
 
   “James -”
 
   “And he shot a man in cold blood,” I add, turning back to her. “Did he ever tell you that? Mikey Cane was dangerous, sure, but your father basically executed him in the forest. Mikey could've been taken alive, but dear old Buddy decided that was too much effort. What were his exact words again? Oh yeah, I remember. They're burned into my fucking memory.”
 
   I turn back to Buddy, who still looks utterly lost.
 
   “What's done is done,” I announce grandly, repeating Buddy's words right back at him. “Mikey dying was the right outcome. Doesn't matter one jot how it came about.”
 
   I wait, but Buddy's staring at me as if he barely even knows who I am.
 
   “That's what you said to me,” I remind him, “right after you murdered a suspect. Right after you executed him, and right before you started teaching me to be more like you. And then there's the Abernathy case. What really happened to poor Molly? Something about all of that never quite sat right with me.”
 
   “It's time to go home, James,” Harry says, taking my arm and starting to lead me toward the steps. “I don't know what the hell you thought you'd accomplish by coming out here, but -”
 
   “I could've worked things out!” I yell angrily, pulling away from her and heading back to Buddy. When I reach him, he pulls away but I grab him by the shoulders and lean closer. “She was my wife, and Ramsey was my daughter, and now they're neither of those things and it's all because you told Emma to leave me!”
 
   “James, stop!” Harry hisses.
 
   “Were they competition?” I sneer, leaning even closer as Buddy lets out a pained whimper. “Is that it? Did you figure I needed to be lonely and alone, just like you, so you could mold me into a better cop? Did you take it upon yourself to reorganize my life so that I wouldn't have anyone? Or did you need to crush me, just a little bit, so that I wouldn't ask too many questions about all the secrets you've been keeping?”
 
   “Stop!” he blurts out. “Leave me alone!”
 
   “I'm right, aren't I?” I ask. “You were trying to mold me, to make me the perfect successor. But you needed me to be a broken man, without any family responsibilities, because you knew that was the only way to keep me from asking what the hell is out there in that forest!”
 
   “Please!” he sobs. “I don't know who you are!”
 
   “That's enough!” Harry hisses, grabbing my arm and pulling me away before shoving me so hard toward the steps that I almost fall down. “Get out of my house, James!”
 
   Grabbing the railing, I turn to go back to Buddy, but Harry pushes me down to the path and then manhandles me until I reach the gate.
 
   “I'm not done with him yet!” I say firmly. “He might be a scared old man right now, but you have no idea what kind of things he did back when he was -”
 
   Before I can finish, she slaps me hard, sending me stumbling back against the fence with a sharp stinging pain on my left cheek.
 
   “Don't tell me what I do and don't know about my own father!” she hisses furiously. “He was a bad guy at work? He did mean things to you and interfered in your marriage? Well, tough! And guess what? He wasn't exactly the greatest father, either! And when he got home each night, he didn't magically stop being a loud, angry, lying asshole!”
 
   I stare at her, but even in my drunken state I can tell it's better not to argue with her right now. In fact, I think her anger might just be sobering me up a little.
 
   “And I get it,” she continues breathlessly. “You want to yell at him and shake him and make him apologize for everything he did to you! But that whimpering, sobbing, forgetful old man up there on the porch can never, ever say anything to make things better. Do you know why? Because he doesn't remember anything. He doesn't remember shooting some suspect in the forest. He doesn't remember telling your ex-wife to take your daughter away. He doesn't remember beating me every time I got a bad grade at school, and he sure as hell doesn't remember...”
 
   She hesitates, with tears in her eyes, before finally shaking her head.
 
   “Never mind,” she mutters, taking a step back. “Trust me, I've tried yelling at him. It doesn't help. He just gets upset, and I end up feeling like an ass. The part of him that did those things just doesn't seem to be in there anymore. And if that infuriates you and makes you feel like he's getting off easy, then join the club, James. I'm furious too, but the person I'm furious at... He's sitting on that porch but I can't say a word about any of it. So what the hell am I supposed to do with all that anger, huh?”
 
   Staring at her, I realize that she seems to be on the verge of breaking down completely.
 
   “Harry,” I say finally, suddenly feeling a lot more sober. “Harriet, listen, I'm sorry. I just...”
 
   “Now if you'll excuse me,” she adds, interrupting me, “I have to go and clean him up, and tell him everything's going to be okay, and wipe his tears and tuck him up in bed. Because he's my father and he doesn't have anyone else. You should go home and drink some water. A lot of water.”
 
   She delivers those last few words with a sneer, as if she truly hates me right now, and then she heads back to the porch. Buddy's up there, sobbing and asking her what's wrong and who I am, but she quickly starts telling him not to worry. I watch as she leads him inside, and for a moment she and I make eye contact as she pulls the screen door shut, but then she disappears inside and I'm left standing alone in the cold night air.
 
   “I'm sorry!” I call out, even though I know she probably can't hear me now. “I'm sorry, Harry! And Buddy! I'm sorry to both of you!”
 
   I wait, just in case I might hear a reply yelled back at me from inside the house, but a moment later I see a light flickering to life in one of the upstairs windows.
 
   Turning, I start stumbling along the street. I'm not drunk, I'm just sick of the madness that fills the world all around me. And I'm going to do something about it, and about the vast, dark forest that's still just about visible beyond the bright lights of town.
 
   


  
 

Forty-Three
 
   Esther
 
    
 
   Two days earlier
 
    
 
   “It's okay,” Ramsey says, supporting me as she carefully lowers me down onto the grass. “I'm going to make sure you get help. Just rest for a moment and we'll figure out what to do.”
 
   I try to reply, to tell her it's hopeless, but the pain is too intense. I can feel my ribs splitting open as my old injuries return, and I know it's only a matter of time before the split runs all the way up through my breastbone and I'm left carved wide apart. I've felt those fault-lines in my flesh and bone for so long, but I never thought they'd burst open like this. I thought they'd stay healed forever.
 
   “What the hell's happening to you?” Ramsey continues, staring in horror at my wounds as they re-open all across my torso. “Did you fall? Did you cut yourself? You were fine a moment ago!”
 
   “It's old!” I gasp, reaching down with bloodied hands and feeling my split skin as it eases aside. Already, my bloated liver is starting to push out from my body, and I can hear more ribs cracking under the pressure. “He put me back together when I was just a child, but now he doesn't need me anymore, not with you around! He promised to let me go home! He swore I could go home once you came! He said I could be a little -”
 
   Suddenly my breastbone cracks and I cry out again, tilting my head back as a fresh wave of pain rips through my body. My hands are trembling now, dripping blood back onto my ravaged belly.
 
   “Do you have a phone?” Ramsey asks, her voice filled with panic. “Come on, there has to be a way to call help!”
 
   “He promised I'd get to go home!” I sob, feeling a rising sense of fury as I realize that I allowed myself to be tricked. No matter what else happened over the years, I always believed that he'd give me what I wanted. I served him dutifully every day, carrying out his every wish, I trusted him and now he's discarding me as if I'm no more than a piece of trash. “That's all I ever wanted!” I groan. “It didn't even have to be forever! Just one day would have been enough! I just wanted to see them again. I was just a little girl when he found me. He said I could be a little girl again and go back to my parents.”
 
   My whole body is shuddering now, shaking violently as blood flows freely from my split-open torso. I can't even move my arms and legs, but a moment later I feel Ramsey reaching under me, and finally she lifts me up and starts stumbling through the forest.
 
   “Wait,” I whisper, realizing that she's going the wrong way. She's carrying me away from the tunnels. “He won't... He won't let you leave...”
 
   “I'm going to find someone to help you,” she tells me. “I don't know how, but I'm going to get you to safety.”
 
   “You're going the wrong way,” I groan. “You need to go back.”
 
   “If I'm walking away from those tunnels,” she replies, “then by my reckoning I'm going the right way. I'll watch the sun as it moves, I'll figure out how to get back to town, or at least to the road. There's no way I'm leaving you out here to die.”
 
   I try to tell her that she won't get far, but suddenly the pain erupts again and I feel my ribs splitting even further apart. All I can do is let out a howl of pain, not only because my body is falling apart, but also because after all these years I've finally realized that I'll never get to go home again.
 
   He lied to me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When I wake up and open my eyes, I feel for a moment as if I've simply been sleeping. As if there was no pain, no blood, and I simply slipped out of consciousness for a few minutes. My body feels still and calm, and at first I don't dare move in case all the pain comes rushing back. Finally, however, I blink a couple of times and look up at the darkening sky, and then I turn my head to see Ramsey sitting just a few feet away. She's watching me intently.
 
   “You're not getting worse,” she says, with a hint of disbelief in her voice. “Everything that happened just... stopped.”
 
   I stare at her for a moment, before reaching down and touching my chest. Sure enough, my ribs are still broken and there are still thick, split wounds in my flesh, but they're not getting any bigger. For a moment, it occurs to me that maybe I've been granted a reprieve, but then I realize that maybe by pure luck Ramsey managed to get me to a part of the forest where the devil's influence isn't quite so strong.
 
   I'm still in agonizing pain, but I've been in pain all my life. It's nothing new, and I've learned to hold it at bay.
 
   “I can't explain any of this,” Ramsey continues. “I didn't even notice at first. You were screaming, and then you passed out, and then I kept carrying you through the forest and suddenly I looked down and saw that your body had stopped breaking.”
 
   Turning, I look around and see that we're in a section of the forest about five miles from the witch's chamber. Ramsey carried me a long way, and for the first time in many, many years I really must be away from the devil's influence. I listen to the sound of leaves rustling in the breeze, and I realize after a moment that the leaves are all I can hear. That ever-present whisper that I heard in the tunnels, and in the area immediately close to the tunnels, is gone. That doesn't mean he's not here, or that he's not aware of what's happening, but his power is limited. He can't reach this far from his little house and hurt me.
 
   “So are you going to start telling me what the hell is going on here?” Ramsey asks. “Because I've got to be honest, I'm just about starting to freak out right now.”
 
   “How did we get this far?” I ask, still trying to understand. “He should never have let you keep walking. He should have found a way to lure you back.”
 
   “Who are you talking about?”
 
   I turn to her.
 
   “You keep mentioning someone,” she continues. “You're always talking about him, and about what he wants. Who is this guy? Is it the thing from the tunnels?”
 
   “No,” I reply, wincing a little as I feel a sharp pain in my chest. What if this is just a test? What if the devil is testing me one final time, to make sure I'm worthy of going home before he delivers on his promise? “The thing in the tunnels is just the guardian. Something left to help me watch over the witch.”
 
   “Okay,” she continues, “but that doesn't explain much. When he was close, I felt this fear in my chest. Real, heart-stopping fear, like nothing I'd ever experienced before in my life. Do you want to start by telling me what the hell that was all about?”
 
   I stare at her for a moment, before realizing that I have to tell her the truth. Part of the truth, at least.
 
   “Do you know the stories about this forest?” I ask.
 
   “There are lots of stories about this forest. Too many for anyone to remember.”
 
   “But the stories about the devil, about how he pokes his head out from the tunnels from time to time?”
 
   She stares at me, as if in disbelief, before nodding. “I've heard that. Sure. But what do a bunch of stupid old stories have to do with any of this?”
 
   “There was a man once,” I tell her. “I don't know exactly where he came from. People called him the devil, though, and he didn't mind the name. He lived in a house deep in this forest, and he tortured anyone who dared wander across the boundary. I think he was human to begin with, but he changed over the years, and he played his games for a long time until one day a witch arrived in the area. History never recorded her name, but she wasn't quite so easy for the devil to deal with. She put up a fight. She wasn't powerful enough to stop him, not entirely, but she pushed him to the brink of oblivion before he managed to push back. The devil couldn't kill the witch, but he found a way to imprison her. He made a fatal mistake, though. He forgot to bind her mouth, and she managed to give him one final warning. She foretold of a whore who would one day come to the forest and free her. The devil flew into a rage and covered her mouth, and then he threw her down into a maze beneath the forest and he left a creature of pure fear to act as a guardian, so that nothing and nobody would ever dare go close. And he thought that would be enough, except it wasn't enough at all. It wasn't even close to being enough.”
 
   I wait for her to reply, but she seems completely startled by the story. It's clear that she doesn't believe me, and I don't blame her for that at all.
 
   “Paranoia grew in the devil's chest,” I continue. “He began to leave his home in the forest less and less. He found that his games no longer entertained him, because in the back of his mind he was constantly thinking about the witch's warning, and about the prophecy that a whore would come to release her. Some say he grew truly insane, others say that he merely became fearful, almost too terrified to move. He knew that when the witch was eventually released by the whore, she'd have her reckoning. But what could he do? He waited and he waited, and then finally he realized that his only hope was to find the whore first and to destroy her. So while keeping the witch contained in the maze, he set about doing everything in his power to locate the whore. And believe me, he knows you've finally arrived, and he knows how close you came to the witch, and he knows that he has no option but to kill you before you get another chance to save her.”
 
   She stares at me. She's still got that look in her eyes, like she thinks I'm crazy.
 
   “And now I have to take you back to the maze, so that the creature down there can finish its work. It means to pin you down and drive you insane with fear, so that you can never even begin to free the witch. And then, finally, I'll be free to go back to my family.”
 
   I wait.
 
   Still, she stares at me.
 
   “He'll keep his word,” I continue, getting to my feet. I'm still in pain, but I'm starting to think that the devil didn't split me open because he was trying to kill me. Instead, he was warning me that I have to finish the job. “Perhaps he sensed a hint of doubt in my mind,” I tell her. “Perhaps he realized that there was a chance I might feel sorry for you and betray him. None of that matters now. All that matters is that you come with me.”
 
   I reach my hand out to her.
 
   “You can't escape it,” I explain. “You're part of something that's much bigger than you can possibly imagine.”
 
   She pauses, before slowly starting to shake her head.
 
   “He won't let you go,” I continue. “Seriously, Ramsey, you -”
 
   “I'm not a whore,” she says suddenly.
 
   I can't help sighing.
 
   “I'm not!” she hisses, getting to her feet. “Listen, even if I believed all that crap for even one second – which I don't, by the way – but even if I did, how the hell could I be a whore?”
 
   “That term meant something different in the old days,” I explain. “Back when the prophecy was created, when the witch uttered her final words, the word whore simply referred to an unmarried girl who let a man have his way with her.” I watch her carefully for a moment, and I can see a flicker of discomfort in her eyes. “And that describes you pretty well, doesn't it?” I add. “You might not want to admit it, but you do fit the old-time definition of that word.”
 
   “Go to hell,” she replies, turning and walking away.
 
   “It's not that easy!” I call after her.
 
   Instead of replying, she simply holds up her right hand and extends her middle finger.
 
   “You're being childish!” I explain, hurrying after her. “Events conspired to bring you here once already, Ramsey. The same thing will happen again! None of us can fight this!”
 
   “I think I'll take my chances.”
 
   “You don't even know why way to go! You're already heading in the wrong direction!”
 
   “Then tell me the right direction!” she shouts, turning to me. “Are you seriously so pathetic that all you can think about is dragging me back to those tunnels? If the story you just told me is true, then what does that make you? You're just the servant of some asshole who wants to hurt me!”
 
   “I don't have a choice! You're destined to go back down there and try to save the witch! Maybe the devil will stop you, maybe he won't, but your destiny is to at least try!”
 
   “My destiny is to go home,” she replies, “take a long, hot bath, and forget that any of this ever happened. And no offense, but your destiny is to leave me the hell alone! And if you don't leave me alone, then your destiny is a really hard slap in the face!”
 
   “It doesn't matter what you say! It doesn't matter what I say, either! You can't fight this!”
 
   “Watch me!” she hisses, before turning and once again walking away. “I tried to help you when I thought you were sick, Esther, but obviously you were faking that somehow. And you might have time to mess around out here in the forest, in the cold and the dark, but I have better things to do.”
 
   “Like go back and talk to the father you hate?”
 
   She turns to me, and I can see the shock in her eyes.
 
   “We know about you, Ramsey,” I continue. “We know everything about you. As soon as you were identified as the whore, we made it our business to understand your life, even when there were still a few doubts about the role you'd come to play. We know you were taken to New York by your mother when you were young. We know you haven't spoken to your father for a long time. We know you argued with your mother, we know you made some mistakes in New York and that's why you decided to leave town. We know you came back to Deal because it was the only other place in the world where you felt remotely at home. And we know that you didn't go straight to your father's house, because you still don't know whether you ever want to see him again.”
 
   She stares at me, and now her eyes are filled with tears.
 
   “Walk away right now,” I add, “and you will wind up right back here in the forest. Right back down there in the tunnels. If this wasn't your destiny, if you weren't the whore, then the marker on your hand would have worked and you never would have even been able to see the witch. You'd be dead by now.”
 
   She looks down at the mark I carved on her left hand.
 
   “The creature in the tunnel creates fear,” I explain. “That's always the devil's favorite weapon. He uses fear to destroy people, because it's the easiest way. It's the one thing that binds every living creature that ever lived, and that ever will live. Fear is control, and he uses it sublimely. He'll pick out your worst fear and turn it against you.”
 
   “You don't know anything about me,” she says finally, sniffing back tears. “None of you do. But I'll tell you one thing for free. I'm not a whore. And I'll tell you something else, too. There's no way in hell I'm going anywhere with you. I'm going home. None of this even makes sense. I thought the creature in the tunnels was supposed to be the devil, but now apparently there's another devil. You can't even keep your goddamn story straight!”
 
   With that, she turns and walks away. I open my mouth to call her back here, but I can tell that this time she won't stop, not for anything. So I'm going to have to do the only thing that's left.
 
   Grabbing a rock, I hurry up behind her and bash the back of her head, knocking her out cold and sending her slumping to the ground.
 
   “I'm sorry, Ramsey,” I whisper as I tower over her, with the bloodied rock still in my right hand, “but I have to do what I have to do. I think the devil will still honor his word if I prove myself to him. And that means taking you back to the tunnels.”
 
   


  
 

Forty-Four
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   It's morning.
 
   All of a sudden, with no warning at all, I open my eyes and find that morning sunlight is streaming through the window. I blink, half-expecting night to return, but the morning light just won't go away and a moment later I feel a familiar, nauseating headache starting to drum on the back of my skull. I start to sit up, and that's when the smell of whiskey hits me, and I realize I was drinking long, long into the night. And now I'm...
 
   I look around at the neat, almost empty apartment.
 
   Where the hell have I woken up, anyway?
 
   A moment later, I hear someone moving about in the next room. I look over at the doorway, and to my surprise I see Hinch stepping into view.
 
   “Hey boss,” he says with a cautious smile. “How are you doing there?”
 
   “Is this your apartment?” I ask, still trying to put all the pieces together.
 
   “Um, well... Yeah. Are you all sobered up?”
 
   “How did I get here?”
 
   “You don't remember?”
 
   “All I remember is...”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, and I think maybe I have some vague recollection of being at Buddy's place. I was on his porch, talking to him, and Harry came out and then...
 
   Did I argue with someone?
 
   I didn't argue with Harry, did I?
 
   Did I?
 
   “I got a call around 2am,” Hinch explains, “to deal with a drunk and disorderly individual out on Viner Street. When I got there, it turned out to be you! Obviously protocol would usually dictate that I should've taken you to the drunk tank for the night, but I kinda used my initiative and decided to bring you back here instead. You were pretty animated, but you didn't seem aggressive in any way. You just kept talking about Buddy, and about your wife and your kid, and then you talked about Harry for a while. Quite a while, actually, and then finally...”
 
   He sighs.
 
   “Well,” he adds, “you were getting quite emotional. It wasn't easy, steering you back here to my place, but I made sure you drank lots of water and then you passed out right there on the sofa. It's almost midday now, so it's good you're awake. I kinda need to head into the office, but I didn't really think it was right to just leave you here.”
 
   “Midday?”
 
   I check my watch, and for a moment I feel certain that I've missed something important. Finally, I remember what was supposed to be happening this morning.
 
   “Ramsey,” I stammer, pulling my phone from my pocket. “They were going to try to wake her!”
 
   I fumble to unlock the home screen, but the goddamn phone slips from my hands and falls to the floor. Reaching down to grab it so I can call, I somehow slip off the sofa and land hard next to the coffee table. What the hell kind of father am I?
 
   “I spoke to the hospital about an hour ago,” Hinch tells me. “You'll be pleased to know that Ramsey is awake and talking. She's basically more or less unscathed, from what I can gather, other than a broken ankle. Something of a miracle if you ask me, given the state she was in when we found her, but I figured she could wait until this afternoon before someone goes in to talk to her. Apparently she's being a little feisty and argumentative with the doctors.”
 
   “You should've woken me earlier,” I mutter, getting to my feet and finding that I'm a little dizzy.
 
   “I tried, but you weren't having any of it.”
 
   “Still a drunk after all these years,” I whisper, before turning and making my way toward the hallway. “What the hell is wrong with me?”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Where do you think? I have to get to the hospital.”
 
   “I'm not sure that's a good idea, boss. You still seem a little soaked.”
 
   I turn to him. “Soaked?”
 
   “You drank a lot of whiskey last night.”
 
   “I'm not drunk anymore,” I reply. “I'm hungover like hell, and I feel like crap, but that's no more than I deserve. I have to go to the hospital so I can -”
 
   Suddenly I realize that nothing will have changed. Emma will be glued to Ramsey's bedside, giving her all the care and attention and love that's possible, while Ramsey will be struggling to cope with whatever she went through. If I turn up there, they won't suddenly welcome me with open arms. Most likely, Ramsey'll look at me as if I'm some kind of monster, and Emma'll politely take me out into the corridor – to avoid creating a fuss in the room – and explain to me that I have no place with them.
 
   The worst part is, she'll be right.
 
   No, wait, that's not the worst part. The real worst part is that everything Emma said to me last night, I'll have to hear all over again, this time coming direct from Ramsey's mouth.
 
   If I ever thought that I could change, and that I could prove to Ramsey that I'm not the same drunken asshole I was when she was a kid, I've surely blown that chance now.
 
   “Are you sure she's okay?” I ask, turning to Hinch.
 
   “Ramsey? Yeah, sure, the doctor seemed kind of shocked, to be honest.”
 
   “And she'll be out of there soon?”
 
   “He said they want to run some more tests, but basically her head's fine and the only damage is a fractured ankle.”
 
   “Huh,” I mutter, allowing myself a faint, sad, proud smile. “She really is tough.”
 
   “You should at least go home and find some fresh clothes before you go to interview Ramsey,” Hinch tells me. “No offense, boss, but you smell pretty foul.”
 
   I hesitate for a moment longer, before turning to him.
 
   “You do it,” I say finally.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “You go and interview Ramsey. Somebody has to find out what happened to her, but I don't think it should be me. I need you to go and get all the details and let me know as soon as you can.”
 
   “You're not gonna go and see her at all?”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “Well...” He pauses. “I was actually gonna head out to check on some other leads this afternoon, but I guess Lewis or one of the others from the station could go and talk to Ramsey. Are you sure you don't wanna do it, though? I mean, she's your daughter, so -”
 
   “I don't think that'd be a very good idea,” I reply, interrupting him. “I don't want to go into it now, but I think for Ramsey's sake, someone else should be the one to talk to her. She doesn't need me.”
 
   I hate saying those words, but at the same time I've never believed anything so strongly in all my life. Ever since Emma took Ramsey away, I've been fooling myself by promising that one day – when I finally saw Ramsey again – I'd be sober and healthy and ready to prove that I can be a good father. And now here I am, standing hungover in Hinch's apartment, not remembering how I got here, stinking of whiskey and feeling as if my cancer-ridden belly is about to rise up and burst out through my mouth. I had years and years to prepare for this moment and to become a better father, and I failed.
 
   “Get someone to talk to Ramsey,” I say finally, feeling a crushing sense of disappointment in my chest. “Make sure she's okay, and extend every possible service to her and to her mother. Help them with anything they need. Find out what happened to her, and write it up in a report for me to read. We're going to catch this son-of-a-bitch. That's what I'm going to do for Ramsey.”
 
   “I'll get someone right on it.”
 
   I stumble toward the door, before turning back to him.
 
   “Send Collins,” I continue, “or Baxter. One of those two, if you can. They're both good at this kind of thing. They have great bedside manners, and they'll be real sensitive. They'll make sure not to upset Ramsey.”
 
   He nods again. “Okay, boss. Anything you say. But do you want anyone to give her a message from you?”
 
   I try to think of something, before realizing that she most likely just wants me to leave her well alone.
 
   “I have to go home and change,” I tell him, “and then I'll go straight to the station.”
 
   I stare at Hinch for a moment, and I can't help feeling that he looks a little lost and alone. In fact, glancing around at the rest of this cramped little apartment, I realize that the place barely looks like anyone lives here at all. There's almost no furniture, and even the shelves are completely empty. He's been living in Deal for several months now, but it's almost as if he's barely moved in at all.
 
   “Do you have a girlfriend, Hinch?” I ask finally.
 
   “Me?” He seems shocked by the question, and after a moment he starts blushing. “Um. No. Not really. Not right now.”
 
   “Nothing like that at all?”
 
   He shakes his head.
 
   “You just come to work each day, and that's your life?”
 
   “Well, I do a few other things,” he replies. “I mean, those groceries don't buy themselves.”
 
   “Don't let the job be your entire life,” I tell him. “Find someone to be with, Hinch. You're a good guy, and I'd hate to see you end up all alone.”
 
   “I read a lot,” he continues. “Like, a lot! And I'm interested in the history of the town and the surrounding area. Plus, I really do love my work. I mean, I know I'll never be sheriff material, but I take a lot of pride in helping people out. We do good work, don't we?”
 
   “We do,” I reply, feeling a flicker of pity for him as I realize that he must be all alone here in this empty apartment. “It's good to have people in your life, though. Never forget that. I'm not saying you should rush out and grab the first girl or boy who takes your fancy, but don't stop being open to the possibility of a better life. Don't isolate yourself. Trust me, it's not good.”
 
   We stand in silence for a moment.
 
   “Are you sure you're not still a little drunk?” he asks finally.
 
   “Get to work,” I reply, opening the front door and immediately wincing as I see the bright sunlight outside. This must be what a vampire feels like. “Make sure someone talks to Ramsey, and then meet me at the office later. We still have a dead girl named Leanne Halperin in the morgue, and I'm not going to stop until her killer has been brought to justice. We should be closer to finding that bastard by now. Is that understand?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “Get on to the people at Gordonville,” I add. “They were supposed to come back to me and let me know that Liam Cane is still locked away. Get an answer on that. And see if there's any more news from the forensics team. This bastard must have left something behind, either at the diner or the cabin or the farm. I refuse to believe there's not even so much as a fiber we can test.”
 
   “I'll find out.”
 
   “And Hinch...” I hesitate for a moment, as my throbbing head starts to hurt even worse than before in the glare of the bright morning light. Finally, squinting, I turn to him. “Do you have a pair of sunglasses I can borrow?”
 
   


  
 

Forty-Five
 
   Esther
 
    
 
   Two days earlier
 
    
 
   It takes forever to haul her body back through the forest. I thought I was stronger than this, but by the time I get Ramsey even close to the tunnel entrance, my arms are aching and night has fallen again. Finally, I have to ease her down onto the grass and sit for a moment, just to get my breath back.
 
   I can't feel anything reaching out to my mind yet, but I know he'll sense me soon. The creature is still down there in the maze, still protecting the witch, and the whore has to go and play her part. The devil will demand nothing less. What happens after that is none of my concern. By the time the devil makes his move to destroy the whore, I'll be well on my way back to town, where I can find my parents and resume the life that was stolen from me all those years ago.
 
   The devil has to keep his word. The pain earlier was just a warning, a reminder of what he could do to me if I disobeyed him. I've been his servant for several years now, maybe as many as ten, and I can't betray him now.
 
   “I'm sorry, Ramsey,” I whisper, getting to my feet and reaching down to start dragging her the final few hundred meters. “I didn't pick you for this. You just -”
 
   Before I can finish, I spot a piece of paper slipping from her pocket. I almost leave it, but curiosity gets the better of me and I pick the paper up, unfolding it to find that it has the words Bus Ticket at the top.
 
   I freeze as soon as I see the date.
 
   2016.
 
   Was she telling the truth? My gut reaction is to feel certain that she lied, to think that there's no way I could have been living out here in the forest for twenty years. After a moment, however, I reach up and touch my face, and I immediately feel dry, wrinkled flesh. I already knew I was no longer a little girl, but if the year is 2016 then I must be almost into my thirties by now, and that just isn't possible. How can he turn me back to a little girl again if I'm already this old?
 
   “Did you lie to me?” I whisper, still running my fingers across my face. “Did you promise me something I could never have?”
 
   I pause, before reaching down and touching my belly. Earlier, I assumed that he started splitting me open again because he wanted to prove a point, but now another possibility is crossing my mind. What if he simply thought he was done with me, and he decided to toss me aside and leave me to die? I've spent my whole life believing in him, but he always told me that only a year or two had passed since he found me, and that I'd be able to go home. Now, looking at the crumpled piece of paper, I realize that there's no reason why Ramsey would lie about the date, which means I've been out here in the forest for so much longer than I thought.
 
   And I can't go back to how I was.
 
   “You did lie,” I mutter under my breath, before turning and looking toward the rocky patch of land that hides the nearest entrance to the tunnels. “You lied to me, to get me to do what you wanted. And once you have Ramsey, you'll...”
 
   After a moment, I glance over at Ramsey and see that she's still unconscious. She's definitely the whore, of that there's no doubt, but suddenly I'm not convinced that I should just deliver her back to the creature in the tunnels. She told the truth to me, she even said I could go back to town with her, and in return I bashed her over the head and started dragging her all the way back here so that the devil and his creature would be able to kill her. I lived my whole life for this moment, but now the thought of helping the devil makes me feel sick to my stomach.
 
   Finally, I scramble across the rocks and make my way to the side of the river, and then I lean over the edge and look at my reflection. The water is rippling in the breeze, so I reach down and place a hand on its surface, to steady. When that only makes things worse, I resolve to wait a couple of minutes, and finally the water calms enough for me to see my face properly.
 
   A knot immediately knits tight in my chest.
 
   I'm old.
 
   Not as old as I could be, but I'm certainly not young.
 
   Years of living out here alone, and of working in the dark tunnels, have taken a toll. I have wrinkles on my face, and bags under my eyes, and my hair is gray and straggly. I look nothing like the girls in the books I used to read. I look more like the monsters that hide in the forest.
 
   Suddenly I remember that snowy day many years ago, when I was in the car's back seat while Mommy and Daddy were driving us to our new home. I was reading one of my favorite books, about a girl who grew up to be a princess, and then there was a terrible crashing sound and the car tipped over. The last thing I remember about my old life is the moment when the car came to a thudding, mangled halt at the bottom of a snowy incline. Mommy was screaming and screaming, hanging upside down from her safety belt, and then something reached through one of the smashed windows and lifted me out of the car. My belly was split open and bleeding, and I could barely breathe, and the world got darker and darker as I was carried away through the forest.
 
   Mommy was screaming so loud, but not loud enough for me to still hear her by the time I reached the house in the snow.
 
   And then the devil sewed me back together and told me he had a job for me.
 
   The river's surface ripples slightly, disrupting my reflection, and I sit back. For the first time, deep down, I know now that Mommy and Daddy aren't still alive in the car, that they aren't waiting for the devil to take me back to them. Maybe they escaped and have been looking for me ever since, or maybe they died in the crash, but either way I can no longer believe in the stupid stories the devil told me. Once I take Ramsey back to the tunnels, I'll be tossed aside like an unwanted doll, and my belly will split open again and I'll die in the dirt.
 
   “No,” I whisper, before realizing that I have one chance to escape.
 
   Stumbling to my feet, I hurry back to Ramsey and scoop her up into my arms. I start carrying her back into the forest, away from the tunnel entrance, while waiting to feel the first splitting sensation of my belly opening again. I'm certain that the devil will try to stop me, to punish me for taking Ramsey away, but after a few minutes I start to realize that maybe he can't stop me. Maybe he still needs me, maybe he thinks I'll change my mind, or maybe he just isn't quite as all-powerful as I'd always thought. Either way, I carry Ramsey for miles and miles, keeping close to the river so that there's no risk I might get lost.
 
   Finally, realizing that I can't take her all the way to the crash site, I carry her instead to the river's edge. I know this spot, it's where people from town come to fish and hunt animals. Someone will find her here, so I set her down gently. She's still breathing, but she's clearly very badly hurt and I wish I knew how to start healing her.
 
   I take one final look at the bus ticket, before tucking it back into her pocket and leaning down to kiss her gently on the forehead.
 
   “Someone'll find you,” I whisper. “This is as close to town as I dare go. I have to check on something else now. I'm sorry.”
 
   I turn to go.
 
   “Wait,” she whispers.
 
   I freeze, before turning back and seeing that her eyes have flickered open.
 
   “Don't leave me here,” Ramsey groans, her voice barely audible at all. “I can't... I can't get up...”
 
   “I can't take you all the way,” I tell her. “Please try to understand, it's just not possible.”
 
   I turn again, ready to hurry away.
 
   “Was it real?” she asks suddenly.
 
   Again, I stop. I pause for a moment before turning to stare at her, but I honestly don't know how to answer that question.
 
   “The witch,” she continues, even as her voice threatens to fade entirely. “What you told me... Was it real?”
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before nodding.
 
   She lets out a faint gasp, and then she winces as she reaches into her pocket. I watch, confused, as she takes the bus ticket out, and then she takes the stub of a pencil from another pocket and scribbles something on the back of the ticket. Curious, I step closer and see that she's written six words.
 
   “If I die,” I read out loud, “don't blame Esther.”
 
   “It's not your fault,” she whispers. “You tried to save me. I shouldn't have tried to climb out but...”
 
   She stares at me for a moment, and I can see that she's losing consciousness.
 
   “You'll be okay,” I tell her. “People come this way all the time. Someone'll find you and take you home.”
 
   “If I die,” she replies, “you have to... Let my dad know I...”
 
   She pauses, breathing sharp, snatched breaths, and then her eyes slip shut and she's gone. I check her pulse and find that her heart is still beating, but she's unconscious now and I'm certain she needs medical attention. I wish I could carry her all the way to town, or even to the road, but I'm too scared. Instead, I take a look at the scrawled message on the ticket, and then I tear it in half, tucking one part into my own pocket and leaving the other half with Ramsey as I get to my feet and step back. If she dies, the people who find her should blame me.
 
   Once I've left Ramsey behind, I make my way quickly through the forest, heading for a particular spot that I've always avoided over the years. My chest is tightening with anticipation, and I pick up the pace in case something is sent to stop me. The devil has told me several times that my parents survived the crash and that they're waiting out there in the real world for me to be returned, and he promised over and over again that one day I can go back and resume my old life with them. But I've caught him in one lie now, and I'm starting to think that there might be others.
 
   Finally, I come to a halt at the edge of a clearing, near an incline that leads up to an old road. At first, I feel an empty sense of disappointment in my chest as I realize that there's no sign of a crash site at all, but then I spot a twisted and rusted piece of metal poking up from the soil. I step closer, and I realize that there's more metal, with moss and weeds having grown so high that they almost cover the wreckage of the car that crashed here so many years ago. If I believe the piece of paper in Ramsey's pocket – and I do believe it now – then this car has been left here undisturbed for twenty years. Maybe even slightly longer.
 
   “Mom?” I call out, my voice cracking slightly with fear. “Dad? Are you...”
 
   I hesitate, too scared to go closer, before finally telling myself that I need to be braver and stronger. Edging toward the wreck, I peer deeper into the mass of foliage and twisted metal, looking into the dark interior, while telling myself that I'm probably worrying over nothing. The devil might have lied about how long I've been out here, but the rest of the story -
 
   And that's when I see her.
 
   Or him.
 
   It's hard to be sure, but I see a human skull. Weathered and marked, cracked in places, but most certainly a skull staring straight out at me.
 
   I freeze for a moment, expecting to feel a rush of fear, but instead I feel something entirely different. I feel stronger, as if a faucet has been switched on in my chest and I'm being flooded by a new kind of strength. Almost involuntarily, I step closer to the wreckage and take a proper look inside, and finally I see a set of collapsed bones resting in the dirt with moss and dirt obscuring them in part.
 
   And the skull, with its two hollowed eyes, still staring out at the forest.
 
   “Mom?” I whisper, as I remember the very last time I saw her smiling face.
 
   Just before the crash, she glanced back at me. We exchanged a smile, and then she turned to look forward, and I looked down at my book as I felt the car taking a curve in the road.
 
   And then this happened.
 
   Reaching through the broken window – through the same window that I was hauled out of all those years ago – I gently pick up the cold skull and hold it into the light, so I can see it better. My hands aren't trembling and I don't feel scared. Instead, I feel a cold sense of anger as I realize that I've spent so many years hoping to get back to my parents, when they've been dead out here in the forest all along.
 
   “It's me,” I stammer, although my voice sounds impossibly small and pathetic now. “I'm here. I'm sorry I wasn't here sooner, but I...”
 
   How could I tell her?
 
   How could I possibly explain.
 
   Besides, she's dead. I have no illusions in that regard. I don't expect her ghost to be listening, nor do I believe that any scrap of her soul has been left behind. She simply died here in the car, and her body was left to rot away. Dad's body is probably nearby, too, because I know that he'd have led somebody back here if he'd made it out alive. Mom wouldn't have been left like this.
 
   Which means I was the only survivor.
 
   I set the skull aside and reach into the car again, sorting through the piles of garbage that were left behind after the crash. Just as I'm about to give up hope, I spot a familiar book partially covered by dirt, and finally I'm reunited with the book I was reading that day on the back seat. It's faded now, of course, but for the most part it seems to be in good condition. I wish I didn't remember those awful moments, but now the memories are flooding my mind and I can't think of anything else.
 
   Finally, dropping the book, I turn and start running back through the forest, filled with a sense of panic. All I know is that I have to go back to Ramsey, and I have to make her better somehow, and I have to help her free the witch. The devil has been lying to me all along, but with Ramsey's help I can put everything right. If she and I work together, we can make everything right again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A few hours later, as dusk falls and darkens the forest, I lurk in the shadows and watch as two men carry Ramsey's prone form away from the river. I arrived just a few minutes too late, and now she's been found, and I can only watch as she's carried away.
 
   There's only one option now. I have to return to the tunnels alone and try to free the witch, even though this isn't my destiny. Perhaps I have enough of Ramsey's scent on me now, perhaps that'll be enough. Either way, I have to try, even though I know the creature will surely try to drive me insane with fear.
 
   Turning, I start scampering back through the forest, heading for the tunnels.
 
   


  
 

Forty-Six
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Is there any word from the hospital yet?” I ask as I lead Katie into my office back at the station. “I thought one of the doctors was supposed to call me this afternoon.”
 
   “Someone named Doctor Peters got in touch about half an hour ago,” she replies. “His number's on your desk in case you want to call him back. He just wanted to give you an update on Ramsey, but the gist of it was that she seems to be doing remarkably well.”
 
   “What about Gordonville?”
 
   “Um... What's that?”
 
   “It's a psych hospital.” I turn to her. “I've been going on about this for at least a day now. Has nobody called those people yet to find out whether Liam Cane is still a patient?”
 
   “I can get in touch with them,” she replies. “I'll -”
 
   “No, I'll do it,” I mutter. “At least that way, I'll know it's done before we all die of old age. Did Hinch mention anything earlier about the forensics team?”
 
   “Hinch?” She pauses. “No, I don't think so. Actually, he hasn't been in since early yesterday. He called to say he was busy and he wouldn't make it into the office.”
 
   “He did?” I try to remember whether Hinch mentioned anything like that, but to be honest I'm still dealing with a raging hangover and I'm not sure I can get my thoughts together properly at all. “Whatever. Give that forensics team a hurry-up, okay? I feel like every time my back is turned around here, people start slacking off.”
 
   She stares at me blankly.
 
   “Not you, Katie. You're wonderful.”
 
   She grins. “Thank you!”
 
   “Just get on with it all,” I mutter, heading into my office before stopping and turning back to her. “And Katie? When Doctor Peters called, did he say anything else about Ramsey's condition?”
 
   She looks down at her notebook. “Um, I don't think so. No. Just that she's recovering well, and that she's even been out of bed already.”
 
   I can't hide a faint smile. “That's my girl,” I whisper under my breath. “Always tough.”
 
   Once the door is shut and I'm at my desk, I take a moment to swallow a few pain-killers and then I start hunting for the Gordonville Hospital phone number. I swear, I told Hinch at least twice to get onto those people and check on the status of Liam Cane, but I guess he must have forgotten. I told Lewis to call as well. Still, I've learned over the years that sometimes it's best to just do a job yourself, rather than relying on other people. Finally, once I've located the number, I call the hospital and end up being put on hold while I wait for someone at the relevant ward to speak to me.
 
   Glancing at the framed photo on my desk, I see Ramsey's face smiling back at me. She's only six years old in the picture, and in my mind's eye that's how I've been thinking of her over the years. She looks so happy, as if she doesn't believe anything bad could ever happen in the world. Six months after the picture was taken, Emma moved her to New York, and her whole world was turned upside down. No matter how hard I've tried over the years to blame other people for what happened, deep down I know that it was all my fault. I let my drinking destroy my family.
 
   While I wait for someone at Gordonville to answer the goddamn phone, I type out a message to Harry, apologizing for whatever I might have said and done last night. Once the message is sent, I wait for a reply, but I guess maybe she's too mad at me. I don't blame her for that. I was completely -
 
   “Gordonville Psychiatric Hospital,” a voice says suddenly on the other end of the line. “You've reached B-Ward. Gretchen Lucas speaking. How can I help you?”
 
   “My name is James Kopperud,” I reply, “and I'm calling from Deal County Sheriff's Department to check on the status of one of your patients. I need to know whether Liam Cane is still in your care.”
 
   “I don't think there's anyone by that name on this ward.”
 
   “Maybe he's on a different ward, then. He might've been moved.”
 
   “One moment, I'll check.”
 
   Suddenly the door opens, and Katie leans through.
 
   “I'm doing a coffee and sandwich run,” she says. “Do you want anything?”
 
   “Coffee,” I reply. “Lots of it. Double, triple, whatever's the strongest they have. But not one of this little ones that comes in a thimble. I need a lot of whatever you get.”
 
   “Okay, boss,” she says with a faint smile. “Back soon.”
 
   “Mr. Kopperud?” the voice on the other end of the line continues, as Katie leaves. “I've just checked our system and I can confirm that Liam Cane was discharged from our care on January 11th this year. Doctor Ericsson signed the papers himself.”
 
   “Where was he moved to?” I ask.
 
   “He wasn't moved to anywhere,” she continues. “He was deemed to be no risk to the community, and he was released.”
 
   “Why wasn't I told?” I stammer, feeling a rush of panic in my chest. “When he was sent to Gordonville, we were assured that any release program would be discussed with this office in advance.”
 
   “Sir, privacy laws in this state prohibit -”
 
   “I need you to send me everything you have about Liam Cane,” I continue, interrupting her. “I need the most recent photo you have, I need his physical characteristics, and I need to speak to someone with recent experience of his treatment. I need to know what we're dealing with here.”
 
   “Sir -”
 
   “This is a murder investigation,” I tell her, “and I have reason to believe that Liam Cane might be in the Deal area. I don't care what privacy laws you might have in place, okay? You need to find someone who treated him, and get them to call me. I'll send you my email address, and I want every document in your possession, is that understood?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Come on, Hinch, pick up,” I mutter as I head through to my front room and grab the case from next to the sofa. I've come home for a few minutes to collect a few items, since I figure tonight is going to be a very long night out searching for Liam. Of course, it'd help if Hinch actually answered his goddamn phone.
 
   Finally I'm put through to his voicemail.
 
   “It's me,” I tell him, unable to hide a sense of irritation. “I don't know where you are right now, but we've got a serious problem and this is not the time to go AWOL. Liam Cane is not a patient at Gordonville anymore, so I'm pretty goddamn sure that he must be the one who was living rough at Dodderidge Farm. I'm waiting for his files to be sent over, but we have to consider him armed and dangerous. Call me as soon as you get this message.”
 
   Once I'm done, I toss my phone onto the sofa while I start going through the briefcase. I can feel another twinge of pain in my gut already, but I figure I'll just have to pack as many pills as possible and hope for the best. My mind is racing and I can barely even think straight as I head over to the desk and start searching for some older pain-killers I'm sure I remember putting here. My hands are trembling and there's a part of me that desperately wants a whiskey, but I know I can't afford to make that mistake again. In fact, I'm never going to drink another drop.
 
   Suddenly my phone starts ringing, and I see that someone from the office is trying to get in touch.
 
   “Hinch?” I say as soon as I answer. “Where have you been?”
 
   “It's Lewis, Sir,” says the voice on the other end of the line. “Everyone else has headed out to start the search, but I'm not sure what to do here. Katie still isn't back from the coffee run. Should I just lock the station up?”
 
   “What the hell's taking her so long?” I ask. “Fine. Sure. Lock it up. We need every hand we can get out there. Is there any sign of Hinch yet?”
 
   “I haven't seen him since yesterday.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I feel for a moment as if this whole situation is rapidly spiraling out of control.
 
   “I'm waiting for information from Gordonville,” I say finally, trying to think straight. “As soon as that comes through, I'll forward whatever's important to the search teams. The priority has to be locating and apprehending Liam Cane, because right now we have a potentially dangerous individual on the loose somewhere in the area, and there's a strong possibility that he's already killed once.”
 
   “We'll find him.”
 
   “We have to,” I reply, as I hear a new message arriving on my phone. “I'll call you back.”
 
   Checking the message, I find that it's the files I've been waiting for. Someone at Gordonville has finally sent through some information about Liam Cane, so I set the larger files to download before opening the main message. Scanning through the report that was prepared at the time of Liam's release, I find that it's filled with useless babble about how the kid has made remarkable progress during his time at the hospital, and how he's no longer considered a threat to anyone. The report is pretty glowing, and I can only assume that Liam must have learned how to manipulate the doctors into thinking that he posed no danger. There isn't even any mention of a follow-up schedule. It's as if they just pushed him out the door and never thought to check on him.
 
   “Idiots,” I mutter. “Goddamn fools.”
 
   Once the files have all downloaded to my phone, I tap to open the most recent photo of Liam, and then I turn and grab a bottle of pills. My hands are trembling so much, I need to take something so that I can at least function properly. After swallowing a couple of the stronger pills, I chase them down with water and then turn back to look at my phone.
 
   As soon as I see the photo of Liam Cane, I freeze.
 
   I check the file name, and the list of attachments, convinced that there has to be some kind of mistake, but everything seems to be in order.
 
   This can't be right.
 
   My mind is racing as I look at the photo again. It shows a man standing in a hospital room, wearing a gown, smiling nervously at the camera. The picture quality isn't great, but it's good enough for me to see his features clearly, and slowly a sense of fear starts crawling up into my chest.
 
   “This isn't possible,” I whisper.
 
   But it's not only possible.
 
   It's real.
 
   The photo is clearly labeled, and there's no doubt whatsoever that the man in the gown is Liam Cane, shortly before his release. Equally, there's no doubt that I've known that same man by a different name ever since he first arrived six months ago to work at Deal Country Sheriff's Department.
 
   Hinch.
 
   Thomas 'Hinch' Hinchcliffe.
 
   He was Liam Cane all along.
 
   For a few seconds, I can only stare in horror at the photo as I try to make sense of all the conflicting information. It's not possible that Liam Cane could have changed his name and joined the department, calling himself Hinch, but at the same time I can't deny the evidence that's right in front of my eyes. I tell myself that there has to be some kind of mistake, that I could never be fooled like this, but the man in the photograph is undeniably the same man who has been working alongside me for several months now.
 
   I have to find him.
 
   Grabbing my jacket, I hurry to the door while trying to call Hinch again. This time I'm put straight through to voicemail, which means he must have switched his phone off, so I try calling the office, only to find that evidently Lewis locked up and left.
 
   Fumbling with trembling hands, I bring up Lewis's number as I pull the door open.
 
   Startled, I find somebody standing right outside my door, framed against the dark street.
 
   Somebody familiar.
 
   “Ramsey?” I stammer, startled to see her wearing filthy, torn clothes.
 
   “Dad?” She stares at me for a moment, with tears in her eyes, as if she doesn't quite believe that it's really me. And then, with no warning, she puts her arms around me and holds me tight. “Dad, please,” she sobs. “You have to help me!”
 
   


  
 

Part Seven
 
    
 
   Glitter in Their Eyes
 
   


  
 

Forty-Seven
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   Three days earlier
 
    
 
   “Can you toss me that file?”
 
   Finally, Hinch turns to me. That was the third time I've asked him to let me have the file, but for a moment he seemed to be lost in a world of his own. I've noticed that about him a few times since he started working here. He seems to go inward and lose all awareness of the world, as if he's briefly absorbed by some inner voice. I guess he's just a thoughtful guy. Some people are like that.
 
   “It's the one right there,” I continue, seeing that he's still not quite fully back from his dazed moment. I point at the file I need, although I'm starting to think it would've been quicker to go get it myself. “I just need to check something.”
 
   He stares at me for a moment, and then suddenly he smiles as he hands me the file. There. Whatever was wrong, he seems to have snapped out of it pretty fast. He can be a strange guy sometimes.
 
   “Thanks,” I mutter, opening the file and starting to look through the papers. “Something about this wasn't sitting right with me last night. It's probably nothing, but I always like to be thorough. You get where I'm coming from, right?”
 
   “Totally,” he replies. “You've gotta be thorough.”
 
   “It's always in the details,” I add, flipping to another page. “You've got to get right down and dirty in the details of a case. Oh, and you have to set out a timeline, too, otherwise everything can get confusing.”
 
   “Sure. Understood.”
 
   “And you have to stay focused,” I mutter under my breath, feeling another faint twist of pain in my gut. “Don't let distractions get in the way.”
 
   If I took my own advice once in a while, this department would run a lot more smoothly.
 
   “I wouldn't mind some rain,” Hinch says after a moment. “After this dry spell, we could really use some.”
 
   Before I can reply, I spot an interesting detail on an old map of Dodderidge Farm. It's probably nothing, but apparently part of the boundary was changed many years ago. It seems there was a dispute between old Bernard Cane and one of his neighbors, and there's some paperwork about a scuffle that had to be broken up. Apparently Buddy got involved, and he was with his old partner, a woman named Molly Abernathy. Molly's story is well-known around the department, on account of her having disappeared not long after she arrived in town. Even now, no-one knows what really happened to her.
 
   But her name sure seems to keep popping up in relation to old cases.
 
   As Katie goes over to Hinch's desk and takes his lunch order, I turn to my computer and start bringing up the files relating to Molly's disappearance. Something about that case has always sat wrong with me, and deep down I've often wondered whether Buddy has really told the whole story. He claims she simply wandered off into the forest, investigating a possible disturbance, and was never seen again, but now – as I read through the files again – I can't help feeling that he shut the investigation down pretty quickly. His preferred theory was that she was killed and eaten by wolves, but something about that explanation seems wrong to me.
 
   Scrolling down the page, I find a photo of Molly. She's grinning from ear to ear, posing in front of a flag in the far corner of the office. She looks happy and cheerful, but I know from the date-stamp on the picture that she disappeared just a few hours later.
 
   I bring up a list of other cases Buddy was working on at the time. All I find are a few reports of drunk and disorderly arrests in town, and a family called the Stewarts who were reported missing. A search was made for their car, but nothing was ever found, and the case was handed off to police in their home state. From what I can tell, nobody from this station bothered much with the hunt for them. Again, Buddy seems to have closed the case, at least from our end, very quickly. I need to look into this some more, just for the sake of my own curiosity, but first I need to hand off the Millard's Point business to someone else.
 
   I glance around and see that everyone's busy, except for Hinch. He looks to be lost in thought again, staring into space. I can't help smiling as I watch him for a moment. Sometimes, I honestly wonder what goes through that guy's mind. Maybe a lot. Maybe not a lot at all.
 
   “Do you mind going out to Millard's Point for me?” I ask finally.
 
   I wait, but he doesn't seem to have heard me.
 
   “Twice in one day?” I continue. “Hinch? Are you getting enough sleep?”
 
   Again, I wait, but again he seems completely zoned out. In fact, his eyes look almost glassy.
 
   “Hinch?” I say finally, raising my voice a little before snapping my fingers. “Seriously, is anybody home in there?”
 
   Suddenly he turns to me.
 
   “Millard's Point,” I continue, holding the relevant paperwork out toward him. “Would you mind? Just run up there for me. Sorry, I was going to do it myself, but you know what it's like some mornings. I've got a ton of calls to make.”
 
   He stares at the paper, seemingly a little confused, as I hand it to him.
 
   “It's pretty self-explanatory,” I continue. “Don't waste too much time on it.”
 
   “Corned beef or chicken today?” Katie says suddenly as she reaches my desk.
 
   “I'll have the chicken,” I tell her. “But tell them to go easy on the mayo, okay?”
 
   “Darn,” she mutters, making a note. “I was hoping that one day everyone'd order the same thing. I don't know why, really, I just thought it'd be neat.”
 
   “I can take the corned beef instead,” I reply. “It really doesn't matter. Just get whatever's easiest.”
 
   “No, you should have what you want,” she says, turning and heading away. She's a strange girl sometimes, but she's been working here for a long time now and she always gets things done. Glancing over at Hinch, I see that he seems to be watching her as well, and I can't help wondering whether he has the tiniest crush on her. There's just a certain look in his eyes right now.
 
   “It'd be good if you could get out there before lunch,” I tell him.
 
   He turns to me.
 
   “To Millard's Point?” I add.
 
   “Right. Sure. That's fine.” Getting to his feet, he seems a little flustered as he starts gathering a few items from his desk. I swear, sometimes I think Hinch isn't quite made for this world. He's so goddamn clumsy, and I watch as he almost knocks a bunch of files off his desk.
 
   “Grab me some gum while you're out,” I add. “And tape.”
 
   He turns and stares at me, his eyes filled with shock, as if I just made some kind of crazy request.
 
   “Did you hear what I just said?” I ask. “Gum and a roll of tape. But only if you happen to go by the store on your way back.”
 
   “That's fine,” he stammers, turning and hurrying away.
 
   I sit and watch for a moment as he bumps into Katie at the door. He seems completely awkward talking to her, and I think perhaps my earlier suspicions were right after all. Hinch does have a crush, although I'm not sure he's quite Katie's type. I've seen her down at one of the local bars a few times in the past, and she usually goes for the big, muscle-bound guys who ride loud bikes and spend their nights playing pool. Somehow, I really don't think she'd be very interested in a man like Hinch who acts like he still needs his mother to get his laundry done. Still, good luck to him, and I watch with a mixture of surprise and fascination as he and Katie head out the door, talking and laughing.
 
   Well, she's talking and laughing, and he just seems nervous. Then again, Katie's one of those people who talks incessantly, and I figure she can carry both sides of a conversation.
 
   Turning back to my computer, I start bringing up some more case files on the disappearance of Charlotte and Tony Stewart. They had a daughter, too. A little girl named Esther. I guess there's probably no connection to what happened with Molly Abernathy, or to the murder of Leanne Halperin, but at the same time I feel like there's one very thin connection that might link everything together.
 
   And that connection is the fact that Buddy has a history of shutting down investigations that have anything to do with Devil's Lookout.
 
   


  
 

Forty-Eight
 
   Liam Cane
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Katie!” I call out, waving at her across the dark parking lot. “Hey Katie, over here!”
 
   She stops at the bar's door, standing just beneath the bright, garish neon sign. For a moment, she seems not to even recognize me, but finally she takes a few steps closer and a cautious smile spreads across her face. I think she's actually surprised to see me.
 
   “Hinch? Is that you?”
 
   “Fancy seeing you here!” I continue, trying to sound casual. I'm also trying very hard to keep from looking at her chest, because I can't help noticing that she's wearing a very revealing dress. It's almost like she wants guys to stare at her cleavage.
 
   “Are you coming to the Stud for a drink?” she asks.
 
   “Well, I...”
 
   My voice trails off. I guess I didn't really think ahead and come up with an excuse for showing up like this.
 
   “Hinch,” she continues, “the Stud is kind of a rough bar. Well, not rough, but it has its own particular crowd. Please don't take this the wrong way, but I'm not sure you'd be entirely comfortable. Maybe one of the other bars in town would be more your style. You know, somewhere quieter and less boisterous.”
 
   “I can handle a loud place,” I tell her, forcing a smile even though I'm dazzled by the glitter that's flashing in her eyes.
 
   “Sure you can,” she adds, “but the other problem is, the guys here, they'll recognize you. They'll realize you're from the sheriff's station, and they won't like you being here very much. I'm trying to be sensitive about this, Hinch, but... Cops aren't popular at the Stud. It doesn't matter how sweet you are, they'll still just see you as a cop and that won't go down too well.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I stare at her, watching the way her demonic eyes glitter as she smiles at me, but I think maybe Katie's not like all the others. Sure, she's a demon, but I actually think that maybe she can be saved. I've been watching her for a while now, ever since I came back to Deal, and I feel more and more that she could be the reward I was promised so long ago. She might not be part of the task I was assigned, and I don't think she has a tracker in her guts, but I honestly believe that if I can just break through the demonic side of her mind, I can save her. The devil said I'd find something to keep.
 
   It's Katie.
 
   “So you have a good night, okay?” she says, leaning closer and planting a brief, unexpected kiss on my cheek. She smells good. “Seeya at work in the morning.”
 
   She turns to go, but I reach out and grab her wrist.
 
   “Hinch?”
 
   She turns back to me.
 
   “You don't want to go in there,” I tell her. “Why don't you come with me instead?”
 
   “Hinch, I really don't think you understand. This is just the kind of place I like to come in the evenings after a long day taking lunch orders at work. I get that maybe you want to hang out outside of work hours, and I'm sure we could organize a night out for everyone from the office, but I've kinda got plans for right now, and some friends are waiting for me inside. I like to keep work and play separate, if you get what I mean.”
 
   “More demons?” I ask.
 
   She stares at me. “Huh?”
 
   “Demons. Waiting for you in that place. They're gonna touch you and paw at you.”
 
   “They're gonna lose at pool, is what they're gonna do.”
 
   “I can save you,” I continue, squeezing her wrist just a little tighter. “When I was at Gordonville, I learned so much about how to calm the voices in my head. I can teach you. I remember how awful it was, back when I was first taken away from Deal as a little boy, and I thought there was no chance I could ever get my head straight, but I managed! And when I was released at the start of the year, I knew I was ready to start a new chapter in my life!”
 
   “Released?” She hesitates for a moment, pulling lightly in an attempt to get her wrist free from my grip. “Gordonville? Isn't that... I thought Gordonville was, like, a psych hospital or something? James was talking about it earlier, I think it was something to do with the Liam Cane case.”
 
   “Because that's where I was sent,” I reply. “I feel so good telling you this. I've kept everything inside, I've been too afraid to admit the truth to people, but now I've finally found someone I can confide in. Someone who I can help, the way I was helped back at Gordonville. The first step is for you to admit that you're a demon, and for you to accept that you need help. Then I can drive the demon from your soul and free the real Katie.”
 
   She tries again to pull away, and this time she seems a little panicked.
 
   “Have you been drinking?” she asks. “Hinch, seriously -”
 
   “How can you even see with all that glitter?”
 
   “Hinch -”
 
   “I'm going to take you home,” I tell her. “I don't mean my apartment. I mean my proper home. And then I'm going to make you better, and I'll get the glitter out of your eyes. All of it.”
 
   “Hinch, you're hurting me!”
 
   She turns and tries again to get away, but this time I'm more than ready for her. I take the rag from the roof of the car and place it over her face as I pull her closer, and in her panicked state she quickly breathes the fumes deep into her lungs. I feel the moment her body falls limp, but I make sure to support her real good as I drag her between the cars and throw her into the trunk. I know this isn't exactly a gentlemanly way to treat a woman, but I don't have time to be genteel right now and I figure the most important thing is to get her back to the farm before anyone spots me.
 
   “Don't worry,” I say with a smile as I stare down at her in the trunk. “When this is all over, Katie, you're gonna thank me for freeing your soul.”
 
   Her eyes are closed, but they're still sparkling and glittering all the same. I slam the trunk shut.
 
   “What would you say, Liam,” Doctor Ericsson asked one day, less than a year ago, “if I told you that we've decided you're ready to leave the hospital?”
 
   


  
 

Forty-Nine
 
   Ramsey Kopperud
 
    
 
   “Can I come in?” I ask cautiously, as he continues to stare at me. “Dad? Are you -”
 
   Before I can get another word out, he steps forward and puts his arms around me, hugging me pretty much tighter than I've ever been hugged before. I guess I had no idea how he was going to react, and at least he's not angry or yelling, and he doesn't even seem drunk. I put my arms around him, and for a moment I'm overcome by the smell of his cologne. Ten years after the last time I saw him, he still uses the same cologne.
 
   And no whiskey.
 
   I only smell cologne. No whiskey.
 
   Thank God.
 
   “It's kinda cold out here,” I point out finally. “Can we get inside and shut the door?”
 
   “Of course,” he stammers, stepping back to let me inside, before swinging the door shut. Then he turns and looks at me again, but he seems to barely believe that I'm really here.
 
   He's older.
 
   Like, he's not old old, but he's definitely much older than I remember. He's a little fuller in the face, a little heavier, and there are bags under his eyes. I'm not saying he looks lonely, because he doesn't, but he looks like he's been alone. And like he hasn't shaved for a few days.
 
   “So I checked myself out of the hospital,” I tell him, figuring that I should start explaining. “They'll probably call you some time soon, to see if I'm here. I'm fine, though. I'm a little sore and stiff, but I didn't need to be there. Plus, Mom was all over me, and she kept talking about taking me straight back to New York and that's the last thing I need. I don't know how much you know, but Mom has basically spent the past decade transitioning into this real control freak. I swear, it's like she thinks she owns me.”
 
   “You checked yourself out? Ramsey -”
 
   “I didn't need to be there,” I say firmly. “I didn't like feeling like a patient.”
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asks. “Ramsey, I thought...”
 
   His voice trails off for a moment.
 
   “You thought I'd never want to see you again?” I reply, feeling a rush of sorrow as I spot the fear in his eyes. “Well, sure, I felt like that for a while. For a long time, actually. And Mom never misses a chance to remind me how much you used to drink, but lately I've been feeling like maybe things might've changed.”
 
   I wait for him to reply, but he still seems shocked to see me. I swear, I was terrified I'd get here and find he was drunk, but I'm starting to think that maybe – just maybe – he's cleaned himself up.
 
   “Plus,” I continue finally, “after everything that's happened since I got back to Deal, I figure you're the only person who can help me. So let's save the big reunion chat for another time, okay? Let's focus on what's happening right now, because I feel like the world's after me. Did Leanne fill you in on what happened to us out at the farm?”
 
   “Leanne?” He stares at me, and I swear I can instantly tell that something's wrong.
 
   “Leanne made it back, didn't she?” I continue. “That was days ago now, she was supposed to come back to town and raise the alarm.”
 
   “Leanne didn't make it back,” he replies. “She... Leanne is...”
 
   I wait for him to explain, but something about the look in his eyes suggests that something really bad must have happened to her.
 
   “Is she in the hospital?” I ask, struggling to hold back tears. “Dad? You have to tell me. Is Leanne in the hospital?”
 
   “No, Ramsey,” he replies, his voice trembling slightly, “Leanne isn't in the hospital. We found her in...”
 
   Again, I wait for him to continue, before finally realizing that I can guess the rest.
 
   “Did he...”
 
   I can't quite get the words from my lips, but in my mind's eye I see Leanne racing toward the forest before suddenly she's brought down by a knife in her back. I know the reality is probably even more brutal than that, although I'm not even sure that I want to know the details. Trembling, I take a step back and sit on the arm of the sofa, feeling as if I might be about to collapse at any moment. While I was down in those tunnels, desperately trying to find my way out, Leanne wasn't running home and fetching help. She wasn't saving the day. She was being murdered by that psychopath.
 
   “We know who killed her,” Dad says after a moment.
 
   I look up at him. “Who?”
 
   “A...” He hesitates for a moment, before checking his phone. “I only just found out, to be honest. It's a man who used to live up at Dodderidge Farm and -”
 
   “That's where we were,” I stammer, feeling utterly helpless. “We were at the farm, trying to find a shortcut home, when he started chasing us. He came right out of the farmhouse!”
 
   “You were with Leanne?”
 
   “I fell down a hole and ended up in the tunnels,” I continue, “and then I met this...”
 
   Again, my voice trails off for a moment.
 
   “There are people down there,” I add finally. “It's insane, but there are these people and there's a woman trapped in wooden spears, and there's someone named Esther who seems to know about it all, and there's this creature that gives off pure fear, and the witch is -”
 
   “Hold up there,” Dad replies, stepping toward me. “None of that stuff is real, Ramsey. You're hurt, you were unconscious. It's okay, but I think we need to get you back to the hospital and -”
 
   “No!” I say firmly. “No way.”
 
   He sighs. “Ramsey, I can't -”
 
   “Do you still drink?” I ask.
 
   He hesitates, and in that fraction of a second I see the answer in his eyes.
 
   “How much?” I continue, feeling a thud of disappointment in my chest as I realize that maybe some things don't change after all. “Is it like it was before? I need to know, so I know how much I can trust you.”
 
   He shakes his head. “It's not like it was before.”
 
   “Do you still drink so much that you pass out every night?”
 
   “No. Absolutely not.” He pauses. “I mean, that's happened once or twice, but it's not like it was. But I won't drink now, not now you're back. Not ever again.”
 
   “That's good,” I reply. “Assuming you're telling the truth.”
 
   “I won't touch another drop.”
 
   I can't shake the feeling that he's hiding something, and I'm also starting to think that he looks sick. He's thin, but not in a healthy way, and he seems a little pasty, almost white. I want to think that I'm just imagining things, but the more I look at him, the more I can tell that something's seriously wrong. There's something about the look in his eyes that reminds me of Mrs. Applewhite, our neighbor back when we first moved to New York. And she dropped dead of cancer about six months after we met her.
 
   “Can I use your bathroom?” I ask suddenly, getting to my feet and heading toward the hallway. “I need to tell you about what I saw in the forest after I got back, but first I want to freshen up. And then we should go somewhere else to talk, 'cause Mom's gonna find out where you live eventually and then she'll show up here, and she will not be in a good mood. Deal?”
 
   I don't give him a chance to argue.
 
   Once I'm in the bathroom and the door is locked, I lean back against the wall and feel tears welling in my eyes. I swear, the whole time I was running from the farm, I felt certain that Leanne was going to be okay. Like, I had this gut feeling, deep down, that I'd see her again. I guess my gut feelings aren't as reliable as I always thought, and for a moment my bottom lip starts trembling as I squeeze my eyes tight shut and tears rolls down my cheeks.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I whimper, sitting on the floor as I think back to Leanne's terrified face at the farm. “I should have done something.”
 
   For the next couple of minutes, all I can do is cry. I keep trying to think of something I could have done differently, some way I could have saved Leanne, but everything that happened at the farm was a blur. Once I was done in the tunnels, she was on her own, and clearly that monster hunted her down and killed her. Sitting here now, sobbing on the floor of Dad's bathroom, all I feel is a kind of impotent rage, and finally I realize that that is the last thing Leanne would want. She'd kick me and tell me to get the hell up, so that's what I do.
 
   Wiping tears from my cheeks, I tell myself that no amount of crying can change what happened. I have to help Dad catch this bastard, but first I have to check to make sure that my earlier suspicions were unfounded.
 
   Heading over to the far side of the bathroom, I take a look inside the cabinet. I know I shouldn't be sneaking around, but Dad looks properly sick, the kind of sick that's more than just a passing bug, and I want to reassure myself that he's okay. I can hear him on the phone in the next room, so I make sure to keep the noise down as I examine the various bottles of prescription pills that I find. It's clear that he's on a real cocktail of drugs, although the packaging doesn't really help much in terms of figuring out what they're for. I take a moment to memorize some of the names, and then I figure I've been in here for long enough now. He's going to start getting suspicious.
 
   After flushing the toilet to give myself a little cover, I splash some water on my face and then I head back out to the front room, just as Dad finishes on the phone. It's still so weird to see his face.
 
   “I have to go and deal with something,” he tells me. “There's been a development.”
 
   “So take me with you.”
 
   “It's police business.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Ramsey -”
 
   “It's been a decade, Dad!” I say firmly, determined to keep from being left behind. Stepping over to him, I can already see the fear in his eyes. “You can't tell me to go away.”
 
   “If you just stay here for a -”
 
   “And you can't tell me to do that, either. Besides, you still don't know what happened to me between the moment when Leanne and I had to run from the farm, and the moment I turned up in the hospital. Trust me, whatever's going on in this crumby little town right now, I've been right in the thick of it and you need to hear me out. So the way I see it, you have no choice. You have to take me with you, and I can fill you in on what happened while we're driving.”
 
   He opens his mouth to argue with me, but I can already tell I've won him over with my logic.
 
   “Please, Dad,” I continue, hoping to seal the deal. “I came and knocked on your door tonight. Don't send me away again.”
 
   


  
 

Fifty
 
   Liam Cane
 
    
 
   “Don't hurt me!” she screams as I push her into the room. “Please -”
 
   She turns and tries to shove me out through the doorway, but I grab her by the shoulders and force her back. She lets out a cry and tries again to slip past me, so this time I have to be more forceful. As her glitter-filled eyes stare at me in panic, I throw her to the ground before slamming the door shut and stepping toward her. She's whimpering on the floor now, but I know that's all a show.
 
   These demons don't know the meaning of the word fear. What they do know, however, is how to deceive a man.
 
   “It's okay,” I tell her, holding the hunting knife up so she can see the blade. “Don't even bother with your usual tricks. I know exactly what I have to do, and I won't be distracted.”
 
   “You've made such wonderful progress, Liam. Especially recently. I used to see such trouble and fear in your eyes. Now all of that seems to have gone away. Is that how it feels to you?”
 
   “Yes,” I remember telling him, while forcing myself to hide my smile. “That's exactly how it feels.”
 
   Katie lets out a sobbing cry and starts crawling back toward the window, past the closet where I hid as a child. She looks utterly pathetic, and I can't help thinking that the demon in her body knows that its days are numbered. It recognizes me as a true crusader who can rip its heart from Katie's flesh and save her. Even now, as Katie sobs on the floor, I'm sure the demon is trying to figure out how to escape, but I won't let that happen.
 
   Katie's a good person. If I save her, that makes me a good person too. And she deserves to be saved.
 
   “Believe it or not,” I continue, hoping to get through to the demon that infests her soul, “I've studied your kind. It's not like there haven't been plenty of them in the streets of Deal. I understand how completely you attach yourselves to your victims, and how you push their true minds deep down so that you can control their bodies. I also know that you and your kind have taken almost complete control of this town. Well, I'm fighting back. One demon at a time, I'm going to -””
 
   Before I can finish, she starts screaming. Stumbling to her feet, she limps over to the window and tries to pull it open, although the nails mean the frames won't budge. She looks out at the pitch-black yard for a moment, and then she lets out a scream so loud and so shrill that I almost feel sorry for her. I flinch slightly, but at the same time I'm fascinated by this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to witness a demon in captivity. I've only ever really seen them properly when they're free, or at the very moment when their body is extinguished and their rotten soul is forced to flee. This demon, meanwhile, seems scared, almost petrified, and I can't help thinking that perhaps a small part of her fear is genuine.
 
   “I know the real Katie is deep down somewhere inside of you,” I tell her. “I know she can hear me.”
 
   She's rattling the window's frame now, desperately trying to get it loose.
 
   “I know she'll be left behind if the demon is forced away. The devil in the forest opened my eyes. That's the gift he gave me in return for the work I've done for him.”
 
   She turns to me, and I swear her eyes are glittering like nothing I've ever seen before. Bright, dazzling colors constantly flickering and bursting, as if panic makes her demon powers burn more clearly. I think maybe this is a good sign. Demons can't hide their fear very well. She knows I'm serious.
 
   “Don't be scared, Katie,” I continue, stepping toward her. “The demon should be scared, but not you.”
 
   “Keep back!” she yells, grabbing a chair and holding it up with the legs toward me, as if she thinks she can use it as some kind of weapon. “If you come any closer, I swear to God I'll use this!”
 
   I can't help smiling.
 
   “If the real Katie can hear me right now,” I continue. “The good Katie, the sweet Katie, the innocent Katie whose body was taken by this demon, then... I want her to know that I'm coming to rescue her.”
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?” she stammers, still holding the chair up.
 
   “And as for the demon that lurks in her body,” I add, “well, I know full well that you can definitely hear me. And I think by now you realize that you've met your match. That I'm not just some joker from the street, that I've figured out how to cut you from this poor girl's body. That I have a gift for this.”
 
   “Hinch, what the hell are you on about?” she gasps. “You're not like this, I know you're not. You're a good guy. You've always been a good guy. Come on, you're a sweet, kind guy, you'd never hurt anyone. Let's just figure this out so we can both go home, okay?”
 
   “I am home.”
 
   “This place is a dump! This is the Cane farm!”
 
   “I know. This is where I grew up.”
 
   She's really weeping now, but I guess that's the demon's way of seeking sympathy.
 
   “I'm a very good guy,” I tell her, as I edge closer. “That's why I'm doing this for you. By the time we're finished here tonight, Katie, you'll be free of the demon's influence.”
 
   “What demon?” she screams. “You're insane!”
 
   “That's just because you don't understand yet,” I reply. “The demon's clouding your thoughts and -”
 
   Suddenly she lunges at me, letting out a pained grunt as she tries to hit me with the chair's legs. Momentarily caught off-guard, I stumble back and bump against the wall. She thrusts the chair at me, and for a moment she has me pinned, but then she makes a typical demon mistake and lets the chair fall, choosing instead to run for the door. Demons always opt for self-preservation in its most blunt and obvious forms, and I can't help smiling as I step after her and easily drag her back by the arm.
 
   She's mine.
 
   She screams, and it's a scream that seems so human and so terrified, I actually think the demon might have allowed it to come from the real Katie buried deep in this body of flesh and meat. That'd be a pretty typical demon trick, trying to gain my sympathy.
 
   I have to free the real Katie.
 
   And to do that, I need to start by destroying the demon's glittering eyes.
 
   She struggles and struggles, but I have her held real tight now. I kick the chair out of the way as I drag her to the middle of the room, and then I pin her down. She's fighting so hard and screaming so loud, I'm actually rather impressed, but I know her screams will double or even triple in volume once I really get started. That's one of the ways these demons try to fend off their demise. They replicate the cries and screams of terrified humans, hoping to obtain mercy. Maybe that works on some people, but not on me. As far as I'm concerned, the more the demon screams, the more I know I'm on the right path.
 
   I can harden my heart and focus on what needs doing. That's why I'm special.
 
   And that's also why, as I continue to hold Katie down, I start slowly driving the knife's blade into her left eye, cutting through the white and immediately bringing out a mess of bursting blood. The eyeball seems almost to pop, as if the demon was filling it with extra pressure.
 
   Suddenly Katie pushes me back, almost forcing me off.
 
   Bleeding from her left eye, she screams as she tries to get up, but I slam her back down against the wooden floor. She's begging me, really begging, telling me she'll do anything I want.
 
   “This is for you!” I shout, gripping her throat tight so that she's held in place. “It's not my fault I have to cut the demon out! I'm saving you!”
 
   She's still screaming as I dip the knife deeper into her left eye, but at least the glitter has begun to fade. It's a normal eye now, albeit one with blood oozing from its sides, but the surgery is working. Even as she tries to push me away, I force the knife even deeper, until the metal tip starts scraping against the bone at the back of her eye socket.
 
   


  
 

Fifty-One
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   “Her friends were expecting to meet her inside,” Lewis explains as he leads me past the Stud, where several bar patrons are watching us from the doorway. They don't look too impressed to have police anywhere near their establishment, but right now they've got no choice. “Someone came out to see if she was around, and that's when they found this.”
 
   Stopping next to the car, I see a woman's purse on the floor, along with a patch of blood smeared against the side of the vehicle.
 
   “Have you confirmed that this belongs to Katie?” I ask, turning to Lewis.
 
   He nods. “We're pretty sure there was some kind of altercation. And that's not all. I took a look at some footage from the gas station over the road, and one of their cameras caught a familiar figure with her.”
 
   “Hinch,” I whisper.
 
   “But Hinch isn't a bad guy, is he?” Lewis continues. “I mean, he's one of us. None of this makes any sense.”
 
   “Hinch's real name is Liam Cane,” I reply. “I checked some old databases and as far as I can tell, he was released from Gordonville earlier this year and he assumed the identity of a child who died many years ago. That's how he was able to join our office without arousing suspicion. I guess it's also why he seemed to have forgotten his birthday.”
 
   “But you don't think he's got anything to do with what's been going on, do you?”
 
   I pause for a moment, before turning to him.
 
   “The girl who died,” he adds, clearly shocked. “The one we found in the forest, all cut up... There's no way Hinch killed Leanne Halperin. I mean, a monster did that. Not Hinch. Hinch was actually helping with the investigation!”
 
   “I don't think he's been planning very far ahead,” I explain. “He's not some cold, calculating killer. From the outside, he might seem dopey and a little blank, but I think things are far more chaotic in his head. I doubt any of us can truly second guess his thought processes.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “We need to find Hinch as quickly as possible,” I continue, interrupting him, “and figure the rest out once we've spoken to him. We also need to find Katie, and I think it's pretty obvious that he's taken her.”
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
   “You didn't see the way he's been looking at her,” I continue. “I noticed it a couple of times, he was pining after her like a sick little puppy. I thought he was just being shy, I thought it was kind of cute, but now I think maybe there's more to it. It's part of his madness.”
 
   “But Hinch would never -”
 
   “He's not Hinch!” I hiss. “Not really. Stop thinking of him like that! Think of him as Liam Cane, because that's his real identity! We can figure the rest out later, but right now our priority has to be catching Hinch and... I mean, catching Liam and making sure he doesn't hurt Katie.”
 
   “Who's the girl in your car?” he adds, peering past me.
 
   Turning, I look back across the parking lot and see Ramsey sitting in the passenger seat.
 
   “That's my daughter,” I mutter, feeling a shudder pass through my chest as I realize I finally get to say those words again. I hesitate for a moment, before turning back to Lewis. “Call the team at Dodderidge Farm. I think it's Bob and Collins on duty tonight. Tell them to be vigilant, and then call everyone who's off duty and make sure they get here. We need to figure out where Hinch might have taken Katie, because there's a good chance that she's still alive. Just give me a moment, I'll be back soon.”
 
   With that, I turn and head over to my car. I know I should try to protect Ramsey from hearing about this, but by the time I climb into the driver's seat I realize there's no point. She's a smart girl, and she probably already understands that something is wrong. Besides, she's already been so much over the past few days. The time for protecting her has been and gone.
 
   “Has he taken someone else?” Ramsey asks.
 
   “It looks that way.”
 
   “Is it the same person who was at the farm?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “Is it...” She hesitates. “Is it the same person who killed Leanne?”
 
   “That's a distinct possibility.”
 
   “How did he do it?” she asks. “When Leanne died, I mean. Was it at least quick?”
 
   I turn to her, and I can see the fear in her eyes. “Sweetheart, I don't think now is the right time to be talking about that.”
 
   “Because it's too horrible for me to know? I'm eighteen years old, Dad. I'm not a little girl.”
 
   “I know, but -”
 
   “Can I check something on your phone?”
 
   I can't help sighing. “Ramsey, what happened to Leanne hasn't been made public, and even if -”
 
   “That's not what I want to check,” she says firmly. “Please? I lost mine.”
 
   Figuring that I need to trust her, I unlock my phone and hand it to her. She immediately tilts the screen away from me, so that I can't see what she's searching for, and I turn to look out the window. Lewis is on the phone to someone, but I guess he'll update me if it's anything important. For a moment, I think back to the last time I saw Hinch, and I can't help wondering how the hell I could have missed the fact that he was out of his mind. I've always thought of myself as a good judge of character, but right now I feel as if I've been completely hoodwinked. How could all that insanity have been filling his head, and yet all I saw was a bumbling, slightly awkward guy with a friendly smile?
 
   I should have been onto him.
 
   “Okay, I'm done,” Ramsey says suddenly, tossing the phone back onto my lap.
 
   I turn to her, and I swear there are tears in her eyes. Then again, that shouldn't be too much of a surprise, not after everything she's been through.
 
   “So are you okay?” she asks.
 
   “Okay?” I pause for a moment. “I just found out that one of my colleagues, a man I considered to be a friend, was lying to me from the moment we first met. No, I'm not okay.”
 
   “But apart from that. How's your health?”
 
   “My -”
 
   I pause again, trying to figure out how much she knows. In turn, she stares at me as if my answer is vitally important, but I quickly tell myself that she's just bluffing. Looking down at my phone, I check the web browser's history, only to find that it's been cleared. She's a smart girl.
 
   “I'm in my forties,” I point out cautiously. “Believe me, I've got a few aches and pains.”
 
   “But that's all?”
 
   “Sure,” I lie. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Why do you think I'm asking?”
 
   “I don't know,” I tell her. “Why is this even an issue?”
 
   She stares at me for a moment longer. “No reason,” she says finally. “Just thought I should check.”
 
   I know I should tell her the truth. I don't have to go into details, but I should at least tell her that I'm sick. After all, she seems to be onto me. Before I can say another word, however, I hear a tap at the window, and I turn to see Lewis leaning down and waving at me. I wind the glass down, and I can immediately tell that something's wrong. In a terrible way, I'm actually glad of the interruption.
 
   “I just spoke to Bob and Collins,” he explains. “They were both at home, with their feet up.”
 
   “I thought they were supposed to be at the farm tonight.”
 
   “They were, but apparently Hinch called them about two hours ago and told them to stand down. He said he'd take the watch duty tonight. Do you think that's where he is?”
 
   “I think that's exactly where he is,” I reply, feeling a sudden rush of panic as I realize that we might not have long before Katie ends up suffering the same fate as Leanne Halperin. “Get every available unit up there, but have them hold station at the farm's main gate until I join them. We have to be careful, he might hurt her sooner if he gets spooked.”
 
   “But this is Hinch we're talking about,” he replies, as if he still can't quite believe what's happening. “I mean, he's not a bad person, is he? Not when it really comes down to it.”
 
   “Let's hope not,” I reply, winding the window back up and turning to Ramsey. “I have to go and -”
 
   “I heard. I'm coming with you.”
 
   “Out of the question.”
 
   “Dad, I've seen him before!”
 
   “This is going to be dangerous,” I tell her. “Hinch isn't stable, and I can't predict what he might do when he's cornered. There's zero chance that I'm letting you anywhere near that place, not again.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “So don't even argue with me,” I add. “Not this time.”
 
   “Do you believe what I told you?” she asks.
 
   I open my mouth to tell her that she's been under a lot of stress, and that her tales of witches and devils and someone named Esther are clearly delusional, but I can tell that's not the answer she wants to hear right now.
 
   “We'll talk about it later,” I stammer. “You -”
 
   “You don't believe me, do you?”
 
   “I think people who get lost in that forest often end up with strange ideas,” I tell her. “I think you really believe all of that happened, but I also think there has to be a rational explanation for all of it. And I think we can start digging into that explanation tomorrow, once I've taken Hinch – I mean, taken Liam – into custody and made sure Katie's okay.”
 
   “Why would I lie to you?” she asks, with tears in her eyes.
 
   “I don't think you're lying,” I reply, starting the engine, “but you might not be a reliable witness right now. Either way, I'm taking you back to my place and you can wait there until I get back from the farm. Then we can talk all night, and all of tomorrow, and even more after that. But right now, a woman's life is in danger and I have to go help get her back.”
 
   “I'm not lying about the forest,” she says, as I ease the car out of the parking lot, heading through the darkness toward the main road. “You'll see for yourself eventually. You have to. Everything I told you is true.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the time I get back to my apartment and open the front door, Ramsey has remained silent for a few minutes. At first, I thought she was sulking because I'm not taking her to the farm, and then I thought she was annoyed because I haven't believed her crazy story about the forest. Now I think maybe she's just sad because I'm having to leave her alone again.
 
   I wish she understood that I don't have a choice.
 
   “I'll be back soon,” I tell her, as she steps inside.
 
   She turns to me.
 
   “I promise,” I continue. “I might be a while, I might have to deal with some paperwork, but I'll be home as soon as I can and then we'll talk. No more interruptions, I swear.”
 
   “Are you going to swing by a bar first?” she asks.
 
   Shocked that she'd even have to ask, I shake my head.
 
   “I know this is bad timing,” I tell her. “Believe me, I want nothing more than to talk to you and figure everything out, but -”
 
   “I get it,” she replies, interrupting me. “This Katie woman's life is in danger, and it's your job to go help her. I can hang out here until you get back. I'm not answering the door if Mom knocks, though. I'll hide and wait for her to leave.”
 
   “That's...” I pause for a moment. “Your relationship with your mother is your business. All I can tell you is that I promise I'll -”
 
   Before I can finish, I feel a sharp pain in my gut. I try to hide my discomfort, but I can't help letting out a faint grunt as I clutch my belly.
 
   “Dad?” Ramsey says, stepping closer and putting a hand on my arm. “What's wrong?”
 
   “Nothing!” I gasp, but I know it's too late to pretend I'm completely fine. “I think I just ate some bad clams.”
 
   I force a smile, trying to laugh the whole thing off, but from the look in her eyes it's clear that she's not convinced.
 
   “Just stay put here,” I continue, figuring I need to get on the road before the pain hits again. “I'll be absolutely fine, and we can talk some more after I get back from the farm.”
 
   I turn to head back out the door, before stopping and glancing back at her.
 
   “And Ramsey,” I add, “I just wanted to say... I'm really glad you came back. I know I let you down over the years.” I pause, suddenly realizing that although I rehearsed this moment thousands of times in my head, I don't think I ever really believed I'd get a chance to apologize to her face-to-face. “I haven't been a good father,” I continue, “and I can't make it all up to you, but I'm going to try. Just promise you'll wait for me to come home. Promise you won't be gone.”
 
   I know there's so much more I should say to her, but I can't even begin to get the words out.
 
   “I promise,” she replies, before stepping closer and putting her arms around me for a moment. “I love you, Dad. Just make sure you make it home safe.”
 
   


  
 

Fifty-Two
 
   Liam Cane
 
    
 
   “It's for your own benefit!” I hiss, leaning closer to Katie's bloodied face as she tries to twist and pull away. “Hold still! I'm not done yet!”
 
   I try to dab the cloth against her bloodied cheeks, but she's screaming and screaming and she just won't stay still. Because of her constant struggles, I'm covered in blood now, and she's making this whole procedure last much longer than necessary. The demon in her soul is fighting furiously to get free.
 
   At least her eyes are no longer glittering. They stopped as soon as I cut them out.
 
   “You're starting to annoy me,” I whisper, leaning close to her bloodied right ear. “This is happening one way or the other. The demon is loose, I just have to finish forcing him from your body and then you'll be free. I have to find the rest of the anchor points and cut them, and then the demon won't ever be able to return. I could be done by now if you'd just accept your fate!”
 
   And then she'll thank me. And the world will thank me. And everyone will finally see that I'm the good guy here.
 
   “Stop fighting me!” I shout, holding her down firmer than ever, fighting against her struggles as I drive the knife back into her chest. “I'm doing this to save you!”
 
   


  
 

Fifty-Three
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   “We've confirmed that somebody is at the farm,” Lewis explains as we make our way under the fluttering line of police tape and out across the field. “A vehicle arrived shortly before we got here, although we can't confirm the identities of the occupants.”
 
   “I think we can take a wild guess,” I mutter, feeling another twinge of pain in my gut.
 
   “We have the place surrounded,” he continues, “and there are lights on inside the farmhouse itself, but so far we haven't tried to make contact with whoever's inside. We figured we should wait for you to arrive, but... Are we going to go in soon? Do you think we should storm the place?”
 
   Stopping next to the large, dark barn, I look toward the farmhouse and see that there are a couple of lights flickering in the upstairs windows. A moment later I spot movement over by the farmhouse's far wall, and I turn just in time to see two more armed officers getting into position.
 
   Just like the night many years ago, when Buddy led a group of us into the exact same house. Things didn't go too well back then, and I've always felt that Buddy should have tried a more diplomatic approach, at least to begin with. I know Buddy would want to go in with all guns blazing, but I'm not Buddy, and I've got my own way of handling this.
 
   “Boss?” Lewis adds. “What's the plan?”
 
   “I'm going in there,” I tell him. “Alone.”
 
   “You can't be serious!”
 
   I turn to him. “I need a bulletproof vest, and then I'm going in there. If we send armed men in to flush Hinch out, Katie'll be dead before we even get up the stairs. I think I can get through to him if I go in alone. At least I'll have a chance.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “So find me some body armor,” I continue, interrupting him. “Let's get this over with.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A floorboard creaks under my right foot as soon as I step foot in the farmhouse's hallway. I might be wrong, but I think that exact same board creaked ten years ago when I came in here with Buddy and the others. With the house having remained unoccupied since that awful night, nothing much has changed during the intervening years. The place is completely silent, as if nobody is here right now, but I know Hinch is somewhere around, and I can only hope that Katie is still alive.
 
   “Hinch?” I call out finally, as I reach the darkened kitchen and look toward the stairs. “Liam? I don't know what name you want me to use right now, but I need to talk to you. It's me. It's James Kopperud. Can you tell me about Katie? Is she okay?”
 
   I wait, and a moment later I hear a very faint creaking sound from upstairs.
 
   “Hinch? Is that you?”
 
   I wait again.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Hinch, if -”
 
   Suddenly Katie lets out a brief, horrified scream. I flinch, but the scream ends as abruptly as it began, leaving me standing alone in the silence. A moment later, however, I hear hurried footsteps in one of the rooms above me, along with a faint muttering sound.
 
   “Hinch?” I call out again, once the sound has faded again.
 
   Silence.
 
   “I'm coming up!” I shout. “Is that okay, Hinch? I need to see that Katie is okay, and then we can talk about everything else. Don't be alarmed and don't panic. I'm just coming upstairs, and I'm alone. Is that okay? It's just me. Everyone else is waiting outside.”
 
   Making my way toward the stairs, I tell myself that Hinch isn't a bad person. He's clearly unstable, and the files from Gordonville mentioned some delusions from a few years ago, but I truly believe that deep down he's a good guy. Maybe I was fooled while he was working alongside me, maybe he lied about his name and about where he came from and about the details of his life, but I still remember finding him in the house all those years ago, when he was just a child. I can reason with him.
 
   I stop halfway up the stairs, listening to a faint murmuring sound from above. I think I can hear Katie, and it sounds as if she's in pain.
 
   “Katie!” I call out. “This is James Kopperud! Everything's going to be okay. Can you say something, just to let me know that you can hear me?”
 
   I wait.
 
   The murmuring continues, but she doesn't seem to have reacted to my voice.
 
   “Katie!”
 
   No reply.
 
   “Hinch, can you let Katie speak?” I ask finally. “Just for me? Can you let her say something?”
 
   Nothing.
 
   Just that same constant, murmured whimper.
 
   I listen for a moment longer, and now I'm certain that it's her. At least she's still alive. Figuring that I need to get closer, I start making my way a little further up the stairs, until I reach the top and see that only one of the doors is open, leading into the room where – many years ago – I found Liam Cane curled in the corner of the closet. There's no sign of anyone in the room so far, but the light is on and the murmuring, whimpering noise seems to be coming from somewhere behind the door.
 
   How did that terrified little boy become the man who killed Leanne Halperin? I remember the fearful look in his eyes as I lifted him out of the closet.
 
   “This is James Kopperud!” I announce yet again, taking a step closer. “Katie, if you can hear me, this is almost over. You're going to be safe in just a few more minutes. Trust me.”
 
   Why the hell should she trust me? Why should anyone trust me? I let Hinch work alongside all of us, and I never once saw through the mask and suspected he might be dangerous. All I saw was a goofball, a guy who was mildly amusing to be around. I even met Liam Cane a decade ago, and I never realized that he and Hinch were the same person. Even though Liam was a small kid with a wiry frame, and Hinch is a pretty big guy, I should have figured that something was wrong. This is my fault.
 
   As I reach the doorway, I realize I can hear a faint sobbing sound.
 
   “Katie!” I continue. “Can you say something?”
 
   The sobbing continues, and finally I push the door open.
 
   There's blood on the floor. Lots of blood. There's more on the wall, too, and as I step into the room I see that mixed in with the blood there's also some kind of fleshy material.
 
   Spotting movement in the corner, I turn and aim my gun, and I'm shocked to see Hinch sitting with Katie in his arms. Katie's face is covered in blood, with two dark red pits where she once had eyes, and there are several more gouged sections where flesh has been carved from her chest and neck.
 
   “The demon won't leave her!” Hinch sobs, as I realize that it's his murmured whimpers I heard before I entered the room. “It's taken root deep and I don't think I can cut it out! You have to help me set her free!”
 
   


  
 

Fifty-Four
 
   Liam Cane
 
    
 
   “The demon won't leave her,” I whimper, my whole body shuddering as I continue to hold Katie in my blood-stained arms. “It's taken root deep and I don't think I can cut it out! You have to help me set her free! I've failed, I -”
 
   I stop suddenly, as I realize that another demon has entered the room.
 
   Looking up, I see the creature standing just inside the doorway, with a gun raised toward me. Demons don't use guns, they don't need normal mortal weapons, but sometimes they use them as part of their attempt to blend in with the rest of the world. This particular demon is familiar to me, and I recognize him from the office. I should have known that he'd be the one who came to stop me. His eyes are glittering so bright and so strong, I can barely even see the rest of his face.
 
   “You should leave me alone now!” I hiss, filled with anger at the thought that this monster would dare try to interrupt me. “This isn't your house! It's mine! Get out of here!”
 
   “Hinch -”
 
   “Get out!” I scream. “I won't negotiate with demons! I know you're going to try to turn me into one of you, but I refuse! I kept you out of my head before, and I'll do it again!”
 
   “Listen to me, Hinch,” he growls, with the gun still aimed at me. “Or do you want me to call you Liam? Would you prefer that?” As he speaks, his voice twists and burns, distorting as his demon form attempts to sound just a little more human. I see right through him, though. I see him for what he really is.
 
   “I'm saving her,” I stammer. “She's not dead! I'm still working, I'm saving her from the rest of you!”
 
   “Let me get her out of here,” he replies, edging closer. “We can talk, we can figure things out, but first I need you to let me take Katie out of here so she can get medical attention. I know you care about Katie. I know you don't want her to suffer any more. That's something we agree on, so let's work together and get her to -”
 
   “No!” I scream, pulling her limp body closer and holding her tight. “I'm not done yet! I'm the only one who can save her!”
 
   “What happened to her eyes, Hinch?” he asks, pretending to care. “There's a lot of blood here.”
 
   “You know what happened to her eyes!” I sneer. “It's the first step to removing the demon influence from her soul. Are you stupid? The eyes are the first part of the possession, and then the rest grows from there. The eyes have roots that run down into the body and allow the demon's poison to spread.”
 
   “Is that right?”
 
   “Of course it's right! I learned it while I was at Gordonville! It's simple biology! Stop pretending not to know!”
 
   “She looks hurt, Hinch,” he continues. “You don't want Katie to die, do you?”
 
   “You're the one who's trying to destroy her!” I hiss. “Not me! You and your kind!”
 
   “And what about Leanne Halperin? Were you trying to save her too?”
 
   “I was looking for the marker! That was different, I was just doing my job!”
 
   “The marker?” He stops just a few feet from me, with his gun still aimed at my face. “What's the marker, Hinch? Why did you go after Leanne?”
 
   “I thought she might be the one,” I reply, feeling tears in my eyes. “He told me I had to find the whore, so I could deliver her to him, so he could destroy her before she got to the witch. The devil cut me a deal. It was the same deal he gave Mikey, except Mikey couldn't handle it. But I'm tougher than Mikey, and the devil saw that, and he told me I had to help him, and that in return I'd get a reward.”
 
   Reaching down, I move my bloodied fingers through Katie's hair.
 
   “She's my reward,” I whisper. “I get to keep Katie...”
 
   I'm crying.
 
   Why am I crying?
 
   The more I cry, the more these demons will think they've got a chance. And maybe the tears are a sign of something leaking, as if they're coming through holes in my eyes. Filled with a sense of panic, I realize this might be the first stage of a demon reaching into my body.
 
   “What are you talking about?” He pauses, and the glitter in his eyes seems to dim slightly. “Hinch, what does all of that mean? Ramsey was saying something similar when I talked to her earlier. I don't understand.”
 
   “He's out there in the forest,” I continue, as more and more tears roll down my face. “He got Mikey and he got me, and then Mikey died and I was taken away, but I came back to do my job. I thought if I found the whore and turned her over to him, he'd give my brother back to me, and my parents too, and we could go back to being a happy family right here at the farm. He promised he'd do that! He said he'd make all the demons go away!”
 
   “Who are you talking about?”
 
   “How can you not know!” I shout. “He's everywhere! He's in the forest! You're a liar!”
 
   “Okay, calm down,” he replies. “Let's just keep things very calm and very friendly. You're not the first person who's mentioned somebody who lives out there in the forest, Hinch. I'm starting to hear about that from a whole lot of people, and it's getting harder and harder to pretend that there isn't a pinch of truth in it. So how about you start by telling me his name and where I can find him?”
 
   “You know his name,” I whisper.
 
   “I don't. Tell me.”
 
   “Everybody knows his name.”
 
   “Hinch -”
 
   “The devil,” I add, spitting the name out.
 
   “The devil?”
 
   “That's what he is,” I continue, thinking back to the very first time, many years ago, when Mikey and I stumbled upon that house in the forest. “He invited us inside. He seemed so nice and polite, but then he started telling us a story about a witch he'd captured and placed in the tunnels. He said he had someone to guard her, a little boy he'd stolen, but that someone else was coming to interfere. He told us he needed help tracking down a whore, and he said he'd give us anything we wanted if we could just find her for him. He told us it'd be hard to identify her, but that we seemed like clever boys and he was sure we'd think of something. He said Mikey was in charge because Mikey was older than me.”
 
   Katie stirs slightly in my arms, letting out a faint groan.
 
   “About six weeks after that,” I whisper, “Mikey lost his mind. He hurt Mom and he hurt Dad, and then I got taken away to a hospital.”
 
   “I know, Hinch,” the demon replies. “I was there. Remember?”
 
   I look up at him.
 
   “I remember seeing you in that closet,” he continues, “right over there, where you've got those twigs and rocks now. You looked so scared and terrified, and I don't blame you for that. I thought you were getting the help you needed at Gordonville. It never occurred to me that they'd let you out.”
 
   Staring at him, I think back to that awful night. I remember being in the closet, and I remember someone reaching inside to lift me out. That was the very first time I ever saw the demons with their glittering eyes. If they hadn't come, everything would have been okay.
 
   “I'm not a bad person,” I whimper. “I just needed to find the marker. It wasn't in the girl at the diner, but maybe it was in the other girl. Maybe it was in her friend. I left her down in the tunnels so the guarding creature could decide.”
 
   “That girl is my daughter, Hinch,” he replies. “That's Ramsey. She's safe, she made it out alive.”
 
   “So she's not the whore?”
 
   “Hinch...”
 
   “If she's not, she should be dead by now! Only the whore should have been able to survive!”
 
   “She's got a lot of crazy stories. I'm still trying to figure them all out.”
 
   “You were there the night Mikey died,” I whisper. “Weren't you?”
 
   He hesitates for a moment, his eyes still glittering. “I was,” he admits finally. “I just told you that, Hinch.”
 
   “Did you see him when he died?” I ask.
 
   “I did.”
 
   “And did you... Were you the one who killed him?”
 
   “I wasn't, Hinch. No, I just... I was there, though. I was there when your brother died, and I heard what he said. He was very scared, and he wanted to be free. He was saying things that sounded like the things you're saying at the moment. I couldn't help him, but I really hope you're going to let me help you. And let's start by both of us, together, helping Katie.”
 
   “Did he say anything about me?” I ask, as more tears stream down my face. “I came back to Deal to continue our work, so that I could get him back. The devil promised I'd get my whole family back if I just found the whore!”
 
   “I'm not sure that's how it works, Hinch. Your family -”
 
   “You don't know!” I shout, feeling a rush of anger in my chest. “You're a demon and you don't understand!”
 
   “Hinch, calm down. Let's focus on getting Katie out of here and then -”
 
   “You're just like all the rest!” I yell, shoving Katie aside and getting to my feet. “Every demon in this town has to burn!”
 
   “Hinch -”
 
   Before he can get another lying word out, I raise my right hand and aim my gun at him. I fire before he has a chance to react, and I hit him square in the chest. He stumbles back and I fire again, then again, until I've emptied my gun into him and he slumps back against the floor. Stepping closer, I grab his gun from the floor and aim it at him, and then I fire every last one of his own bullets into his body as he screams. Once the second gun is empty, I throw it aside and turn back to Katie, as I hear voices yelling downstairs and footsteps running into the house.
 
   My heart is pounding.
 
   I have to work fast now.
 
   They're coming for me. A swarm of demons, ready to descend and rip me to shreds.
 
   “I'm going to finish cutting the demon out of you now,” I stammer, stepping back to Katie and picking the knife up. “I was trying to make sure you didn't die, but now I see that maybe I have to just get on with the job and hope for the best. If you die, at least you won't have to spend the rest of your life with a demon in your soul. I'm going to set you free.”
 
   She lets out a horrified whimper, but I kneel and stare at her bare, bloodied chest. Her heart is beating furiously, and I think maybe her heart is where the demon's black blood has gone to hide. It's her heart that I have to purify next, now that her eyes are done. Or...
 
   No.
 
   No, I'm wrong.
 
   It's her face. That's where the demon's power hides.
 
   Reaching down, I slice the knife's blade around the edges of Katie's face, even as she tries furiously to push me away. She's trying to force me to stop, but I know exactly what I'm doing.
 
   “I've got to admit, Liam,” Doctor Ericsson told me once, “I'm very proud of you.”
 
   Tossing the knife aside, I grab hold of the loose flesh at the top of Katie's forehead, and I start tearing it away. Even though she's crying out, I know this is what's best for her. So I pull and I pull, and finally the last sections come loose, and I firmly tear the flesh away from her entire face as she screams louder than ever.
 
   “Freeze!” more demons shout from the doorway. “Put your hands in the -”
 
   Immediately several shots rings out and I slump to the floor, unable to keep from letting out a cry of pain. Rolling onto my back, I feel something burning all over my chest, and I stare up in horror as more glitter-eyed demons come rushing and shrieking into the room. I put my hands over my face, trying to protect myself, but they're shouting at me and a moment later I feel their talons ripping at my chest. Some of them are crawling across the ceiling, while some have fallen upon me so they can tear me apart. And every last one of them is screaming in their own vile, hellish language.
 
   I came so close to defeating them, but I failed. You have to forgive me, Mikey. I tried my best, but now the demons have won and the world is going to go down in flames. The forest will burn tonight. I can see it now, even as the demons continue to scream so loud that I can barely think straight. The forest is going to burn. The devil and the demons have won.
 
   “Thank you, Doctor Ericsson,” I remember saying on that last day at Gordonville. “I really appreciate all your help.”
 
   


  
 

Fifty-Five
 
   Ramsey Kopperud
 
    
 
   “Cancer,” I whisper, as I stand in Dad's bathroom and stare at the bottle of pills in my hands. “He's...”
 
   My voice trails off. I can't finish that sentence, even though I know there's only one word that fits. I found a whole set of different pills in Dad's cabinet, and it didn't take much research to find that they're all associated with the management of pain and the treatment of terminal cancer. I also went through some letters in his desk drawer, and I found test results, appointment schedules, and all sorts of leaflets relating to various types of cancer.
 
   I was sure he looked sick as soon as he opened the door tonight, and now I know why.
 
   “He's dying,” I force myself to say out loud, before suddenly I feel tears in my eyes.
 
   He's dying.
 
   Setting the bottle of pills down, I take a step back and put my hands over my mouth. I want to believe that I'm wrong, that maybe he has the pills and the letters for some other reason, but deep in my heart I know that all the pieces of this puzzle only fit together in one way. Dad's dying, and he's clearly in a lot of pain, and I don't have a clue how to begin helping him.
 
   I guess the first thing is that I have to talk to him before it's too late. I can't lose him, not when I've only just found him again.
 
   


  
 

Fifty-Six
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   “How are you feeling now?” Lewis asks as he comes over to check on me. “You took quite a pounding in there.”
 
   Sitting on the back step of the ambulance, I force a smile even though my chest feels as if it's about to collapse in on itself. The bulletproof vest took a dozen shots, and while the bullets might not have gone all the way through, I've still been left with a hell of a lot of bruises. In fact, even sitting up straight is painful, and finally I settle for nodding at Lewis. I guess the fact that I'm alive at all is something of a miracle. After all, Hinch unloaded two handguns into my chest at close range. If even one of those shots had been a few inches higher, I'd be dead right now.
 
   “I just spoke to someone at the hospital,” Lewis continues. “Katie's critical but stable. They think there's a good chance she'll pull through, although...”
 
   His voice trails off.
 
   “We found her eyes on the floor,” he adds finally, clearly shocked. “I put them in an evidence bag. Was that the right thing to do?”
 
   “I guess so,” I mutter, feeling another twist of pain in my gut. Is that from the shooting, or from the cancer? Frankly, I'm starting to lose track.
 
   “I don't get it,” Lewis continues. “We all knew Hinch, we treated him like he was one of us. How could we have been so wrong?”
 
   “He hid it well,” I gasp, even though it hurts to get the words out.
 
   “But that still doesn't make sense. I know people can hide certain things, but from the stuff Hinch has been saying since we got him down, it's like he's completely insane. I was just up in the room while the medics were prepping him for transport, and he's ranting and raving like a total lunatic.”
 
   “I guess he learned to cover it all up while he was at Gordonville,” I reply. “They wouldn't have let him out if they didn't think he was fit to rejoin society. He must have been very good at hiding what was going on in his head. He was able to say and do enough normal things to put us all at ease. If the professionals at a psychiatric hospital were fooled, what chance did the rest of us have?”
 
   I watch as the medics start bringing a trolley out of the farmhouse, and a moment later I realize Hinch is still babbling away and yelling despite the three gunshot wounds he took to the torso.
 
   “I'm the one who worked with him the most,” I continue, getting to my feet despite the pain in my chest. “I should have realized he was more than just shy and a little weird. If anyone's to blame, it's me.”
 
   “Maybe you shouldn't try to walk,” Lewis says, holding my arm to support me as if I'm some kind of old man. “Didn't they tell you to -”
 
   “I have to hear what he's saying!”
 
   Limping through the mud, I make my way toward the ambulance, where the medics have stopped to make final preparations for loading Hinch's trolley into the back so they can take him to hospital. Even as I get closer, I can hear Hinch rambling on and on about demons, and about how he has to get back into the house so he can save Katie. He keeps talking about cutting a demon out of her soul, and he seems to think that he's the only person who can help her. On top of that, he also keeps going on about someone who lives in the forest, and something about the tunnels beneath the town. I want to dismiss all this rambling as just the nonsense spewed out by a damaged mind, but I can't help noting that everything he's saying sounds remarkably similar to the things his brother Mikey ranted about ten years ago.
 
   And similar to Ramsey, too.
 
   Ramsey was talking about a man in the forest earlier tonight, and about something living in the tunnels, and about a devil and a witch and a whore. If this stuff had just come from Liam and his crazy dead brother, I could dismiss it as nothing important, as the product of two fevered but connected lunatics. But my daughter isn't crazy, so there has to be some kind of truth at the root of it all.
 
   “I didn't finish!” Hinch sobs as he tries to break free from his restraints. “He'll have to get someone else to take over now! He needs to find the whore!”
 
   “Where do I find this man?” I ask, stepping closer.
 
   He turns to me.
 
   “You keep talking about this man who lives in the forest,” I continue. “Fine. Let's pretend for a moment that this devil guy is really out there somewhere. How do I track him down? I think it's time I spoke to him.”
 
   “You can't find him,” he replies, his voice trembling with fear. “He'll find you, if that's what he wants, but I don't see why he'd bother. You're nothing to him!”
 
   “What about the tunnels?” I ask. “You said something about the bend of the river, out by Moultin Point. Is that where the witch is being kept? In the tunnels near there, under Devil's Lookout?”
 
   “We're ready to take him now,” one of the medics tells me.
 
   “Just hold on a moment.” Staring down at Hinch, I swear I can see the madness swimming in his eyes. How did I ever miss that before? “If I want to make this man in the forest notice me,” I continue, “this devil, how do I go about it? Would it work if I go to the tunnels and try to rescue this witch?”
 
   “He won't let you do that,” he replies. “He'll never let you interfere!”
 
   “Then maybe that's the only way to make him show his hand,” I point out. “To see if he's real or not.”
 
   “He's real,” he spits back at me. “He's real and he knows what he wants and he won't rest until he's got it! And he'll destroy the whore, too!”
 
   “We really need to get moving,” the medic continues. “He's lost a lot of blood.”
 
   “We'll talk again soon,” I tell Hinch, and he immediately starts rambling as he's loaded into the ambulance.
 
   “He'll find her!” he yells. “The whore can't run! If she doesn't go to him freely, he'll drag her through the forest! She doesn't have a choice!”
 
   Stepping back, I watch as the doors are swung shut, and finally the ambulance starts driving away. I swear, though, I can hear Hinch still screaming inside. The lights are flashing, but there's too much mud for any vehicle to move fast around here, and it takes several minutes before the ambulance reaches the gravel road and heads out past the treeline. Finally it's gone, and all I hear is the sound of several deputies discussing the case as they wander out of the farmhouse.
 
   “He's nuts,” Lewis says after a moment, stopping next to me. “Hinch is completely out of his mind, isn't he? Did you hear some of the stuff he was shouting earlier? He accused us all of being demons. He went on about how our eyes were glittering. Do you think that's really how he sees the world?”
 
   “Maybe,” I reply, as I feel my phone buzzing in my pocket. Slipping it out, I'm surprised to see that I appear to be calling myself from my own laptop, which can only mean one thing.
 
   After excusing myself for a moment, I step away from the others and answer the call.
 
   “Hey,” I say, trying to sound cheerful and pain-free, despite the agonizing bruising all over my chest. “How did you guess my password? Was it really that obvious?”
 
   I wait, but she doesn't say anything.
 
   “Or are you some kind of genius hacker these days?” I continue, “Do I even want to know?”
 
   Again I wait, but again all I hear is silence.
 
   “Ramsey? Are you there?”
 
   “I'm here,” she replies, although her voice sounds a little weak, almost as if she's been crying.
 
   “You won't believe the night I've been having,” I continue. “I'm still not done yet. I'm really sorry, but I have a few more things to figure out here first. If you like, maybe the best thing would be for you to take my bed and just get some sleep, and I should be able to head home in the morning. Do you still like those breakfast meals from the place on Avenue Road? I can swing by on my way and pick up a feast.”
 
   Again, I wait for her to speak, but a moment later I hear a faint sniffing sound. If I didn't know better, I'd swear she was crying.
 
   “Ramsey? Are you okay?”
 
   “Are you okay?” she asks.
 
   “I'm a little sore,” I mutter, “but apart from that, I'm fine.”
 
   I wait for her to say something, and now I'm more sure than ever that she's upset.
 
   “Ramsey -”
 
   “We need to talk,” she says suddenly, interrupting me. “When you get home. There are things I haven't told you, and I'm pretty sure there are things you haven't told me, and I really think we should get them all out in the open.”
 
   I hesitate for a moment. I know I left some medication in the bathroom, and some letters in my desk, but I doubt Ramsey has put everything together and figured out that I'm sick. I mean, she's smart and resourceful, but there's no way she could have discovered the truth so quickly. Then again, if she's in my laptop, she might have accessed my emails. She might know everything.
 
   “Dad,” she continues, “I know you don't believe what I told you earlier, but -”
 
   “I never said I don't believe you.”
 
   “I could see it in your eyes.”
 
   “Maybe, but...” I turn and look back at the farmhouse for a moment. “Maybe something's changed,” I continue. “Maybe I've heard the same crazy things from too many people now, and maybe I can't dismiss them anymore. Maybe I'm ready to accept that there's something out there. All this talk of devils and witches and whores... There has to be something that's causing it.”
 
   I look away from the farmhouse, toward the vast, dark forest. I remember how Buddy always told me to steer clear of the forest, to basically ignore it and focus on the town, but deep down I'm starting to think that he was hiding something. He knows more than he's ever let on about what's out there, and I let him talk me out of doing my own digging. Trusting Buddy might have been a huge mistake.
 
   “I'm going to take some men out there and check it out,” I mutter finally. “It's my only option. I have to know.”
 
   “Out where?” Ramsey asks, sounding worried. “What are you going to check out, Dad?”
 
   “I'll be home around dawn and -”
 
   “Dad, I want you to come back right now!”
 
   “I'm not quite done here,” I tell her. “One way or another, I have to figure out what parts of this are the ravings of a madman, and what parts have some basis in reality. And after what you told me -”
 
   “Ignore me!” she stammers, sounding as if she's starting to panic. “I was lying. The whole thing was just something I made up. Dad, please, forget about it and come home!”
 
   “I just need to check something in the tunnels first.”
 
   “No!” she shouts. “Dad, you can't! I'm telling you, it's not safe! You have to promise me that you won't go anywhere near those tunnels!”
 
   “It's my job, Ramsey.”
 
   “Your job is to get home!” she continues, sounding more and more panicked. “Dad, please -”
 
   “I'll be home as soon as I can,” I reply, interrupting her. “I need to know what I'm dealing with, which means I have to go out to Devil's Lookout! It's three in the morning, Ramsey, so you should get some sleep and we'll talk when I get back.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Just wait for me there! I'll see you soon!”
 
   With that, I cut the call before she has a chance to argue. As soon as I've done so, however, I realize I might have just made a huge mistake. After all this time apart, Ramsey and I should be spending time together, and I basically just told her to sit around at my place and twiddle her thumbs. At the same time, Mikey and Liam Cane both talked a lot about a man who lives in the forest, and about devils and witches and whores and all that garbage, and I was able to put it all on the back-burner until the moment tonight when Ramsey started mentioning the same things. Deep down, I'm scared that whatever happened to Mikey and Liam might happen to Ramsey next, and for that reason alone I have to go to the tunnels and see for myself that there's nothing down there.
 
   “Are we done here?” Lewis asks, coming over to join me. “Boss?”
 
   I turn to him.
 
   “It's getting late,” he continues, “and -”
 
   “I need you to get everyone ready for one more search,” I tell him. “We're going to Moultin Point.”
 
   “Out by Devil's Lookout?” He furrows his brow. “That's in the middle of nowhere!”
 
   “We're going to check something in the tunnels and -”
 
   Before I can reply, I feel my phone buzzing and I look down just in time to see my own laptop trying to call me again. I hesitate for a moment, knowing deep down that if I speak to Ramsey again right now I'll end up going home to her, and finally I switch my phone off. I'll make her understand in the morning, but tonight I need to know for sure that there's no truth to the stories about Devil's Lookout.
 
   “Everyone's tired,” Lewis tells me. “Are you sure it's urgent? Can't we just -”
 
   “We're going to Devil's Lookout,” I tell him, “although first I need to stop off somewhere on the way. There's one person in town who I think might know the truth already. And he's been keeping it from me all this time.”
 
   


  
 

Fifty-Seven
 
   Ramsey Kopperud
 
    
 
   “Goddamn asshole!” I mutter, as I take a look at the keys hanging from the hooks next to Dad's front door. I was hoping to find a key to a second car, but there's nothing, which means I'm going to have to find some other way out to Devil's Lookout. There's a key that looks like it might fit the shed door, so I figure I can go see if there's a bike or something else I can use.
 
   Grabbing the key, I hurry to the door and pull it open, only to find Mom on the other side, poised to knock.
 
   “Ramsey!” she stammers, clearly relieved to see me. “What the hell are you -”
 
   “I can't talk right now,” I reply, slipping past her and pulling the door shut. “I have to go find Dad.”
 
   “No way! Ramsey, it's three in the morning!”
 
   Grabbing my arm, she pulls me back.
 
   “Ramsey Kopperud,” she continues, “you're going to get into that car with me and come to the airport. We're flying home.”
 
   “Dad needs me,” I tell her.
 
   “I don't care what your father needs. He can look after himself. It's late, and you're coming with me!”
 
   “He's about to make a huge mistake!”
 
   “He made plenty of huge mistakes back in -”
 
   “I get it!” I hiss, pulling away from her. “You hate Dad, and that's your choice, but I need to go and help him! He's about to do something really dumb, and I think it's because of me!”
 
   She sighs. “Ramsey...”
 
   “He's dying!”
 
   She opens her mouth to reply, before hesitating.
 
   I pause for a moment, shocked that I said those words, but then I spot something metallic hanging in the opening of Mom's handbag. I stare at her, and then finally I take a step closer and put my arms around her. I know there's no way she'll ever see things from Dad's point of view, or even from mine, but I think there's still one useful thing she can do for me.
 
   “Dad's dying,” I whisper. “He hasn't told me yet, and I don't know how long he has left, but it's true and I have to go to him. He's messing with things he doesn't understand, with things that could kill him a lot sooner if he gets in their way. I don't even understand it all myself, not yet, but I have to make sure he doesn't go into the tunnels at Devil's Lookout, because there's a creature down there that'll kill him.”
 
   Taking a step back, I'm immediately struck by the utter bewilderment in her eyes.
 
   “Ramsey, you're talking rubbish,” she says finally. “You must be concussed. There's no way any of this is real and -”
 
   “Fine,” I reply, interrupting her. “Get my bag, then. It's in the hallway.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “If you want me to come home with you, get my bag. It's in the hallway.”
 
   With that, I turn and hurry down the steps, heading toward the rental car she left in the street.
 
   “Ramsey, the front door's locked!” she calls after me.
 
   “Just try giving it a shove!” I yell. “It sticks sometimes!”
 
   At the same time, I look down into my right hand and see the set of car keys I purloined from her purse while I was giving her that hug. She's calling out to me again, but I ignore her as I hurry to the rental car and climb into the driver's seat. I've driven a couple of times before, back when Dan was trying to teach me, so I'm pretty sure I can get this damn thing out to Devil's Lookout. In fact, as I slide the keys into the ignition and give them a turn, I find that the engine purrs into life at the very first attempt.
 
   Result.
 
   “Ramsey!” Mom yells, clearly realizing what I'm doing. “Stop!”
 
   Without even turning to look at her as she runs down the steps, I put the car into gear and hit the gas pedal, sending the vehicle thudding forward. I struggle for a moment to get the power down more smoothly, but I'm able to pull away before Mom has a chance to reach me, and finally I manage to drive the car in a more or less straight line toward the end of the street, at which point I slow and take a left turn.
 
   Mom's still yelling far behind me, but she can yell all she likes. She doesn't have a clue, and I don't have time to explain everything to her.
 
   I have to save Dad.
 
   


  
 

Part Eight
 
    
 
   The Devil, the Witch and the Whore
 
   


  
 

Fifty-Eight
 
   Leanne Halperin
 
    
 
   Ten years ago
 
    
 
   “Ramsey, stop!” I yell, stopping as soon as I see that she's at the entrance to the tunnel system. “Ramsey, don't be stupid! We have to go home!”
 
   I wait, but she's staring into the darkness, almost as if she can see or hear something. Taking a cautious step forward, I can't deny that I'm starting to wish I'd stayed in the house today. It's a sunny morning, and Ramsey didn't have to work too hard to persuade me to bike out to the forest with her, but I should have realized that she was going to start talking about the tunnels.
 
   Sometimes Ramsey can be really annoying.
 
   “Do you feel it?” she asks suddenly.
 
   “Feel what?”
 
   “Come closer.”
 
   “I don't want to.”
 
   “Are you scared?”
 
   “No, I just don't want to.”
 
   “You're scared. You're a chicken.”
 
   “I'm not scared!” I say firmly. “I just don't want to go and look at a stupid tunnel! It's stupid!”
 
   “You're scared you'll feel it,” she continues. “I can't feel it right now, but I know it's going to come back soon. It's like the weather. It's like this invisible thing that's in the air, and sometimes it's closer and sometimes it further away, and sometimes you can't feel it at all and sometimes it's so close, you can almost touch it.”
 
   I wait for her to continue, and after a moment she turns to me.
 
   “It's real,” she adds.
 
   “What is?”
 
   “There's something in these tunnels, Leanne. Something that moves, something that makes you scared. Haven't you ever noticed? One minute you can be standing at the entrance to a tunnel, and you feel absolutely fine, and then suddenly you get this feeling like you're really scared, and you can't explain why. And it always passes, it goes away, but it's real while it lasts. And it really feels like weather, like there are these invisible clouds of fear that you can't see. But they're down in the tunnels and they make you really scared.”
 
   I wait for her to start laughing, but she's staring at me with a very serious look on her face, like she truly believes what she's saying.
 
   “You don't feel it,” she adds finally, “do you?”
 
   “Feel what?” I ask. “There's nothing to feel!”
 
   She reaches a hand out toward me. “You have to come closer, Leanne. Maybe you have to be at the very edge of the tunnels to feel it.”
 
   “I don't want to feel it.”
 
   “Just come closer, so you know it's real.”
 
   “I don't care if it's real! I want to go back!”
 
   She watches me for a moment longer, before turning and looking into the tunnel again. And then, just as I think she might be about to agree that I'm right, she suddenly steps forward until she's very slightly inside the entrance of the tunnel system.
 
   “Stop!” I shout, before I even have a chance to stop myself. “Ramsey, don't go in!”
 
   “Why not?” she asks, with her back still turned to me. “If you don't believe there's anything in there, then why shouldn't I go all the way?”
 
   “Because it's crazy and you're stupid and -”
 
   I let out a gasp as she takes another step forward, and this time it's as if the darkness of the tunnel has just slightly started to reach out, darkening her shoulders and welcoming her inside.
 
   “Do you still not believe that anything's down there?” she asks.
 
   “Of course there's nothing down there! It's just -”
 
   I gasp again as she takes yet another step forward. Again, the shadows seem to claim her just that little bit more.
 
   “Then why are you scared something might happen to me?” she continues.
 
   “I'm not scared,” I reply through gritted teeth, “I'm just -”
 
   “There!” she adds, interrupting me. She sounds excited, and after a moment I notice that her hands seem to be trembling slightly. “I can feel it, Leanne! The fear, the thing I told you about, it's really strong!”
 
   “You're just making stuff up,” I mutter.
 
   “It's getting closer,” she continues, still staring into the darkness of the tunnel. “It's closer than ever before, it's coming this way! I can feel the fear reaching out to me!”
 
   I open my mouth to tell her I'm not remotely scared, that I don't believe her at all, but instead I find myself staring into the tunnel, imagining some kind of awful monster coming running out toward us. I know monsters aren't real, but I still can't quite bring myself to laugh the whole thing off. Ramsey's hands are really trembling hard now, and I can just about hear her snatched breaths.
 
   “How can it be so close,” she whispers, “and we still can't see it?”
 
   “There's nothing there,” I reply, although I know my voice sounds tense and scared now.
 
   “It's getting stronger,” she continues, and now her voice is shaking. “I feel so scared, Leanne. If you come and stand with me, you won't doubt it, not anymore. It's so real, it almost hurts.”
 
   “I want to go home,” I tell her. “This is boring!”
 
   I wait for her to reply, but she seems mesmerized by the sight of the tunnel, and I can't help noticing that her arms look stiff, as if she can't move them properly. I want to go over and grab her arm, so I can pull her away, but at the same time I'm starting to feel a very faint flicker of fear tugging at my chest. I know I'm just being dumb, and that I've allowed Ramsey to get into my mind, but the fear builds for a few more seconds before fading just as abruptly as it arrived. Within just another second or two, it's gone entirely.
 
   “There,” Ramsey says, turning to me with the faintest of smiles on her face. “It's done. Did you really not feel it at all?”
 
   “No,” I reply as she comes back over to join me. “I didn't feel anything.”
 
   “Are you sure? Your eyes -”
 
   “I didn't feel anything!” I hiss, turning and heading back toward the tree where we left our bikes. “I don't like it when you talk about boring things, Ramsey! It's really boring!”
 
   “There's something in those tunnels. It's -”
 
   “So what?” I snap, grabbing my bike but finding that the handlebars are interlocked with Ramsey's. I pull harder, and then with a final tug I end up tipping both bikes over. They fall against my legs, and I let out a gasp of pain as my knee gets scratched. “Stupid bikes!” I mutter, kicking them before taking a step back.
 
   I feel really scared for a moment, and really angry. And all around us, the forest seems to fall completely silent.
 
   “You're right,” Ramsey says finally. “We should head home. I just wanted to test out a theory, but I think maybe we shouldn't go into the tunnels. Like, not ever. Let's go back to my place. My dad should still be at work, so we can play in the front room.”
 
   “I just want to go home to my house,” I mutter, pulling my bike up and climbing on. “I don't want to hang out today after all.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “We'll do something tomorrow. If I feel like it.”
 
   With that, I start riding away, not daring to look back at Ramsey. If I saw her disappointed face, I'd only end up changing my mind and agreeing to do something together. Most of the time, Ramsey is really fun, and we're still totally best friends. But occasionally she can get weird, especially when she talks about ghosts and monsters and things out here in the forest, and those are the times when I don't like hanging out with her so much. I'll just go home and watch stuff on TV by myself, and there'll be plenty of time to see Ramsey tomorrow. It's not like she's going anywhere. We're friends for life, and that's just how it's always, always going to be.
 
   We've got forever to hang out. One day doesn't matter at all.
 
   


  
 

Fifty-Nine
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “What happened to Molly Abernathy?”
 
   I wait, standing on the porch at the front of Buddy's house, but this time he doesn't look up at me. Instead, he stays completely still, staring out at the dark street. Somehow, I get the feeling that maybe he's been waiting his whole life for me to ask him properly about Molly. I've mentioned her casually in the past, wondering where she really went, but I always let him brush me off. This time, I'm asking him directly.
 
   “I'm going to find out anyway,” I continue, “so you might as well tell me. I've already figured out that the report you filed was a pack of lies. She didn't wander off into the forest to investigate a disturbance and end up getting attacked by wolves. But the thing is, I need to know whether what killed her was something ordinary, like an accident or just some maniac, or whether it was...”
 
   My voice trails off.
 
   I still can't bring myself to say the words out loud.
 
   “And I know you can answer me,” I add finally. “Your mind might be fraying at the edges, old man, but you still have that little core in there somewhere. And if I'm right, the truth about Molly Abernathy's death is a part of you that you'll never be able to leave behind. Even if you'd prefer to forget.”
 
   Again, I wait, and after a moment he turns and looks up to me with tears in his eyes.
 
   “What happened to her?” I ask firmly.
 
   “James...”
 
   “Who killed her? What killed her?”
 
   “Do you remember that night when Mikey Cane died?” he replies. “That night, I told you that -”
 
   “Don't change the subject, Buddy. Tell me about Molly Abernathy!”
 
   “I'm not changing the subject!” he hisses, his voice filled with a kind of anger that I haven't heard from him in many years. “The night Mikey Cane died, I told you not to go poking about in that forest! I told you to have some respect for what's out there and to leave it the hell alone! That's the same advice I gave to Molly all those years ago, except she ignored it and that's why she ended up...”
 
   He hesitates for a moment.
 
   “That's why she died,” he continues finally. “She ignored my advice. Please, James, don't make the same mistake.”
 
   “What's out there?” I ask.
 
   He shakes his head.
 
   “Fine,” I mutter, turning to walk back down the steps, “I'll go find out for myself.”
 
   “I don't know what's out there!” he spits. “I've always been smart enough to stay the hell away and not ask too many questions!”
 
   I turn back to him.
 
   “I don't need to know what it is!” he splutters, almost tripping over his own tongue as his anger rises. “I accepted a long time ago that everything beyond the edge of town is off limits! There's something in that forest, James, and whatever it is, it'll kill anyone who gets too close! I could've gone out there, demanding answers, but I made a better choice. I was smart. I accepted the limits of my jurisdiction, and I told myself to stick to the town, and to the part of this land that men have already cleared and made their own!”
 
   “Because there's something in the forest?” I ask.
 
   “Damn straight there is!”
 
   “Something that got to Mikey Cane? And to Liam, too?”
 
   “James...”
 
   “Something that killed Molly Abernathy?”
 
   “It gets to people occasionally,” he explains. “Somebody strays too far into the forest, then they stray into the wrong part of the forest, and then they wind up on the edge of something that no man oughta see. They never last long after that, they always end up dead, and that's another reason why I always respected whatever the hell is out there!” He pauses, as a single tear runs down his cheek. “Molly didn't listen,” he continues after a moment. “I left her to look after a wreck, I told her to stay put and not go into the forest while I was gone, but off she went anyway! And when I got back, she...”
 
   I wait for him to continue.
 
   “She was dead?” I ask finally.
 
   He shakes his head. “Not quite. She was still alive, but the forest had noticed her. The things that live out there... They wanted her, and I had no choice but to leave her for them.”
 
   “You left her to die?”
 
   “If I hadn't, they'd have come out of the forest to get her! I did what was right for the town! I showed respect for those things, whatever they are, and do you know what else happened that night? They showed respect for me too! They realized I'd honored the boundary line, so they honored it as well! I did a good thing, I did the right thing, and I'm sorry that Molly had to die but it's not my fault that she wandered off into the forest!”
 
   Staring at him, I realize that he seems to believe every word of this garbage. I always had Buddy down as a rational, practical man, but by God he actually seems to think that he was right to leave someone out there to die.
 
   “Don't do this,” he adds after a moment. “Don't go poking about. It won't end well for you.”
 
   “Because there's a bogeyman out there, and he'll come for me?” I reply.
 
   “I don't know what he is, James. I only know to keep out of his way. He won't bother you, he won't bother any of us, so long as we just leave him alone.”
 
   “Even if I was remotely tempted to agree with you,” I tell him, “there's one thing that means I don't have a choice. He's already tried to kill my daughter, and unless you think I should leave her to die at his hands, the same way you left Molly Abernathy to die, then I really don't think I have any other option. I have to go out there, and I have to find out what this thing is, and I have to make damn sure that it never goes anywhere near Ramsey again.”
 
   I wait for him to reply, but he simply stares at me, and finally I see him for what he is: a scared, tired old man who made a terrible choice many years ago, and who has struggled to live with the consequences ever since. I guess dementia was a blessing for him, although it seems that there are some things he still can't forget.
 
   A moment later, hearing a faint bumping sound, I turn and realize that there seems to be someone standing just inside the back room. I guess Harry is awake after all, and maybe she's heard every word of this conversation. I was hoping to keep her out of it all, but I don't have time right now to explain things to her. Maybe Buddy can do that after I'm gone.
 
   “I'm heading out to Devil's Lookout,” I tell Buddy, as I turn and make my way down the steps. “If I happen to run into a big bad bogeyman, I'll give him your regards.”
 
   “I did the right thing!” he calls after me, his voice sounding hoarse and desperate. “I did what was right for this town! It's a deal this town had to make! Keep to ourselves, and respect whatever's out there in the forest!”
 
   “And I'm doing what's right for my daughter,” I mutter, opening the car door and climbing into the driver's seat. “I don't make deals with the devil. Or whatever the hell this thing really is.”
 
   Glancing back toward the house, I see Buddy staring at me, and a moment later I spot a shadow inside the house. Harry must be horrified by what she just heard, but that's her problem.
 
   Staring the engine, I floor the pedal and start the long drive out to meet the deputies at Devil's Lookout.
 
   


  
 

Sixty
 
   Ramsey Kopperud
 
    
 
   The car lurches slightly every time I change gear, but other than that I think I'm getting the hang of this driving business. I mean, it's not that hard, and I'm helped by the fact that I'm out here all alone on a remote mountain road. I guess if I was dealing with New York traffic, things might be a little more difficult.
 
   The rental car's headlights pick out a bend ahead, and I slow slightly so that I'm well within safe limits. As easy as I'm finding this so far, I know I shouldn't get cocky and start taking risks.
 
   Fortunately, the car has a GPS system installed, so I'm able to work out roughly which way to go. I'm still a few miles from Devil's Lookout, but I figure I'm making decent progress and I shouldn't be too far behind Dad. Then I just have to finish the last part of the journey on foot, and try to catch him before he makes the biggest mistake of his life. And I have to somehow persuade him to come back to town with me.
 
   Glancing out the window, I see the vast, dark forest spread out beneath a blanket of stars. There's so much wild and untamed land in this part of the world, and I guess it shouldn't be such a huge surprise if it turns out that there are things lurking in the shadows, creatures that never -
 
   Suddenly the car spins, and I let out a gasp as I feel the back end swing around. Slamming my foot on the brake pedal, I'm nevertheless powerless to stop the car as it screeches backward along the road and bumps against the guardrail. I've barely scrubbed off any speed at all, and the locked tires are smoking as the car finally thuds against one of the guardrail's other sections. Gripping the steering wheel, I stare straight ahead, and after a few more seconds I realize I'm stationary again.
 
   I have no idea what I just did wrong, but it's like the car just snapped around on itself. The engine is still running, and I peer out at the road, figuring that maybe I hit a random patch of ice.
 
   After taking a deep breath, I put the car in gear again and start turning, although it takes me several tries to get backed up so that I can perform a u-turn. Taking lots of care, I start easing the wheel and -
 
   Suddenly the car lurches back, slamming into the guardrail with enough force to smash the rear lights. The impact jerks me forward, but fortunately the safety belt keeps me from thudding chest-first into the steering wheel. Still, the hit is enough to make me freeze completely, and for a few seconds I'm too scared to touch the wheel again. I simply sit completely still, staring out at the road ahead.
 
   “What the hell was that?” I stammer finally. My mind is rushing as I try to figure out what I did wrong, but I'm starting to think this car has a mind of its own. “Okay. Let's just go nice and slow...”
 
   Before I can even think about turning the wheel, however, I hear a loud crunching sound from somewhere outside. Looking toward the side of the road, I'm shocked to see the guardrail shaking violently, and finally one of the sections comes loose from the posts that have been securing it to the road. The guardrail peels aside, leaving an open gap, and a moment later I feel the car starting to shudder slightly.
 
   “What the hell?” I whisper, looking at the various lights on the dashboard as I try to figure out what I should do next. “Maybe -”
 
   Suddenly the car slams sideways across the road, glancing one end of the broken guardrail and then tipping over. I let out a loud shriek as the car tips into the darkness, and then there's a heavy thud from above. The car is upside down now, sliding down past the side of the road, and after a moment the vehicle rolls several times until it crashes against the muddy ground at the bottom of the incline, landing the right way up.
 
   “Stop!” I gasp, feeling as if I've just been bashed around like a doll. I reach down to unbuckle my safety belt so I can get out of this thing, but at the last moment I feel the car start shuddering again. My hand hovers next to the belt release button, although I'm starting to think that maybe I should stay strapped in after all.
 
   Whatever's happening, I don't think it's over.
 
   Suddenly the car tips again, and I realize that some kind of unseen force seems to be dragging me toward a nearby line of trees. The rear bumper slams against one of the trees, momentarily swinging the car around, but the force responds by tipping the car up on its front and then sending it crashing down on its roof so fast that a violent jolt briefly shakes my entire body.
 
   Finally the car falls still, and again I reach down to unbuckle myself.
 
   As if in response, the car suddenly lurches onto its side and then crashes between the trees, hitting several and then coming to a rest once again, this time against two pine trees.
 
   Hearing a clicking sound nearby, I look down and see that the safety belt has suddenly unbuckled itself.
 
   A moment later, the window next to me smashes, showering me with glass. I turn away, but already I can feel something pulling on my arms, and I'm dragged screaming through the window. My arm catches on a shard of broken glass, but the force continues to pull me even as the glass tip digs into my flesh and carves a thick would along my elbow and down to my hand, finally exiting next to my thumb. I twist around and try to pull free, but the force tugs me free from the car and then slams me against one of the trees before sending me flying through the air until I come crashing down once more into the muddy ground.
 
   I wait, breathless and terrified, but now the forest falls still and silent all around me.
 
   Finally, I dare to look up, and all I see are tall, thin pine trees bathed in moonlight. Turning, I see the car on its side, but there's no sign of whoever or whatever dragged me down here from the road. I mean, I'm not the world's best driver, but I'm not that bad.
 
   Wincing with pain as I feel a sharp stinging sensation in my ribs, I start to sit up. I'm bleeding from the cut on my arm, and I think I have about ten thousand little scratches and bruises all over my body. Plus, my right wrist is hurting again after all the jolts from the wheel. I hesitate for a moment, taking a series of slow, deep breaths, and then I stumble to my feet and lean against one of the trees. I can see the vapor from my breath in the air ahead of me, but apart from that the entire forest seems still and quiet.
 
   “Hello?” I call out, although I'm shocked to hear that my voice is scratched and damaged.
 
   I wait.
 
   Silence.
 
   “This is dumb,” I mutter, looking around again but still seeing nobody. “This is really dumb.”
 
   Finally, I turn to head back toward the road.
 
   And then I immediately let out a shocked gasp as I find that there's a woman standing right behind me, wearing some kind of police uniform. Stumbling back, I trip against a tree root and fall hard on my ass, while staring in shock at the woman as she takes a step toward me.
 
   “Who are you?” I stammer, pulling back slightly.
 
   “Have you seen Buddy?” she asks, her voice sounding a little vague and distant. “Buddy's gonna make it all better.”
 
   “I -”
 
   Still staring at her, I realize her eyes seem very dark, as if there are shadows under more shadows. Her gaze is intense, too, and after a moment she turns and looks toward the distant road.
 
   “I think my dad used to work with a guy named Buddy,” I say cautiously. “Are you from the sheriff's station? Do you know James Kopperud?”
 
   She turns back to me, but she doesn't answer.
 
   Spotting an embroidered badge on her shirt, I squint until I can just about make out her name.
 
   “Abernathy?” I whisper. “Listen, do you know if my father is nearby? His name is James Kopperud, he's the sheriff of Deal and I really need to find him. Is he here? Are you with him?”
 
   “Buddy said he'd be back soon,” she replies calmly. “He won't be long now. We have to trust Buddy.”
 
   “I think Buddy's retired,” I tell her, struggling to my feet and dusting myself down. “Maybe we should go find my dad, and then we can head back to town. You work with him, right? Your uniform looks kinda familiar.”
 
   I wait, but she seems a little confused. Hell, more than that, she's acting like she's totally lost, and after a moment she turns and starts making her way between the trees.
 
   “That's the way back to the road!” I call after her.
 
   When she doesn't reply, I hurry up behind her and put a hand on her shoulder, although I'm immediately shocked to feel that the air around her is extremely cold.
 
   “Hey,” I continue, forcing a smile, “we should go find my dad. He's in charge around here and -”
 
   Suddenly she turns her head, just enough to let me see the side of her face again, but this time she has no flesh. I stare at a bony, moonlit cheek, and then she turns all the way and I find myself face-to-face with a human skull.
 
   Letting out a faint gasp, I take a step back.
 
   “He'll be waiting for you,” she says, staring at me with two dark, hollow eye sockets. “If he's let you come this far, he won't let you leave again. That's just how things work when you come into the wrong part of the forest. You should've trusted Buddy. Didn't he warn you?”
 
   Taking another step back, I realize I can feel my heart pounding. The skeletal-faced woman is still staring at me, but finally she turns and starts walking away again.
 
   “There's no point fighting it,” she continues. “He'll just take you, do what he wants with you, and then he'll set you free. Of course, that doesn't mean you can just go back home. I don't know how long I've been wandering around, trying to find my way back to the road, but it feels like forever. The forest gets so cold, and even the warm summer days don't make it any better. I just keep walking and walking and...
 
   Suddenly she stops, with her back still turned to me, and I realize after a moment that she seems to be whispering to herself.
 
   “I know the way back to the road,” I tell her, taking a step closer even though I'm terrified of seeing her face again. Still, I can't just leave her out here, not when she seems hurt and confused. “It's not far,” I continue. “It's just a few hundred meters, you can almost see it from here.”
 
   “He's close,” she replies, and now her voice is trembling slightly.
 
   “Who's close?” I ask. “My dad? Is my dad close?”
 
   “The forest is so cold, but he's close, and he's getting closer with every breath you take. And his friends, too. They're walking now, but they'll start crawling soon enough.”
 
   “You mean my dad, right?”
 
   I wait, but she doesn't reply.
 
   “Who, then?” I continue, trying to stay calm even though this Abernathy woman is really starting to creep me out. “If you're not talking about my dad, then -”
 
   “Run!” she screams suddenly, turning and lunging at me.
 
   Stepping back, I duck out of the way just as she tries to grab my arm.
 
   “You have to run!” she yells, stumbling slightly as she tries again to reach for me. “Run!”
 
   As her skeletal face leers closer, I turn and start racing between the trees, desperate to get away. Glancing over my shoulder, I see that she's still coming after me, with her left arm outstretched.
 
   “Run!” she screams. “Don't stop!”
 
   The forest floor dips down beneath my feet, causing me to almost fall, but I'm able to keep going and a moment later I start clambering up a moonlit, leaf-covered hill. Reaching the top, I look back and see the woman still hurrying after me, but she's already falling behind and I quickly turn and keep running.
 
   “Run!” she shouts a moment later, but she's already so far back that her voice is drifting away into the night air. “You have to keep running!”
 
   I keep going, too terrified to even think straight. Pure panic has taken over and I can barely even keep from banging into the trees as I rush through the forest. It takes several minutes before I even start thinking about which way I'm going, and finally I slow so I can take a look around. All I see are tall, thin, cold trees in every direction, and I'm not entirely convinced that I ran in a perfectly straight line.
 
   Turning, I look back the way I came, but at least there's no sign of the woman.
 
   Hugging myself against the cold, I stumble down another leafy hill. I don't know if I just didn't notice it before, but now the forest feels absolutely freezing, and I'm actually starting to shiver. Making my way up a shallow incline, I reach a spot between two trees and look ahead, but all I see is more and more moonlit forest stretching into the distance.
 
   “Seriously?” I whisper, even though my teeth are chattering now. “Lost again? Just my luck...”
 
   And then, just as I'm about to turn and try a different direction, I spot a long, dark rectangular shape in the distance straight ahead. I stare for a moment, as my eyes continue to adjust to the darkness, and at first I tell myself that it must be a figment of my imagination. Finally, however, I realize that the shape appears to be some kind of cabin, maybe a small house, although all the lights are off and it looks abandoned. There's probably been no -
 
   Suddenly a light flickers to life in one of the windows.
 
   I guess there's somebody home after all.
 
   Staring at the house, I briefly consider going to knock on the door, but then I tell myself that I've had more than enough madness for one night. Despite the biting cold, I turn to head back the way I came, although I stop again as soon as I hear a very faint voice in the distance.
 
   “Run!” the voice is yelling. “You have to run!
 
   It's her.
 
   It's that Abernathy woman.
 
   “Run to him!” she shouts, although this time her voice seems to fade into the cold air all around me.
 
   The last thing I want is to ever bump into her again, so instead I turn and start making my way cautiously toward the house. I know there's a chance that this place is part of the madness I've already encountered in the forest, but I also know it might just be a normal house occupied by a normal family. Maybe I'm being a little too hopeful, but in the cold night air I can't help edging closer to the house until finally I'm right at the foot of the wooden steps, staring up at the closed door.
 
   This place is creepy as hell. I swear, I never even heard of there being a house anywhere out here in the forest. A moment later, I hear a faint bumping sound inside, followed by a couple more, and I realize somebody is walking toward the door.
 
   I almost turn and run, but for some reason I stay rooted to the spot as the door swings open. Finally, a well-dressed, kind-looking elderly guy steps out, stopping at the top of the steps and peering down at me.
 
   “Well, it seems rather cold out here tonight,” he says calmly. “I have a fire burning inside. Would you like to come in for a moment and warm yourself?”
 
   


  
 

Sixty-One
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   “This is the best we could find,” I explain as I unfold the huge map and spread it against the front of the cruiser. “It's only partial, and it doesn't cover the particular entrance we're about to go through, but it should give you an idea of the labyrinth down there.”
 
   Lewis steps closer, but he doesn't say a word. I know he probably thinks I'm crazy, and after the night we've already experienced out at Dodderidge Farm he deserves to go home. All the other deputies cried off this particular trip, but Lewis decided to come and help out. I guess that's the kind of loyalty you can't buy.
 
   “Hinch... I mean, Liam Cane claims that there's something down here,” I continue, pointing at one spot on the moonlit map. “I know you heard him yelling and ranting at the farmhouse, and I know he sounded nuts, but I've got reason to believe that there might be some truth to what he was saying. We have to check it out, at least. But I meant what I said earlier, if you want to head home, I won't hold it against you.”
 
   “And let you go on this fool's errand alone?” Lewis asks, with a faint but tired smile. “Hell, no. Someone has to be out here with you, so you don't end up lost in those goddamn tunnels.”
 
   He's a good guy. Reliable and dependable, the kind of deputy you want at your back in a tight situation. Then again, until tonight, I thought the same thing about Hinch.
 
   “I'll be taking the lead,” I tell him, “and don't worry, we're not going to be exploring the whole tunnel network. Just this small section near the river. Most likely, there's nothing down there. But I want you to be vigilant and observant, because there's a chance we might stumble upon... I don't know what. Just be ready for anything, okay? If we're lucky, we'll be out empty-handed in less than an hour. And then we can go home, safe in the knowledge that everything Hinch screamed at us was wrong.”
 
   “And if we're not lucky?”
 
   I stare at the map for a moment longer.
 
   “If we're not lucky,” I say finally, “I guess we'll find that some of the madness is real.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The tunnels are narrower than I ever expected. I've lived in Deal my whole life, but until tonight I never came down here. Now that I'm leading Lewis through the darkness, with only our flashlights to guide us, I'm starting to feel as if this is a waste of time. He probably thinks I'm nuts, even if he'd never say anything like that out loud. I've brought him down here to chase monsters and shadows, and I wouldn't blame him if he thinks I've completely lost my mind.
 
   I hope he's right.
 
   I hope this ends with him making fun of me.
 
   “How many people have been reported missing in these tunnels over the years?” he asks after we've been walking for about twenty minutes. “Something like five or six, right?”
 
   “There have been a few reports over the years,” I reply, “but nothing certain. I think the last one was Tommy Hague, but he disappeared from the bus station in town. It's highly unlikely that he made it all the way out here.”
 
   “I could definitely see someone getting lost in this place,” he continues, his voice sounding so close and clear in the confined space. “Sure doesn't sound like a good way to die. Imagine wandering for days on end, with no light, no way out, just shouting and shouting for help while you run out of food and water. And then you finally collapse in a heap and -”
 
   “Do we really need to be talking about that right now?” I ask.
 
   “Sorry. I just thought it was worth considering.”
 
   “I'm sure people have died down here,” I continue, “but right now I just want to focus on checking that there's no-one else around. There's -”
 
   “Did you hear that?” he asks suddenly, turning and shining his flashlight back the way we came, although the light beam is picking out nothing more menacing than an empty, rough-hewn tunnel.
 
   “What do you think you heard?” I ask.
 
   “Footsteps.” He pauses for a moment, before turning to me. “Just for a few seconds. Seriously, didn't you hear them?”
 
   I stare at him, hardly able to believe that he's already trying to pull a stunt like this.
 
   “Maybe I'm just jumpy,” he mutters.
 
   “They were probably just our own echoes,” I tell him. “I'm pretty sure we're not being stalked down here. Just stay focused and save the campfire stories for when we're back up-top, okay?”
 
   “I was just -”
 
   “I know, but don't.”
 
   With that, I turn to lead the way again, but I immediately bang my head against a low-hanging section of rock. Letting out a muttered curse, I duck down and make my way forward, but I can already hear Lewis chuckling over my shoulder and I guess he found the whole thing hilarious. I know I'm going to get mocked mercilessly for leading him down here in the middle of the night, but I still need to see for myself that there's nothing lurking in the darkness. I need to know that Ramsey didn't really run into anything or anyone while she was down here.
 
   “I wouldn't like to alone in this place,” Lewis mutters after a few more meters. “I'm not a superstitious guy, but I think I'd get the chills.”
 
   “Come on,” I reply, unable to hide my frustration. “Focus!”
 
   “Is that a light up there?” he asks suddenly.
 
   Stopping, I look ahead and see that he's right. There's a very faint patch of light on the tunnel floor, as if something is shining down from above, and a moment later I realize there seems to be a hole in the roof.
 
   “Stay close,” I tell him, as I step forward and see that there's some kind of shaft rising up from the tunnel system, toward a circular patch of starlight high above. “It looks like some kind of chimney or access point,” I mutter, shining the flashlight up and seeing the metallic glint of a ladder. “Maybe it leads to one of those little open holes in the forest floor. You've seen those, right? The ones with the metal bars over them?”
 
   “Could someone climb out through one of them?”
 
   “I have no idea,” I reply, before reaching up and grabbing the bottom rung of the ladder, “but I'm going to check. Give me a lift up.”
 
   He offers a quick boost, and I manage to haul myself up until I'm firmly on the ladder. The set-up seems secure enough, so I set the flashlight between my teeth and start climbing. I can't even begin to understand why anyone would build these chimneys into the tunnel system, but I've come across several of the little grated openings over the years, so it's no surprise that they exist. As I get to the top and find my exit blocked by several metal bars, however, I'm starting to wonder if this is actually some kind of ventilation point. I try to move the bars aside, but they're firmly in place, so I'm pretty sure the chimney wasn't designed to allow anyone in or out.
 
   “Do you see anything?” Lewis yells up at me.
 
   “There's nothing to see,” I mutter, peering through the bars and seeing the dark forest. The view is pretty desolate, and there's no sign of movement. I guess these little openings are the origin of the myth about the devil poking his head up in Devil's Lookout.
 
   “So are we gonna be in these tunnels much longer?” Lewis calls out. “It's getting pretty cold, and I'm not sure there's much point in us being down here.”
 
   “I want to check a little further,” I tell him, figuring that there's nothing much to be doing up here at the opening. “I'm coming down, so -”
 
   “I really wanna get out of here!” he shouts suddenly, his voice filled with fear. “Boss, I get it, you wanted to make sure there was nothing here, but we've done that so let's go!”
 
   “What's gotten into you?” I ask as I start climbing back down. “I leave you alone down in the tunnel for five seconds and -”
 
   Suddenly a gunshot rings out, sounding ear-splittingly loud in such a tight space. Shocked, I almost fall from the ladder, and it takes a moment before I'm able to steady myself.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” I yell.
 
   Looking down, I can see the beam from Lewis's flashlight flickering in the tunnel below, but there's no sign of Lewis himself.
 
   “Say something!” I shout. “What did you see?”
 
   “It's not right!” he hisses, and now he seems to be panicking. “Can't you feel that? Something's wrong here, something's telling us to get the hell out! I think I saw... I don't know what it was, but I think I saw something moving in the darkness!”
 
   Hurrying down the ladder, I drop into the tunnel and land awkwardly. By the time I get to my feet and shine the flashlight back the way we just came, I can barely see Lewis in the distance. He has his back to me, aiming his gun into the darkness as if he's spotted something coming up from the way we just came.
 
   “What the hell's going on down here?” I yell. “Tell me what you saw!”
 
   “I don't know!” he stammers, stumbling back to join me while keeping his gun aimed at the darkness. “Maybe it was nothing, but I swear I saw movement back there! I think I heard it, too! There was a kind of scratching sound, like something digging its nails against the rocks!” He pauses for a moment, before turning to me with wild, staring eyes. “Didn't you feel it? For a moment, it was like something reached into my chest and started putting its fingers around my heart. And then it just... stopped.”
 
   “Seriously?” Sighing, I realize that he seems to have already lost his mind. “Maybe you should go wait up-top,” I tell him. “I won't tell anyone if you want to go back to the car.”
 
   He keeps his gun aimed for a moment longer, before slowly lowering it and turning to me.
 
   “No,” he says finally, even though his voice is trembling slightly. “I can't leave you down here. Anyway, I think it's...”
 
   He pauses, and I swear he actually looks a little confused.
 
   “I think it passed,” he adds. “I don't feel it so strongly anymore. It was just a brief thing.”
 
   “Are you sure you don't want to go back up? I always leave some spare keys in the dash, so you can get the radio running.”
 
   He shakes his head, even though I can tell he's uncertain.
 
   “Don't wanna go wandering back alone, huh?” I add, trying to get a rise out of him.
 
   He doesn't reply, but I can see from the look in his eyes that I'm at least partly right.
 
   “We won't be much longer,” I continue, “but do me a favor and try to stay focused. There's nothing down here, and if there is, then we can deal with it. Just don't go wasting any more shots. Fear leads to more fear. If you start letting it get to you, it'll take root and grow in minutes. You need to keep it buttoned right down. Is that clear?”
 
   He nods, but he's still a little breathless and I can tell he's not entirely convinced.
 
   I wait a moment, half-considering the possibility that I should order him to go back up, before finally realizing that I should probably just keep him with me. Turning, I start leading him along the tunnel, and this time he keeps pretty quiet. I guess a bunch of spooky stories no longer interest him, not when we're down here and he's already freaked himself out once. He probably just worked himself up into a ball of nerves, and now he's coming out the other side and feeling pretty sheepish.
 
   “There!” I say suddenly, stopping for a moment. “Up ahead. Do you hear it?”
 
   In the distance, from somewhere around the tunnel's bend, there's the sound of flowing water.
 
   “Is it a river?” Lewis asks.
 
   “Only one way to find out.”
 
   We edge forward, with our guns raised, until finally we get to the end of the tunnel and find that it opens out into what seems to be some kind of chamber. I signal for Lewis to stop and stay back, and then I aim my flashlight ahead and see that we've definitely found a room of some kind, albeit one that appears to have a large hole in one of its walls, revealing the starry night sky beyond. I wait, listening in case there's any hint of movement, and then I signal for Lewis to follow.
 
   “What is this place?” he whispers as we step into the chamber. “Is it natural, or did someone carve it out?”
 
   Unable to give him a good answer, I'm instead shocked to see that the chamber is exactly the same as Ramsey's descriptions, with the obvious exception of there not being some random witch-woman impaled in the center. Stepping over to the opening on the far wall, I look out and see that we're a few hundred feet up the side of a small cliff. The vast forest spreads toward the skyline, and I can hear a river running in the darkness below.
 
   “This is what she described,” I mutter, feeling a flicker of concern in my chest. “This must be where she climbed out, and then...”
 
   Looking down into the darkness, I still can't see the river, but it's hard not to imagine the sight of Ramsey plummeting into the water. I can't even begin to believe that my daughter was scrambling about up here, and the more time I spend in these tunnels, the more I realize that it's an absolute miracle she made it out alive. This place is exactly how she described, with one obvious exception.
 
   Turning, I shine the flashlight at the center of the chamber.
 
   No. Definitely no witch. No woman impaled by a bunch of wooden posts. I guess that part must have been a figment of Ramsey's imagination.
 
   “It all looks empty to me,” Lewis points out, having headed over to the chamber's far side. “Maybe it's just a natural formation after all.”
 
   “Make sure there's no sign of anyone else having been here,” I reply, still shining the flashlight all around. “I want to be certain.”
 
   For the next few minutes, Lewis and I continue to explore the chamber, but it's looking increasingly clear that this is just some random gap in the tunnel system, albeit one with a very striking view. Still, every so often, I feel a faint sense of someone over my shoulder, only to turn and find that Lewis is all the way on the other side of the space. I keep telling myself that the sensation means nothing, that I'm succumbing to perfectly rational human fears, but at the same time I can't shake the feeling that someone else is here in the room with us. I guess that's why, even though we've already double-checked the chamber, I insist on taking another look around, and then another.
 
   Deep down, I feel like I'm missing something.
 
   “Boss,” Lewis says suddenly, after several minutes of silence. “Have you noticed our footprints?”
 
   Looking down at the dusty floor, I realize our prints are criss-crossing the space, marking the paths we've been taking during out search.
 
   “Very pretty,” I mutter, “but -”
 
   “I mean over there,” he adds, pointing toward the center of the chamber.
 
   I turn and look, and I'm surprised to see that there's a patch that remains completely undisturbed. Stepping closer, I shine my flashlight at the section of mud and dust, and it's clear that Lewis and I somehow both avoided walking in that particular area. I guess the whole thing could be a coincidence, but after a moment I realize that in some instances our footprints seem to have been headed straight for the patch, only for us to take a sharp left or right turn away each time. It's almost as if, subconsciously, we've both avoided walking through that part of the chamber.
 
   “What do you think it means?” Lewis asks.
 
   Stepping forward, I raise my flashlight, but there's still no sign of anyone. Still, as I get closer to the patch, I feel that same sensation of there being somebody very close to me. In fact, it's almost as if there's a person right here in the middle of the room, someone invisible but also someone who Lewis and I have subconsciously been avoiding. Someone right in front me, in the empty air.
 
   I hesitate for a moment, before slowly starting to reach out with my right hand, waiting in case I feel anything.
 
   “What was that?” Lewis says suddenly, turning and shining his flashlight back toward the tunnel.
 
   I turn and watch as the beam of light dances across the rocky wall.
 
   “I didn't hear anything,” I tell him. “Don't let yourself get distracted. Just -”
 
   Before I can get another word out, I hear a distant scratching sound, as if something is coming this way. Instinctively, I reach for my gun, and then I see that Lewis already has his ready.
 
   “Something's definitely coming this way,” he stammers, taking a step back while raising his gun toward the dark tunnel. He's panicking again. “Don't even try to tell me that's a figment of my imagination.”
 
   I wish I could tell him that, but I hear the sound too. Something seems to be scratching its way furiously along the tunnel, and at the same time I'm starting to feel a heavy, pounding sense of fear in my chest. Raising my gun, I tell myself that there's no reason to be scared, but the fear seems to be filling my body and even making my hands shake.
 
   “Oh God, please no,” Lewis whimpers, taking a step back as if he feels the same. “Make it go away...”
 
   “Stand your ground,” I say firmly.
 
   “I can't do this,” he stammers. “I can't just stand here and wait for it to kill us!”
 
   “Lewis -”
 
   “I'm getting out of here!”
 
   He turns and hurries past me. It takes a fraction of a second for me to realize what he means, and I turn just in time to see him hurrying toward the opening. Rushing after him, I grab him by the collar and pull him back before he can just out into the night air and throw himself to the river far below.
 
   “Are you insane?” I hiss, pulling him further into the chamber even though he's still trying to get back over there. “You'd never make it!”
 
   “Your daughter did!”
 
   “That was a goddamn miracle!” I tell him, shoving him back against the wall. My heart is thumping in my chest and I'm terrified, but my fear has no specific target. Looking around, it takes a moment before I even remember the scratching sound in the tunnel.
 
   “What is it?” Lewis sobs.
 
   “It's nothing!” I snap. “It's all in our minds! It's just -”
 
   Suddenly I see it. A pale, thin-limbed man is crawling along the tunnel, finally emerging from the darkness as he gets to the opening. He looks around for a moment, as if he's sniffing the air, and I swear his eyes are just two black, rotten pits. His mouth, meanwhile, is red and sore-looking around the edges, and as I aim my gun at him I can't help noticing that he's almost completely naked, with just a few scraps of clothing clinging to his body. So far, he's looking over toward the far corner of the chamber, as if he hasn't spotted us yet.
 
   “Oh God, no,” Lewis whispers.
 
   Suddenly the pale figure turns and looks straight at us, and then he lets out a rasping scream before scurrying across the room. As he reaches us, I step back against the wall and fire a shot at him, but my hands are trembling so much that I miss. This gives him the chance to slam his body against me and throw me to the ground, sending my gun clattering across the ground in the process.
 
   Behind me, Lewis screams and fires several times as I reach for my gun.
 
   


  
 

Sixty-Two
 
   Ramsey Kopperud
 
    
 
   “What is this place?” I ask, stepping into the candlelit house and finding myself in what appears to be a neat, well-maintained living room complete with several leather sofas and a bookshelf that lines the far wall. The whole place seems remarkably civilized, although my sense of awe is cut short as soon as I hear the door swinging shut behind me.
 
   I turn, startled to find that the man has sealed us inside.
 
   “For warmth,” he explains with a faint smile. “The cold night air plays havoc with my chest. Don't you suffer the same way? Perhaps not, being so young.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “What do you want? A name?” He hesitates for a moment, as if he finds me to be the strangest, most curiously amusing thing in the whole world. “I've been called Sebastian ever since I settled here,” he continues finally. “There have been other names, of course, back when I was traveling. But Sebastian has a certain ring to it and, I must admit, it's much nicer than some of the others. So please, call me Sebastian.”
 
   He heads over to a cabinet next to one of the bookcases.
 
   “Can I interest you in a drink?” he adds.
 
   “Are you the...”
 
   My voice trails off. I'm not sure I can bring myself to ask that question, even though my mind is racing and I keep thinking back to everything Esther told me. She mentioned a man in the forest, a man she referred to repeatedly as the devil, and I'm starting to think that I might have stumbled upon him. Not that he can be an actual devil, of course, or anything like that... Still, I don't believe in coincidences, and even if I did, I wouldn't believe in this one.
 
   “You've met the witch, I believe,” he continues, pouring himself a glass of something dark from a decanter. He pours a second glass, presumably for me. “Sometimes I feel rather bad when I think of her trapped down there, locked in her little prison. It's hard to believe that any mind could shoulder such solitude, especially when she also happens to be in such agony. You know, I'm almost tempted to pull those skewers out of her body myself, just to see what her mind is like after all these years. She was always a remarkable woman, but nobody could withstand such torture. By now, she's probably...”
 
   His voice trails off for a moment, as if he's lost in thought, and then finally he smiles and raises his glass.
 
   “Cheers. Aren't you going to join me?”
 
   “Who are you?” I ask again.
 
   “I already -”
 
   “You told me a name,” I continue, taking a step back. “That doesn't mean I know who you are.”
 
   “But you do know, don't you?” he replies, eyeing me with a hint of suspicion. “Don't play dumb, Ramsey. Don't doubt yourself. By hook or by crook, you've found your way to me, just as I knew you always would. A weaker mind would ascribe your arrival to a prophecy. I prefer to say that this is simply the way the world works. Things find their way to where they're supposed to be. After all, there are rivers of existence that flow only through the mind.”
 
   “Go to hell,” I mutter, turning and heading to the door. “I'm not staying.”
 
   “What's it like, being a whore?”
 
   “I'm not a whore!” I yell, turning to him. “Where the hell do you get off, saying something like that to me?”
 
   “The boys and girls in New York all called you a whore,” he replies, almost purring with pleasure as the words leave his lips. “Wasn't it their chants and taunts that drove you back to Deal in the first place?”
 
   “You don't know what you're talking about!”
 
   “I know who you are, Ramsey Kopperud,” he continues. “I've known since the day, many years ago, when you and your little friend first set foot in the forest. Admittedly I rather lost track of you, and some of my agents in the world made a terrible mess of finding you again, but I never exerted myself too greatly. I always knew that you'd show up when the time was right. After all, back in the old days, you weren't a whore at all. You were an innocent girl. But now you're exactly what you need to be, in order to play your role in this little act of theater. Fortunately, I am prepared.”
 
   “I don't know what the hell you mean!” I sneer, resisting the urge to storm over there and punch that goddamn grin off his face. “Why did you bring me here?”
 
   “You blame me?”
 
   “Why did you bring me here?” I yell, shaking with anger. “You pulled me off the road! You pulled me through the forest! Obviously you want something!”
 
   He hesitates, before taking another sip from his glass.
 
   “I need you to promise that you won't interfere,” he says finally. “You're the only person who can free the witch from her little prison, and I would very much prefer that she remains right where she is. I've come to realize that fighting you would be a rather significant drain on my resources, but fortunately you seem like a reasonable young lady.” He finishes his drink, though he quickly starts drinking from the glass he poured for me. “So we shall make a deal. You'll tell me what you want, and I shall give it to you. And in return, you'll promise to stay well away from that witch forevermore.”
 
   “A deal?” I reply. “You brought me here to make a deal?”
 
   “Please. There's no need to thank me for my generosity.”
 
   Staring at him, I realize he's actually serious. He must be completely insane, just like Esther and everyone else connected to those tunnels, but a moment later I hear a faint tapping sound at the window. Turning, I look over my shoulder, but there's nothing moving on the window's other side.
 
   Just the dark forest, waiting out there in the night air.
 
   “What are you most afraid of?” Sebastian asks.
 
   I turn back to him.
 
   “Perhaps if you'll tell me what you fear,” he continues, “I can come up with a better offer for you. Whatever it is that scares you, I can make it go away. Forever. And all I ask in return, is for your cooperation regarding the witch.”
 
   “I'm not making a deal with you,” I sneer. “This is some kind of game. You and Esther and the others are just -”
 
   Before I can finish, I hear another tapping sound at the window, as if a few light drops of rain hit the glass. Still, I know there's been no rain in this part of the state for months, and I don't see any out there now. For a moment, I can only stare at the window, waiting to see whether something emerges from the darkness on the other side.
 
   “So what is it?” Sebastian asks. “What do you fear the most?”
 
   I want to tell him to go to hell, but I think maybe I can see something moving out there in the darkness, just on the other side of the glass.
 
   “What would be the worst thing for you to see right now?” he continues. “I'm trying to understand you, Ramsey. What would drive the most dread into your heart if it appeared at that window? A ghost, perhaps?”
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but suddenly I see a pale, skeletal face leaning closer to the window, peering into the house. Its dead eyes stare straight at me, and I feel a shudder pass through my chest as I take a step back.
 
   “That isn't real,” I whisper, trying to force myself to stay calm.
 
   “What if it's not a ghost?” Sebastian asks. “What if it's a zombie, instead? Are people still scared of zombies?”
 
   As the words leave his mouth, the face at the window turns slightly, and I realize that it now has strips of flesh hanging from its skull. It's not scary, though. Not really. I know it can't be real, so it just looks ridiculous.
 
   “Or perhaps you fear something more monstrous, Ramsey. Something that might draw your blood out, perhaps?”
 
   Suddenly the face at the window is pushed aside, and another face leers at me, opening its mouth to reveal a set of sharp fangs.
 
   “No?” Sebastian continues as I take a step back. “Are vampires not your thing? I could try a werewolf, perhaps. There's no limit, really, to the horrors I can put outside this house, but I'm starting to think that perhaps your greatest fear is something less melodramatic, and more earthly. How do you feel about burning to death, my dear? Does that get your pulse racing?”
 
   Turning to him, I see that he's grinning.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I ask. “It's not working, but -”
 
   Suddenly I hear a roaring sound in the distance, and I turn just in time to see that while there's no longer a face at the window, there's now a set of flames burning through the dark forest. I step closer, until my face is almost against the glass, and I'm shocked to see that a huge fire has erupted, burning the trees and spreading rapidly.
 
   “It's real,” Sebastian explains. “Everything you see out there is absolutely real, at least for as long as you see it. Are you scared of the fire, Ramsey? Are you fearful of those flames getting closer and closer? I can leave this house any time I like, but you're rather stuck here. And let me promise you, the flames aren't going anywhere. They could burn the flesh from your body and melt the marrow in your bones.”
 
   “You're sick,” I reply, turning to him. “Do you really think this is going to get me to strike a deal with you?”
 
   “Oh, I know it will,” he says with a grin. “I just have to find the right fear. And evidently I'm not quite there yet, even though I can sense your heart pounding a little faster with every beat.”
 
   “There's nothing you can throw at me that'll make me give in to you,” I tell him, stepping closer. “Do you know why? Because anything you do is just a show. If you were going to kill me, if you could kill me, you'd have done it by now. Esther told me that was the one thing you couldn't do, so if anyone in this room right now is scared, it should be you! Because no matter what you try, there is zero chance that I'll ever, ever make any kind of deal with you! I'm not even sure you're real!”
 
   I wait for him to reply, for him to taunt me some more, but instead he's simply watching me.
 
   “What now?” I ask finally. “Are we done here? Can I leave now?”
 
   Again I wait, but he seems to be studying me intently.
 
   “I never asked to be part of this,” I continue. “I'm not even going to pretend to understand what's going on out here, but I just want you to leave me alone! I have to go and save my -”
 
   I catch myself just in time.
 
   Maybe I shouldn't mention that part.
 
   “What scares you?” he asks, tilting his head slightly. “You're a young woman, still in her teens. What scares young women the most? What scares this particular young woman the most? What scares Ramsey Kopperud?”
 
   “Is that how you're gonna figure it out?” I reply, turning and heading toward the door. “Good luck if you think -”
 
   Suddenly someone knocks at the door. Someone just a few feet away, on the other side. I freeze, not daring to reach for the handle.
 
   “What would be the worst thing to find on the other side of that door?” he continues. “Everyone has a nightmare, something that lurks at the edge of their mind. Something they fear will come for them. Everyone has something that could be waiting outside for them, on their unluckiest night.”
 
   I open my mouth to tell him to go to hell, but there's another knock at the door.
 
   I take a step back.
 
   “Just try to picture it, Ramsey. Try to imagine the thing that wants to come in.”
 
   “It doesn't work like that,” I whisper. “There's no -”
 
   I flinch and let out a faint gasp as the door is hammered again, and this time the entire frame rattles slightly. Whatever's out there, it sounds angry and determined, and a moment later the handle starts to turn.
 
   “It's coming in,” Sebastian says calmly from the far side of the room. “But what is it?”
 
   The door slowly creaks open, revealing several figures standing silhouetted against the burning forest.
 
   “Oh, of course,” Sebastian continues, sounding a little relieved that he's finally come up with an answer. “I should have guessed from the start. You're old enough now for the real world to be far scarier than any monster you can imagine. You're pretty typical, Ramsey. You have the same fears as pretty much any girl your age. You're no longer scared of monsters. You know humans can be far more dangerous.”
 
   I turn to run, but suddenly hands grab my shoulder and pull me back. Letting out a cry, I try to push them away, but I'm quickly shoved to the ground, while one of the hands takes a fistful of my shirt and tears the fabric on the collar. At the same time, another hand grabs my hair and forces my head back, and I stare up at an angry man looking down at me.
 
   Before I even have time to beg for mercy, I'm shoved to the ground and a boot slams into the back of my neck, holding me in place as my clothes are tugged and ripped. I start screaming, begging for mercy, but already the strength of these men feels too powerful and overwhelming, as if I already know I can't fight back. I try to turn around, but another boot crushes down against my arm, almost breaking the bone with the force of the impact. I cry out, but one of the men is already on top of me, and all I can do is scream with rage as I look across the room and see Sebastian calmly watching me.
 
   Closing my eyes, I press my face against the wooden floor and start sobbing. I can't fight them, I can't even begin to stop them. All I can do is squeeze my eyes tight shut and try to scream loud enough to drown out the laughter and baying whoops I hear all around.
 
   And then suddenly it all stops, and I realize there's only one sound now.
 
   A constant beep.
 
   I stay completely still, too terrified to move for a moment, before opening my eyes and turning to see that the men are gone. The door is still wide open, and the forest is still burning, but the attack ended just as the first man was about to get started on me.
 
   “Interesting,” Sebastian whispers. “I think I might finally be onto something.”
 
   Looking around, I see that the far end of the room is strangely dark, as if all the shadows have retreated. I start sitting up, feeling a sharp pain in my arm still from where the boot pushed down, but my eyes are starting to adjust to the new darkness and I can just about make out what looks like a hospital bed at the far end of the room.
 
   “And here was I,” Sebastian continues, “thinking that an attack by a bunch of brutes would be your greatest fear. Now I see that the attack merely brought your true greatest fear to the surface. I understood, at the last moment, what you were scared of losing.”
 
   “What is this?” I whisper, as the bed becomes clearer in the shadows and I realize that there's a figure resting on its back, with neat, clean white sheets tucked all the way up to his neck, leaving just his face exposed. There's a machine next to the bed, too, just one, but apart from that there are no wires, no tubes or drips. It's as if whoever's in the bed is no longer being treated. They've simply been left to die.
 
   Feeling a flash of fear in my chest, I take a step closer.
 
   It's him.
 
   The man in the bed is my father. He looks so much calmer than usual, and a little thinner too, with the flesh of his face clinging slightly to his cheekbones. He's weak, as if he's done fighting with something that overpowered him, and his hands are resting on his chest.
 
   I shake my head, but I can already feel my eyes ready to burst with tears.
 
   “The door is open,” Sebastian reminds me, “and the fire wouldn't prevent you from getting away. You can turn and run. Or...”
 
   He pauses, still watching me.
 
   “Or is running your greatest fear? Are you scared that you'll run from your father, and that he'll be alone when he dies?”
 
   “This isn't real!” I stammer, as tears run down my cheeks. “This isn't him!”
 
   “Of course it's not,” Sebastian says calmly. “But it will be. A month from now, maybe six months at most. It will be real. And I assure you, the real version will be so much harder to bear than any illusion you see before you now. And perhaps you'll be gone again by then. Back in New York. Perhaps you won't be able to bring yourself to be with your father when he dies. Perhaps you'll argue with him and leave again. Is that what scares you?”
 
   Reaching the bed, I place my hands on the frame. The metal is cold, so cold that I immediately move my hands onto the sheets, but they turn out to be cold too. My father, meanwhile, continues to rest peacefully, although after a moment I see that one of his eyes is very slightly open and staring straight up at me.
 
   “I won't go anywhere,” I whisper, filled with panic. “I swear.”
 
   He lets out a faint gasp, just a tiny curl of sound from his lips, but it's enough to let me know that he understands.
 
   Reaching across the sheets, I take his hands in mine. He feels so frail now, and so cool.
 
   “I'm going to stay right here,” I tell him. “I swear, I won't go anywhere. I'm so -”
 
   Suddenly he lets out a retching sound that makes his whole body shudder. Shocked, I watch as his eyes slide open, and a moment later he makes the sound again. He turns, as if he's trying to climb off the bed, but his body quickly shudders several more times.
 
   “What's wrong with him?” I stammer. “Why are you torturing him? Please -”
 
   Before I can finish, his whole body starts shaking violently and he lets out a series of loud, guttural barking sounds.
 
   “What are you doing to him?” I scream, putting my hands on his shoulders so that he can't throw himself over the side of the bed and fall to the floor. “You're making him sound like a goddamn seal!”
 
   The shaking and the barking suddenly stop, and Dad slumps back against the bed for a moment. He's breathless, and I swear I can see fear in his eyes. Spotting thick saliva at the edge of his mouth, I wipe him clean.
 
   “Hiccups,” Sebastian says calmly. “Not uncommon among patients in their final days.”
 
   “These can't just be hiccups,” I reply angrily, as I smooth the matted, sweaty hair from the side of Dad's face. “You're going to be okay,” I tell him, reaching down to squeeze his hands tight. “I promise. They can try another treatment.”
 
   He looks up at me with watery eyes, and a moment later I feel him squeeze my hands in return. His lips move slightly, as if he's trying to say something, but he seems unable to get the words out.
 
   “What is it?” I ask, leaning closer. “I'm here, Dad. I'm not -”
 
   Suddenly the hiccups return and his whole body convulses.
 
   “Dad, stop!” I yell, trying once again to keep him in the bed as his body jerks and shudders. These hiccups are getting louder and louder, as if his throat is trying to break free from the rest of his body, and all I can do is hold him tight and hope that they stop soon. For several seconds, I feel him spasming in my arms, until finally he falls still again and peace returns to his body. I hold him for a moment longer, trying to make him feel better, and then I carefully lower him back down against the bed.
 
   With tears streaming down my face, I kiss his forehead as he tries – and fails – to whisper something to me.
 
   “Make this stop!” I hiss angrily, turning and looking at Sebastian. “I don't want to see it! It's not even real!”
 
   “No,” he replies, “it's not real. Just think how much harder it'll be when it is.”
 
   I open my mouth to tell him to go to hell, but suddenly the machine next to the bed starts letting out a flat, persistent tone, and I realize Dad has fallen completely still. Reaching down, I put my arms around him again, hoping to bring him back. I hold him for a moment longer until finally I dare look at his face, and I immediately see that he's at peace. His eyes are still open, but I can already tell that he's gone. Still holding his body, not daring to let go, I put a hand on the side of his face. Somehow, I can feel the complete stillness that has been left behind now that his heart has stopped beating.
 
   It takes several minutes before I hear the sound of the fire still burning outside. I tell myself that the thing in my arms isn't really my father, and after a moment I feel the weight of his body fade away until I find that I'm holding nothing.
 
   I look down at the bed as it disappears into the darkness, and then I turn to Sebastian.
 
   “Well, at least we got there eventually,” he says, with a hint of satisfaction in his voice. “Now I know your greatest fear, I feel I can propose a far more interesting deal.”
 
   “You can go to hell, is what you can do,” I reply, turning and storming toward the open door.
 
   “Your father is in the tunnels right now.”
 
   I stop and look back at him.
 
   “I'm not lying to you, Ramsey. He's in the tunnels under Devil's Lookout, with one of his deputies, searching the witch's chamber. They're in a great deal of danger. There's a distinct chance that your father will never get to his deathbed, because he'll die tonight. After all, that fire out there in the forest is very real, and it has already almost reached the entrance closest to your father's position. On the plus side, if he burns to death, at least the cancer won't claim him.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I ask, shaking with anger.
 
   “You know how to reach him,” he replies. “Follow the ridge, and then go along the dried riverbed when you reach the two twisted pines. You'll find the right entrance soon enough. If you hurry, you can still save your father. But I want you to understand what it'll mean, Ramsey. If you save him tonight, our deal will be set in stone. You'll never have to face your father's death, not at the hands of the fire and certainly not in a hospital bed as cancer claims him. I can keep him alive for you, and in return all you have to do is leave the witch alone. Don't meddle in something you don't understand, in something that began long before you were even born. She's mine.”
 
   “I'm not making a deal with you,” I stammer. “You're a monster.”
 
   With that, I turn and hurry out onto the porch and down the steps, although I stop for a moment as I see that the forest fire has really taken hold now, with huge trees burning all around the edges of the clearing. Finally, however, I spot a gap in the flames, and I realize that it's almost as if the fire has left a path that runs along the ridge.
 
   A path for me to follow.
 
   “If you save your father, Ramsey,” Sebastian continues, having come to watch me from the doorway, “then it means you've accepted the terms of the deal. I'll provide a path for you. I sincerely hope you'll do the smart thing.”
 
   “Go to hell!” I hiss, running past the side of the house and over toward the ridge.
 
   The heat of the flames almost forces me back, but I make my way along the ridge, where a corridor has been left for me to follow. After just a couple of seconds, I hear a loud cracking sound over my shoulder, and I turn to see that one of the huge burning pines is falling. The ground shudders as the tree crashes to the ground, and a burst of flames rushes up into the air, blasting me with heat.
 
   My path back is blocked.
 
   I couldn't return to that weird little house, even if that was what I wanted.
 
   I'm momentarily overcome by the sight of the forest burning all around me, but I quickly realize that I have to keep going. Turning, I start hurrying along the ridge, desperately trying to reach Dad before this entire forest burns to the ground.
 
   


  
 

Sixty-Three
 
   Sheriff James Kopperud
 
    
 
   “Get back!” I shout, grabbing Lewis's arm and hauling him away from the creature.
 
   “What the hell is that thing?” he gasps, clutching his left hand as if he's in pain. “It doesn't look -”
 
   Before he can finish, the creature lunges at us and I fire twice, hitting it square in the chest and sending it thudding back toward the center of the chamber. With my gun still raised, I watch as thick, black-red blood runs down the creature's torso, but a moment later I realize it's already starting to get up again. Whatever this thing is, it's not ready to stay down.
 
   “Stop!” I yell. “Whatever you -”
 
   Suddenly it lets out a loud scream, revealing a row of yellow, stubby teeth. At the same time, it lunges at me and I fire again, this time hitting it twice in the face. It falls back and slumps to the floor, leaving spattered blood on the ground, but it's still moving and after a moment it turns and looks up at me.
 
   I watch in horror as an entire plate of bone starts slipping from one side of its skull, leaving blood dribbling onto his shoulder. Part of the bone has detached from the creature's eye socket, but it doesn't seem to be in pain at all. Instead, it starts struggling back to its feet as if it's going to come at me again.
 
   “Kill it!” Lewis screams, his voice filled with panic. “For God's sake, what the hell is it?”
 
   “Look at the layers of skin!” I whisper, startled by the sight of pale flesh hanging from the creature's wounds to reveal brighter, pinker skin beneath. “It's almost as if -”
 
   Suddenly Lewis grabs my gun and fires at the creature, blowing an entire side of its head away and sending it crumpling to the floor. Tossing my gun aside, he hurries past the creature and grabs his own weapon, which he dropped earlier, and then he turns and empties every remaining shot into the creature's head, blasting its skull apart until all that's left is the stump of its neck.
 
   “It's dead,” I say finally, as Lewis slumps breathlessly against the wall.
 
   “It's going now,” he continues, wincing with pain. “You felt it, right? When that thing was alive, it's almost like the air was singing with fear. I know that sounds insane, but come on, you must have felt it. And now it's fading away.”
 
   “You might be right,” I reply, stepping closer to the creature while watching for any hint that it might still be dangerous. “I think the only thing that kept me from losing my mind was you.” I glance at Lewis. “It was almost as if, the more you panicked, the more I realized I had to take control. Maybe the effect only works properly on one person at a time.”
 
   Getting to his feet, he limps toward me, and for a moment all we can do is stare down at the bloodied, headless corpse before us. Its flesh is pale white, with patches of bloody pink breaking through, and I have to admit that I've never seen anything that looks quite so inhuman. I'm sure that we'll be able to figure out what caused this thing to exist, but right now I feel like I'm looking at something that came from another world. The more I stare at the creature, however, the more I realize that the pale, almost gelatinous flesh seems to have formed around a darker, deeper body hidden within. There are scraps of clothing that seem almost twisted into the white skin.
 
   “Pants,” I whisper.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “It's wearing boxers.”
 
   I step closer and lean down to take a closer look. Sure enough, some of the clothing buried in the flesh looks to be part of a set of boxers, with a very faint airplane pattern.
 
   “Careful!” Lewis hisses.
 
   Taking hold of a section of the boxers, I tilt the cloth back and see that there's small cream-colored patch sewn into the inside of the waist section. The lettering is slightly faded, but I squint and finally make out enough of the letters.
 
   “Thomas Hague,” I whisper.
 
   “What's that?” Lewis asks.
 
   “I just identified a monster,” I continue, “by reading the name in its underwear. This is Tommy Hague, the kid who went missing a few years ago.”
 
   “No way,” Lewis replies. “Absolutely not. I saw pictures of him, he was a sweet little kid, not a...”
 
   His voice trails off.
 
   “Not a pale, bloodthirsty monster?” I mutter, feeling a shudder pass through my chest. “Something must have brought him down here and changed him somehow.”
 
   Pausing, I realize that none of this makes sense. I've been telling myself that we'll figure out a rational explanation later, but finally I have to accept that rational explanations might be a reach too far. This thing, whatever it is and whatever it did to Tommy Hague's body, is real.
 
   “I don't think this kind of creature should exist,” Lewis says after a moment. “It's not right. It's not natural.”
 
   I'm about to reply, and tell him I agree, when I spot a glow in the distance. Stepping past him, I look through the gap in the wall and see that flames are spreading through the forest.
 
   “There's a fire,” I whisper, edging closer to the gap and peering out to see that the flames have spread over a vast distance. I can hear a distant roaring sound, too, along with sirens in the distance. “It's massive. It's heading toward town.”
 
   “The weather's been so dry lately,” Lewis says as he comes over to join me. “We've been warning people for weeks not to light fires out in the forest.”
 
   “This is spreading so fast, though,” I point out. “It's on both sides of the river, like it didn't just start in one spot. We have to get back to town and help figure out what to do.”
 
   “What about this thing?”
 
   I turn and look for a moment at the dead creature.
 
   “We'll leave it and come back for it,” I tell him. “The priority right now has to be getting to town and dealing with the fire.”
 
   Heading across the chamber, I'm about to go into the tunnel when I realize that once again I subconsciously avoided a particular spot at the chamber's center. I turn just in time to see Lewis limping after me, and he does exactly the same thing. For no obvious reason at all, he very carefully makes his way around the edge of the room, as if he's avoiding the center. I look down again at our footprints in the dirt, and I see that even when we were panicking and trying to keep away from the creature, neither of us crossed the center of the chamber at all, almost as if we were avoiding something.
 
   I stare at the spot we missed, and for a moment I feel as if something is definitely watching me.
 
   “Boss?” Lewis says as he reaches me. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Do you see something there?” I ask.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Just look for a moment.”
 
   Staring at the center of the chamber, I swear I feel as if I'm going to see a figure at any moment. Something seems to be flickering at the very edge of my perception, but somehow it won't quite break through.
 
   “I don't see anything,” Lewis says finally. “You're freaking me out a little. Can we get out of here?”
 
   “Let's move,” I tell him, figuring that we can come back later. Whatever's going on down here, it's going to have to wait until we know Deal is safe from the fire.
 
   For the next few minutes, we make our way quickly along the tunnels, heading back toward the entrance we used earlier. We still have flashlights, and it's not too difficult to retrace our steps, but finally we reach the chimney I climbed up earlier, and when I look toward the opening I see that flames are filling the air.
 
   “What if we're trapped?” Lewis asks. “What if -”
 
   “Let's just move as fast as we can,” I reply, trying not to panic as I lead him further along the tunnel.
 
   “But if -”
 
   “Don't waste your breath!” I say firmly. “I need you to keep a clear head!”
 
   Fortunately, he keeps quiet for the next couple of minutes, until we reach the tunnel that leads directly to the exit. My mind is already racing as I try to figure out how we're going to get back to town if the fire is blocking some of the roads, but suddenly I stop as I see the entrance ahead and realize that flames are roaring right outside. Our vehicle is out there somewhere, but it looks as if the fire has already reached us.
 
   “Okay, now what?” Lewis asks. “Where's the next way out?”
 
   “I don't know,” I reply, stepping forward but already feeling the heat against my face. After just a couple more steps, I have to stop again as I realize that going out this way is going to be impossible.
 
   “Cellphones aren't working,” he mutters. “Maybe it's the fire, or maybe it's because we're down here.”
 
   “There has to be another way out.”
 
   “Don't you think the air's getting thin?” he continues, and I turn to see that he's loosening his collar. “The fire's so strong, it's drawing the air from the tunnels. We're going to suffocate!”
 
   “We're not going to suffocate,” I tell him, although for a moment I'm not entirely sure how we're going to get away. I look back the way we just came, but if we don't find a way to get out through the nearest exit, our only option is to go deeper into the tunnel system and hope we somehow manage to find another escape route. And right now, the idea of wandering blindly around in this place isn't exactly appealing.
 
   “We're gonna die down here,” Lewis stammers, taking a couple of steps back.
 
   “Don't be stupid,” I mutter. “Just stay calm and we'll think of something!”
 
   “You can't think of anything!” he hisses. “There's nothing to think of! We're trapped, and the fire's gonna suck out all the air, and we're gonna die and there's no way out!”
 
   “Lewis -”
 
   “We have to find another way! Maybe someone's up there, maybe they can hear us.”
 
   Turning, he starts running back along the tunnel.
 
   “Stop!” I yell, watching as he gets further and further away. “Don't be an idiot!”
 
   “Help us!” he screams, already disappearing around the far corner. “Somebody get us out of here!”
 
   “Lewis, come back!” I shout, shocked that he's falling apart so quickly. “Lewis, I'm ordering you to get back here right now!”
 
   I wait, but I hear his panicked cries receding into the distance until they're lost to the noise of the crackling forest fire.
 
   “Well, that's great!” I hiss, making my way along the tunnel until I reach the next junction. Listening for a moment, I realize I can hear Lewis yelling and shouting far away, his voice echoing through the darkness. He sounds absolutely insane. “Get back here!” I shout, even though I doubt he'll pay any attention. “Lewis, I'm ordering you to get your ass back here right now!”
 
   “What the hell was that?” he shouts suddenly, his voice sounding so far away that I can barely hear him at all. “Was that you?”
 
   “Lewis! Back here! Now!”
 
   I wait for him to pull himself together, but instead I think I can hear him shouting at someone in the distance. I swear, he actually seems to be losing his mind.
 
   “Lewis!” I yell. “What -”
 
   Suddenly he screams, and I freeze as I realize he seems to be in pain. I try telling myself that he's just panicking, but after a moment the scream twists until it sounds as if he's being choked. The man might have begun to imagine things in the dark, but I swear he seems to be under attack.
 
   Raising my gun, even though I'm out of bullets, I make my way along the tunnel, trying to follow the sound of Lewis's voice as he continues to cry out.
 
   “Where are you?” I shout. “I'm coming! Just hold still!”
 
   By the time I get to the end of this particular stretch of tunnel, Lewis's voice sounds a little closer, but he still seems to be in pain. A moment later, I hear frantic, hurrying footsteps in one of the nearby tunnels, followed by a heavy thud and then his voice screaming again.
 
   “Lewis!” I yell. “What's wrong?”
 
   He calls out again, but suddenly his voice is cut off and I'm left standing alone in silence.
 
   I wait.
 
   Nothing.
 
   And then, slowly, I become aware of a distant shuffling sound, as if someone is walking – not running, just calmly walking – along one of the adjacent tunnels. Whoever's out there, they sound injured, but I'm worried that another of those pale creatures might have shown up.
 
   “This is James Kopperud of Deal Sheriff's Department!” I yell, aiming both my gun and my flashlight along the tunnel, toward the darkness ahead. “I want you to make yourself known immediately! Identify yourself and step this way with your hands in the air!”
 
   The footsteps continue, coming ever closer, but the flashlight's beam still picks out nothing more than the rocky tunnel ahead.
 
   “This is your last warning!” I shout. “Whoever you are, I need you to identify yourself! Lewis, if it's you, for God's sake open your mouth and say something!”
 
   I wait.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Lewis! Where are you?”
 
   A fraction of a second, the shuffling footsteps come to an end, and I'm once again left in silence. Feeling a little breathless, I watch the tunnel cautiously, before taking a couple of steps forward with my gun still raised. I might be out of bullets, but anyone else who's down here might not necessarily know that. I'm also starting to feel increasingly breathless, and I'm worried that Lewis might have been right about the fire drawing oxygen up from the tunnel system, leaving the air thinner down here. I'm no scientist, but the idea kind of makes sense to me as I edge a little further along the tunnel, watching for any sign of movement.
 
   And then I see him.
 
   Lewis is on the ground, crumpled in a heap and not moving.
 
   “Lewis!” I shout, waiting in case anyone or anything makes a lunge for me from the darkness. “Say something! Can you hear me?”
 
   The flashlight's beam picks out the tunnel ahead, but all I see are rocky walls. There's definitely no-one nearby, so I make my way over to Lewis and crouch next to him. I flash the beam of light in both directions, to make sure that nothing's about to come creeping up behind me, and then I look down and see to my horror that one side of Lewis's throat has been completely torn away, leaving a bloody, pulpy mess.
 
   His eyes, meanwhile, are wide open, staring down toward the ground.
 
   I check for a pulse, but he's dead.
 
   Tilting his head slightly, I aim my flashlight toward his damaged neck and inspect the wound. A lot of flesh has been gouged away, leaving strips of meat hanging down. I'm no expert, but as I peer closer, I swear I can see not only patches of exposed bone, but also the side of his airway. Whoever or whatever did this to him, they definitely didn't use a knife. Instead, it's almost as if some kind of wild animal came at him and chewed halfway through his neck.
 
   I glance both ways along the tunnel again, just to check that nothing's coming this way, and then I turn back to Lewis.
 
   There don't seem to be any other injuries anywhere on his body. I've seen images of people who were killed by wolves in other parts of the state, and the damage has never been confined to just one spot like this. It's almost as if someone was very deliberately trying to kill him quickly, causing as much blood-loss as possible by tearing his neck open. His flashlight is still nearby, on the ground, so it seems as if his attacker wasn't trying to scavenge anything. In fact -
 
   Suddenly I hear footsteps rushing up behind me.
 
   I turn, just in time to see a human figure lunging at me. Startled, I fall back against Lewis's body and then I slam down hard on my back, as the figure crawls up onto my chest and lets out a loud, hissing gasp. For a fraction of a second, I see a girl's face staring down at me with wide, insane eyes, but I quickly switch into defensive mode and slam my right arm against her jaw, sending her crashing back against the wall.
 
   She tries to throw herself at me, but I manage to kick her in the chest, slamming her into the wall again.
 
   “Stop!” I gasp, struggling to my feet, only for her to attack me yet again. This time, I manage to grab her arm and force her against the opposite wall, but she turns and swipes a hand at me, as if she's trying to scratch my eyes.
 
   I force her arms behind her back and hold her wrists together, keeping a tight grip on her as she continues to struggle.
 
   “You're under arrest!” I hiss, pulling her back. “I don't know what you -”
 
   “The air's going!” she stammers, sounding hoarse and pained. “Can't you feel it? The air's being stolen from us! The witch needs air!”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” I ask, still struggling to keep hold of her as she pulls and tries to twist away.
 
   “Did he send you?” she continues. “Did he get her? Did he get her and then send you to finish it all?”
 
   Before I can reply, she bursts into tears, sobbing violently and slumping forward until her head bumps hard against the wall. I keep hold of her wrists, in case she suddenly tries to attack me again, but now she seems completely distraught.
 
   “Why did he lie to me?” she sobs, as I feel her knees start to buckle, leaving me struggling to hold her up. “He said I could go home! He promised I'd get to go back to them!”
 
   “Who are you talking about?”
 
   “He promised!” she wails, crying like a child even though she's clearly in her twenties or even thirties. “He lied!”
 
   “Who are you?” I ask, before realizing that based on everything Ramsey told me earlier in the night, there's only one possibility. As the girl continues to sob, I try to think back to Ramsey's story, but I don't quite remember all the details. “Esther?” I continue finally. “Is your name Esther?”
 
   “How do you know?” she gasps, suddenly trying to turn.
 
   I keep a tight grip on her wrists, but she's managed to twist her head until her right eye is straight at me.
 
   “How do you know my name?” she continues, with a hint of wonder in her voice. “Did you come looking for me?”
 
   “My daughter mentioned you,” I reply. “Her name is Ramsey, she -”
 
   “Where are my parents?” she shouts, suddenly pulling her wrists free and slamming me back against the wall of the tunnel. Shocked, I drop the flashlight. “Do you know them?” she stammers. “Please, tell me you know where they are! Tell me it wasn't them in the forest, tell me it wasn't their bones! Tell me I was wrong!”
 
   “Do you mean...”
 
   Staring at her, I start to realize that the dates just about match up.
 
   “You're Esther Stewart,” I whisper, barely able to believe what I'm seeing. “I read the file about you, your parents' car went missing twenty years ago...”
 
   “He made me serve him,” she continues, her voice starting to crack again as her sobs return. “I helped Ramsey. Or I tried to, at least. So now you have to help me in return, it's only fair. The devil promised I could go back to my parents, he promised everything would be alright, but he lied to me. Now you have to save them instead. Take me home.”
 
   “I can't take you home,” I tell her. “Esther, you and your parents have been missing for twenty years.”
 
   “He promised Tommy, too,” she groans. “We have to find him, so he can go home too. He can't break his promise to either of us.”
 
   “Esther...”
 
   “I'll take you to the car,” she continues, stepping back. “I'll take you and show you the bones. The devil was going to make them live again, but you'll have to do it instead. You can bring Mom and Dad back, and then you can make me young again, and then everything will be back to how it's supposed to be.”
 
   “Let me get you out of here first,” I stammer. “Esther, there's a fire blocking the nearest exit. Do you know these tunnels? Do you know a different way out?”
 
   “We have to find them!” she hisses, sounding increasingly angry. “You're going to put everything right!”
 
   “Did you see who hurt my friend?” I ask, looking over at Lewis's body. “Something attacked him.”
 
   “He wouldn't give me what I wanted.”
 
   I turn to her, and it's only now that I notice patches of blood around her chin and neck, along with dark red splashes on the rags she's wearing.
 
   “I told him to give my parents back,” she continues, “and he refused, so I punished him. But now you're going to get then back for me, aren't you?”
 
   She hesitates, staring at me, and slowly a hint of fresh anger reaches her eyes.
 
   “Aren't you?” she adds finally. “I won't let anyone else lie to me. I'm not a fool! Tell me you'll get my parents back for me. Tell me right now!”
 
   “Esther -”
 
   “Tell me!” she screams, spraying me with blood-stained saliva as she leans closer. “Promise me!”
 
   “I can't promise you that!” I tell her. “You -”
 
   Before I can finish, she lets out a loud cry and lunges at me, sinking her teeth into the side of my neck and biting hart. I immediately feel a burst of hot blood rushing out onto my flesh, and I sink down screaming to the tunnel's rocky ground as Esther bites deeper and deeper into my neck.
 
   


  
 

Sixty-Four
 
   Ramsey Kopperud
 
    
 
   Another pine tree comes crashing down ahead, missing me by only a few feet as it slams against the burning ground. A rush of heat blasts me, causing me to stop and turn away. When I turn back, I see that the fallen tree has blocked my route, cutting me off from the path that past the edge of the clearing.
 
   The heat is so strong now, I swear I can feel my face starting to sear.
 
   “Dad!” I shout, cupping my hands around my mouth. “Where are you?”
 
   I'm lost.
 
   Maybe I had a vague idea of the right direction when I set out, but now I'm completely, totally lost.
 
   “Dad!” I scream. “It's me! It's Ramsey! Where are you?”
 
   I wait, but all I hear in return is the powerful roar of the flames and the constant crackling of tall, tilting trees. Stumbling forward, I feel the ashy ground sinking slightly beneath my feet, and for a moment I can't figure out where to go. The forest is burning all around me, filling the air with so much smoke that I can barely breathe, but I know I have to keep going. The last time I spoke to Dad, he said he was coming out this way, and Sebastian told me where I'd find him. I can't leave, not until I've made certain that Sebastian was lying.
 
   “Dad!” I yell again. “I'm here!”
 
   After a moment, I spot a patch nearby where there are fewer burning trees. Hurrying over, I duck down and look ahead, and suddenly I realize I can see what looks like a car parked in the flames. I stay low, making my way beneath a partially-fallen tree that has ended up burning as it leans against two others, and finally I reach the car. To my horror, I find that it's a police cruiser, but when I reach the windows I find that there's nobody inside. I grab the handle, hoping to open the door, but the metal is too hot and I let out a gasp of pain as I pull back.
 
   “Dad!” I shout, hoping against hope that he's nearby.
 
   Spotting the entrance to the tunnel, I realize that there are far too many flames blocking my path. If I try to go that way, I'll never reach the entrance before the heat and the smoke overwhelm me. I guess I could try to hot-wire the cruiser, although I don't know where I'd begin other than fumbling for random wires around the ignition, so instead I raise my coat over my head and step as close to the flames as I dare, and then I focus on the tunnel entrance. This is crazy, but it's my only hope, so finally I pull my coat down over my head and get ready to run forward.
 
   So much for that asshole Sebastian providing a path for me. He might have guided me here through the burning forest, but he's not exactly making it easy.
 
   And then I remember Dad's spare key trick.
 
   Back when I was a kid, he always tucked a spare set of house keys in the dash compartment of his car, and that spare set always included a spare key to whatever he was driving.
 
   Pulling my coat back down, I take it off entirely and wrap it around my hands, and then I hurry over and try the cruiser's handle. To my relief, I find that it was left unlocked, so I clamber inside and start searching for the spare keys. My father is a smart guy, but he's always been a very slightly lazy and careless guy too, and after just a few seconds I pull out a thick clutch of spare keys. I swear to God, some people just never change. I'm pretty sure leaving your vehicle unattended with a spare set of keys isn't recommended in his business, but right now I'm just grateful that he's still lazy after all these years.
 
   It only takes a moment for me to figure out which key is which, and I quickly get the engine started. I know this idea is crazy, but it's slightly less crazy than running through the flames, and I figure I can just drive forward slowly until I reach the entrance to the tunnel, and then I can hop out and get down there to check for him.
 
   The cruiser has a stick shift transmission, but I'm pretty sure it can't be that hard to figure this thing out. I take a moment to acquaint myself with the set-up, and then I hit the gas pedal.
 
   Immediately, the cruiser lurches forward and starts speeding toward the flames. I try to switch my foot to the brake pedal, but somehow I miss. By the time I'm ready to try again, it's too late and the cruiser crashes through the burning forest before slamming into rocks next to the tunnel entrance. Thrown forward, I hit the dashboard shoulder-first, but by some miracle I manage to keep my head from bouncing off the windshield. At the same time, burning branches crash down against the cruiser's roof.
 
   I quickly clamber out of the vehicle, bracing myself against the wall of heat as I hurry into the tunnel entrance. I immediately feel a little cooler, although I'm suddenly very aware that I don't have any kind of flashlight. I look ahead into the pitch darkness, and for a moment I wonder if maybe I have a better option here. Finally, figuring that this is my only chance to find Dad, I hurry forward into the void.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Dad!” I shout, for what must be the hundredth time as I continue to wander along yet another dark tunnel. “Dad, say something! Are you down here?”
 
   I've only been walking for a few minutes, and I've been very, very careful to make sure that I can find my way back, but so far the tunnel system seems completely empty. I know I'm only in one small section, but I was convinced that Dad would be close and now I'm starting to wonder whether he might have already left. Either that, or something bad happened down here and I'm too late.
 
   Then again, Sebastian's words keep ringing in my ears. Why would he taunt me and tell me I still had a chance, if Dad was already gone?
 
   “Hello?” I yell. “Are you -”
 
   Suddenly my feet bump against something on the ground. Whatever it is, it's soft rather than rocky, and when I reach down I'm shocked to feel a human leg wearing a pair of pants. I run my hand up to the chest, and I quickly find what feels like a badge from the sheriff's department.
 
   “Dad?” I whisper, trying not to panic. “Are you okay?”
 
   As soon as I touch his face, however, I realize that it's not him. Whoever this is, he's too thin and wiry, without any stubble at all. A moment later, I realize there's something wet and sticky on one side of his neck, and I move my fingertips down until they brush against scraps of torn flesh.
 
   He's dead.
 
   Getting to my feet, I look ahead into the darkness, and I can't help noticing that the air down here feels a little thin. I hesitate for a moment, listening to a very faint rushing sound, as if air is being drawn past me along the tunnel and out toward the fire, but I know I can't turn back. Not now.
 
   I stumble on through the darkness, although I'm starting to feel a little light-headed and I almost trip several times. After a few more minutes, however, I spot a discarded flashlight up ahead. Once I have the light in my hands, I shine the beam forward and see the rocky walls of the tunnel, although a moment later I spot a patch of blood on the ground. Stepping closer, I see that the blood is glistening in the light, which means it was spilled recently.
 
   “Dad!” I shout, trying not to panic. “Are you down here?”
 
   “Ramsey!” a voice shouts back suddenly. “This way!”
 
   I freeze.
 
   That's not Dad.
 
   I know I recognize the voice, but it takes a moment before I realize where I've heard it before.
 
   “Esther?” I yell as I start hurrying forward. “Where are you? Have you seen my father?”
 
   “Hurry, Ramsey! He's here! I'm trying to help him!”
 
   Running along the tunnel, I follow the sound of her voice as she continues to call out. At every junction, I have to stop and shout at her again, but each time I'm able to edge a little closer. I've completely lost track of my route now, but all I care about is finding Dad. And then finally, after what feels like forever, I suddenly find myself back at the chamber that I first discovered several days ago, and I see that Dad is slumped against the wall with Esther frantically trying to pack dirty cloths against a wound on the side of his neck.
 
   “What happened?” I yell, hurrying over and dropping to my knees. “Dad, can you hear me?”
 
   “He's unconscious,” Esther replies. “Something attacked him in the tunnels. I don't know what. Maybe it was Tommy.”
 
   I turn and look back across the chamber. The witch is still on her chair, with wooden poles still impaling her, and there's a pale corpse on the ground over by the far wall, with most of its head having been blasted away. It looks like the creature that chased me last time I was down here, but I guess there'll be time to figure out the truth later. Turning back to Dad, I see that there's a lot of blood already soaking through the piece of cloth on his neck.
 
   “There's a fire,” I tell Esther. “It's huge, it's like the whole forest is burning. Sebastian started it.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The devil,” I reply, figuring that even if I know he's not the devil, that's how Esther knows him. “Whatever. I met him. He tried to offer me a deal.”
 
   “He's scared you'll free the witch,” she explains, “although...”
 
   She pauses for a moment, eyeing me with suspicion as I take hold of the cloth and pull it away to get a better look at Dad's injury.
 
   Before I can ask what's wrong, I notice that there's a hint of blood on her chin.
 
   “He'd never have let you come back here,” she continues finally, “not unless he was absolutely certain that you'd take the deal he's offering. What are you willing to give him in return, Ramsey? What power does he think he has over you?”
 
   “I don't care about that right now!” I tell her, trying not to panic. “All I care about is getting my dad out of here! There has to be another exit, one that'll lead us out to a part of the forest that isn't burning!”
 
   “I doubt it,” Esther replies, getting to her feet. “The forest has been so dry lately, and if Sebastian wants it to burn, then it'll burn. None of the exits will be clear.”
 
   “I don't need to hear that right now,” I mutter helplessly, as fresh blood runs from Dad's wound. He's already lost so much, and I have no idea how to help him.
 
   “He offered you a deal, didn't he?” Esther continues, towering over me. “He offered me a deal once, but he went back on it. He did the same thing with Tommy, he promised he'd let him go when he was done with him, and now Tommy's dead. Then again, I suppose he can't go back on a deal with you, can he? He knows that if he does, you'll free the witch.”
 
   “I don't care!” I hiss. “Help me get my dad out of here!”
 
   “But maybe the witch can still help me,” she whispers, turning and shuffling away. “Maybe she's my only hope now. If I get her out of here, she'll be grateful, and she'll have to offer me a reward. Ramsey, you have to set her free. Whatever the devil offered you, the witch can give it to you instead!”
 
   “You have to help me with my father first!” I tell her. “He's -”
 
   Before I can finish, Esther lets out an agonized cry.
 
   I turn, just in time to see her slumping back against the wall. She's clutching her right arm, with smoke rising from the sizzling flesh.
 
   “No!” she hisses, stumbling back toward the witch. “Why should she be the only one who can free her? I want the chance! I deserve it!”
 
   I watch in horror as she tries again to grab one of the wooden poles, but suddenly her arms burst into flames and she falls back again. The flames quickly die down, but it's almost as if some kind of force is preventing her from pulling the poles away. Clearly in pain, she tries again and again, and each time her arms briefly start burning.
 
   “Stop!” I shout. “Help me find a way out of here!”
 
   “I can do this!” she gasps, throwing herself against the witch and this time not letting go. Even as the flames spread along her arms and onto her shoulder, she grabs one of the wooden poles and pulls with all her might, although she seems unable to twist it free. “Help me!” she screams. “Ramsey, please!”
 
   Turning back to Dad, I take one more look at his wound, and finally I realize that I'm going to have to carry him out of here myself. Maybe I'll find an exit, maybe not, but at least I have to try. And my luck has been pretty good so far, so I figure I've got nothing to lose, and maybe – just maybe – Sebastian really will guide us to safety. I can worry about what that might mean later, but right now I have no choice.
 
   Reaching down, I slip my arms under his unconscious body and start to pick him up.
 
   “No!” Esther screams, grabbing me and pulling me away, leaving Dad to fall back to the ground. “You're going to free the witch first! You're going to let her go, so she can save me!”
 
   I try to pull back, but she throws me forward until I slam against the wooden poles that are imprisoning the witch. None of the poles move, and I try to stay away, but once again Esther shoves me forward. Turning, I see that her arms are charred and burned, and that her eyes are filled with wild desperation.
 
   “I need her to save me,” she sobs, holding up her charred hands. “I deserve that! Please, I need someone to save me!”
 
   I open my mouth to tell her I don't know how to help, but suddenly Sebastian's words fill my head from earlier.
 
   “You'll never have to face your father's death, not at the hands of the fire and certainly not in a hospital bed as cancer claims him. I can keep him alive for you, and in return all you have to do is leave the witch alone. She's mine.”
 
   “Free her!” Esther screams, pushing me forward again.
 
   Staring at the naked, bloodied woman with wooden poles running through several parts of her body, I tell myself that helping her would be the right thing to do. I have no idea what's really going on here, but I could start pulling the poles out and then maybe Esther can do the rest. I could do all of that, but still Sebastian's voice echoes in my mind.
 
   “If you save your father, Ramsey,” he told me earlier, “then it means you've accepted the terms of the deal. I sincerely hope you'll do the smart thing.”
 
   “He'll die if I do this,” I whisper, trying to think of some other way.
 
   “Save me!” Esther yells, shoving me forward yet again.
 
   This time, I turn to her, feeling a sense of panic as I realize that whatever else happens tonight, I can't risk letting my father die.
 
   “I can't help you,” I stammer. “Please, you have to understand, if I do this, my father...”
 
   My voice trails off, and I can already see the hatred in her eyes.
 
   “I'm so sorry,” I continue, backing away, “but this is really nothing to do with me. I just want to take my father home.”
 
   She stares at me for a moment. Braced for her to attack again, I take another step back, but this time she simply turns and looks at the witch.
 
   “Fine,” she says, her voice filled with anger. “If you won't help me, then I'll have to prove the prophecy wrong. I'll have to be the one who frees her.”
 
   “Esther, please -”
 
   “Save me!” she screams, lunging at the witch and grabbing hold of one of the many poles. Her arms are already starting to ripple with flames again, but she refuses to let go and I watch in horror as she tries desperately to set the witch free. “Give me what I was promised!” she gasps, although a moment later she drops to her knees while still holding onto one of the wooden poles. Flames are burning through her flesh, covering her body, and I can barely even see her face as her skin starts to fall away. “I just want to go home!” she screams from the heart of the inferno. “I was promised! I just...”
 
   She freezes, remaining completely for a moment, and then finally her body slumps to the ground and continues to burn.
 
   And the witch remains trapped in her tomb of sticks and rocks.
 
   “Esther?” I whisper, stepping closer to the burning corpse. “Esther, please... Come with me. Let's just get out of here, and we can figure something else out later.”
 
   I wait, but deep down I know she's already dead. I can even just about make out her blackened, charred face at the heart of the flames, with her mouth wide open and burned.
 
   “Esther, please,” I stammer, “say something.”
 
   Again, I wait.
 
   Again, there's no reply.
 
   “I couldn't do what you wanted,” I continue, with tears in my eyes. “I don't belong here. I don't even understand what's happening around me, but I don't belong in the world you had down here. I don't want anything to do with devils or witches or any of that. I just want to save my father. I'm sorry.”
 
   I stare down at her for a moment longer, before realizing that there's nothing more I can do for her.
 
   Hurrying over to the far side of the chamber, I start picking Dad up in my arms. There'll be time to understand what happened later, but right now I still have to find a way out of these tunnels. I struggle a little to lift Dad off the ground, but my heart is pounding and I figure adrenaline will keep me going. I step over to the gap in the wall and look out, and to my horror I see that the whole forest seems to be ablaze, with fires running all the way to the horizon. It's hard to believe the devastation could have spread so far and so fast, and for a moment I swear it feels as if the whole world out there is coming to an end.
 
   “I'm going to find a way for us to get out of here,” I stammer, looking down at Dad's unconscious face. “I don't know how, but I'm going to to find a route through the tunnels. I promise, Dad. You're not going to die tonight. And if that means making a deal with someone bad, then I'll worry about the consequences later.”
 
   Even as those words leave my lips, however, I have no idea how I'm going to get us to safety.
 
   “Save me,” a voice whispers nearby, behind me in the darkness.
 
   I freeze, telling myself that I must be imagining things.
 
   “You can still do it,” the voice groans, filled with pain. “Free the witch so she can save me!”
 
   I turn, just in time to see Esther's charred, fleshless figure rising slowly from the ground. Parts of her back and arms are still burning furiously, and there's no skin left on her face at all.
 
   Only a few scraps of muscle, still clinging to bone.
 
   “You can save me,” she whispers, as flames ripple across what's left of her left cheek. “It's not too late.”
 
   “Esther,” I stammer, taking a step back, “please...”
 
   “Save me!” she shouts suddenly, lunging at me.
 
   I barely have a chance to get out of the way before she rushes past me and topples over the edge. Turning, I see that I'm too late to catch her.
 
   She screams as she falls.
 
   I watch as she tumbles toward the fires below. Her burning arms flail helplessly, and then she crashes against the rocks with such force that the flames briefly roar before dying completely.
 
   She's gone.
 
   “I'm going to get us out of here,” I whisper, still holding Dad in my arms. “Even if we have to wander the tunnels in darkness, I'm -”
 
   Suddenly I hear a loud rumbling, splitting sound that seems to be coming from every direction at once. I step back from the gap in the wall, as the floor starts shuddering beneath my feet and the entire chamber lurches slightly. A moment later, several large rocks tumble past the opening, falling through the night air until they crash down into the river below. I take a few more steps back, but the chamber is shaking so violently now that I'm quickly knocked to the floor and Dad slumps from my arms.
 
   At the same time, the impaled witch starts sliding toward the ridge.
 
   “It's okay,” I stammer, holding Dad tighter, “everything's going to be okay.”
 
   The splitting sound suddenly becomes more intense, and as I look toward the gap in the wall I see that the chamber seems to be tilting slightly to one side. The air all around is filled with a deafening roaring sound, and I put a hand over one ear while reaching out with the other hand to grab Dad and keep him from slipping out of the chamber altogether. The floor beneath me is still tilting, however, and I turn to take hold of a protruding section of rock that at least lets me stay close to the wall.
 
   Finally, as the cracking and splitting sounds get louder and louder, I squeeze my eyes tight shut and start screaming, and I feel the floor of the chamber start shaking violently beneath me until – a moment later – there's a massive crashing sound and I jolted so hard that I let go of Dad and slither across the ground.
 
   “I'm here!” I yell, hoping against hope that Dad can somehow hear me as the roar becomes deafening. “I won't let go!”
 
   Suddenly there's an almighty crash, shaking every bone in my body, and then the chamber falls silent again. All I hear is the crackling of the forest fire.
 
   Opening my eyes, I see that somehow we're now down by the edge of the river. I scramble to my feet, with Dad still in my arms, and then I carry him over to the gap in the wall, and I see that we're now down at ground level with the flaming forest straight ahead. A landslide must have brought the cliff crashing down, although somehow the chamber has remained mostly intact. More rocks are still tumbling toward us, dropping just a few feet away, but the night sky is starting to lighten now as dawn arrives. Stepping out through the gap in the wall, I turn and look up, and I can see where the cliff sheared and broke away.
 
   Another miracle.
 
   They're really stacking up lately.
 
   When I turn and look back toward the burning forest, I'm shocked to see that some of the trees have stopped burning, forming what looks like a perfect path running between the flames, heading back toward town. This must be what Sebastian mentioned earlier. This must be my chance to take his deal, take Dad to safety, and avoid facing my greatest fear.
 
   “Aren't you going to take it?” a familiar voice whispers all around me, as if it's being carried on the flames.
 
   Turning, I see no sign of Sebastian, but I can hear air rushing through the cracks in the burning trees.
 
   “You seem unsure,” the voice continues suddenly, coming from behind me now. “Perhaps you still believe you can deny the deal once you've gained what you want from me.”
 
   “Go to hell,” I stammer, stumbling forward with Dad still in my arms.
 
   “Perhaps I need you to accept with more force,” the voice adds, roaring with the flames. “Perhaps I need you to prove that you really, truly make this choice. Show me how much this means to you, Ramsey. Fight for your father's life.”
 
   “Go to hell!”
 
   “Now how can I make you fight one more time? What can I do to you, Ramsey?”
 
   “I'm not listening,” I mutter under my breath. “I won't -”
 
   Suddenly my right foot buckles and I drop down onto one knee. At the same time, my right wrist spits with pain, and I almost drop Dad.
 
   Almost, but not quite.
 
   It takes a moment, but finally I manage to get back up and start limping along again.
 
   “Oh, so brave and strong,” the voice continues, taunting me. “You certainly look the part of the hero, Ramsey, but you haven't really done anything heroic. Not yet. I think perhaps I should give you an opportunity to change that. After all, every hero has to face an enemy at the end.”
 
   “Go to hell!” I hiss again, keeping my eyes fixed on the path again. “Do you hear me! Leave me alone!”
 
   He starts laughing.
 
   “Enjoy yourself while you can,” I add. “You won't be laughing soon.”
 
   “Won't I?” he replies, as a blast of hot air brushes against my cheek. “Oh Ramsey, I think I know exactly what to throw at you.”
 
   I open my mouth to ask what he means, but suddenly I hear a crunching sound over my shoulder, followed by an ear-piercing scream. Turning, I'm horrified to see Esther's broken, burned body rushing toward me with its feet dragging against the ground, and I duck out of the way just in time to keep from having her crash straight into my chest.
 
   Dad slips from my arms as I fall, but I quickly turn and see that Esther's body is still being held up by some invisible force, which seems to be keeping her in place as she's silhouetted against the burning trees. She's facing away from me, but a moment later she snaps around and I see her dead, burned face.
 
   “No-one is forcing you to agree,” she says suddenly, as her body shudders with the force of air being forced out through her broken neck. Her voice sounds twisted and guttural, and I know Sebastian is just using her body to taunt me. Even her eyes, which are twitching as they look at me, are clearly dead. “If you take the deal, you can't blame anybody else. A deal is only a deal if you accept of your own free will. And if you fight for what you want! It's the fight, Ramsey, that seals the deal.”
 
   Stumbling back, I stare in horror at Esther's burned, broken face. One side of her skull has been completely shattered, probably from the fall, leaving a section of her brain exposed. Every scrap of flesh has been burned, either charred black or left bright, bloody red with glistening bone poking through, and her shattered limbs are hanging loose like parts of a doll. Her neck, meanwhile, has clearly been broken in several places, even though Sebastian is somehow keeping her head upright.
 
   Suddenly she starts sliding toward me, once again dragging the tips of her feet through the dirt.
 
   “You love your father so much, don't you?” she continues, and a moment later her mouth widens to form a broad, unnatural smile. “Don't be ashamed, Ramsey. You have to do whatever's necessary in order to save him. And that means taking the deal, but I need to -”
 
   Before her voice can continue, I hear a deafening cracking sound over my shoulder. I turn just in time to see a huge, burning pine tree coming crashing down. Rushing across the clearing, I drop to my knees and lean over Dad's unconscious body, trying to protect him. Fortunately, the tree has already smashed into the ground several feet away, although a moment later I look over and see Esther's shattered body being dragged once more through the flames, heading this way.
 
   I turn and look around, but the clearing is surrounded by flames and the heat is really starting to burn my face.
 
   “How far will you go to save him, Ramsey?” Esther's voice screeches, and suddenly she's thrown at Dad. I manage to push her away, but not before her laughing body has battered the side of his face.
 
   “Leave him alone!” I scream.
 
   “Then seal the deal,” she sneers. “I need to know beyond doubt that you really mean this. I'm not going to let you back out later.”
 
   She lunges at me, but I grab a sliver of broken wood and swing at her. I miss, however, and the wood flies out of my hand as I tumble back against the ground.
 
   Laughing, she pulls away, and then I watch as she places her left hand on her right arm, just above the elbow. Slowly, she bends her arm to one side, until the bone shatters and tears through the flesh. Showing no sign of pain at all, and with Sebastian clearly still controlling her corpse, she starts twisting the broken arm, tearing the scraps of flesh that still link it to the rest of her body, until finally she's able to pull it free entirely.
 
   “What are you doing?” I stammer.
 
   “Making you prove that you accept the deal willingly,” she sneers, turning the broken arm around and holding it up so I can see the sharp section of broken bone that protrudes from the fleshy stump. “This looks sharp enough. I'm sure Esther would be glad to know that her body is being used for something important.”
 
   With that, she turns and drops down onto Dad's chest, while raising the broken arm up high and then bringing the sharp slice of bone crashing down toward his throat.
 
   “Stop!” I yell, lunging at her and pulling her back at the last moment, just enough so that the bone hits the ground instead.
 
   “Accept the deal!” she screams.
 
   “I do!”
 
   “Prove it!”
 
   “I accept! Don't hurt him!”
 
   “Accept the deal!”
 
   “I already did!”
 
   “You have to prove it!” she shouts, trying again and again to drive the broken bone down toward his throat. “You have to show me that you really mean it!”
 
   Still trying to hold her back, I wrap one arm around her shoulder while placing my other hand on her chest. Feeling burned scraps of flesh coming loose from her bare ribs, I quickly realize that I can only hold her away from Dad for so long. At the same time, I don't have a weapon. Reaching up, I try to grab her severed arm, but she's keeping it just out of reach above her head.
 
   “Prove that you accept!” she gurgles. “Prove that you'll do anything to save him!”
 
   “I promise!”
 
   “Actions, not words! Prove it!”
 
   I dig my fingers into her chest, grabbing hold of her rib-cage and starting to pull until finally several of her burned ribs snap away. I turn them around, fumbling to make sure the sharp, splintered ends are aimed inward, and then finally I drive the broken ribs deep into Esther's chest, cutting straight through what's left of her heart.
 
   Immediately, her body falls limp in my arms, and I manage to pull her away from Dad. We collapse together onto the forest floor, with trees still burning wildly all around the edges of the clearing, and I quickly push Esther's corpse away. As she lands on the ground, her head twists to look directly at me.
 
   “Excellent choice,” she groans, before starting to laugh and then abruptly falling still.
 
   The broken ribs are jutting out of her chest, with their sharper ends buried deep in her heart.
 
   “Dad!” I yell, clambering over her and checking to make sure that she wasn't able to cut him at all. “Can you hear me? Dad?”
 
   I wait, but he doesn't respond. He's badly hurt, so I lift him up and start carrying him across the clearing. Ahead of us, the wall of fire clears a little, once more leaving a safe path through the burning forest.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Five days later
 
    
 
   It's gone. All of it. The forest burned and burned for several nights, until eventually a vast rainstorm came and doused the flames. Frankly, the whole thing seemed almost biblical in scale, and I know more than a few people in Deal who seemed to think that the fire was sent as some form of retribution. Others have blamed hobos, or kids, or sabotage by a company that wanted the land. Everyone wants to blame someone, although so far I haven't heard one person advance a theory that comes even close to the truth.
 
   There was a forest here once. Now there's just mile after mile of ashen, destroyed land with a few remaining charred stumps poking up from the carpet of destruction. A few patches are still smoldering, but for the most part the fire has been extinguished. It's too late for much to be saved now, though. The forest is gone and I guess nothing can be done now to bring it back.
 
   And the wind is blowing all around, whistling between the few remaining trees. Occasionally, it almost sounds like a voice.
 
   “Why didn't anyone do anything?” I whisper. “Someone should have tried to save the forest.”
 
   “Mayor Halperin ordered all the town's emergency vehicles to keep the fire from reaching the town,” Dad says as he limps over to join me, having left some deputies over by the police cruisers. “He says there was nothing left to send out to contain the fire. Whether you believe him or not is up to you. He certainly seems pretty pleased that the forest is gone. I think he sees it as payback for what happened to Leanne.”
 
   “Are you in pain?” I ask.
 
   He shakes his head, but I can tell he's lying.
 
   “What about the tunnels?” I continue, glancing past him. “Did -”
 
   “They didn't find anything,” he tells me, having clearly anticipated the question. “They didn't find anything in the rubble, either. I know you keep insisting that there was some woman who -”
 
   “I saw her!” I say firmly. “She was the witch, and she was in that chamber with us!”
 
   “I'm not saying I don't believe you,” he replies. “I'm saying nothing was found.”
 
   “He took her,” I continue, turning and looking around at the vast, devastated landscape. “He hid her away somewhere new, to keep her safe.”
 
   I pause for a moment, thinking about the tunnels that still run for miles and miles beneath this land. The forest might be gone, but the tunnel system remains with only a few collapses, and it's certainly possible for someone to disappear into that vast darkness. No-one has found any trace of the house where I met Sebastian, but I know he survived and I'm certain he's out there somewhere, probably content in the knowledge that when I had to make a decision, I chose to save my father.
 
   I took the deal, and I confirmed my choice over and over. There can't be any doubt.
 
   “You should go to the hospital,” I say, turning back to Dad. “You need to get checked out.”
 
   “I've got pain-killers.”
 
   “Pain-killers aren't enough!”
 
   “Well, if you're serious about sticking around for a while, then I've got you too, haven't I?” He smiles. “I'm sure you won't let me relax for too long.”
 
   “But you're feeling okay right now?”
 
   “I'm too busy to be sick. I've got this mess to deal with, I've got Hinch still screaming in his bed on the psych ward, I've got Katie in intensive care, I've got Lewis's body to find, and I also have to figure out what I'm going to tell the parents of Tommy Hague. I feel like the whole town has gone insane over the past week.”
 
   “But your health is -”
 
   “We'll talk about it later,” he adds, interrupting me. “Now if you'll excuse me, I have to get back to the guys and start figuring out how to deal with this mess.”
 
   With that, he turns to walk away. He seems to have made such a miraculous recovery, but I can't help wondering whether I made the right choice.
 
   “How do I know if I did the right thing or not?” I call out suddenly.
 
   He stops and glances back at me. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Just hypothetically,” I continue. “If I made a choice about something, and in one way it feels like it was absolutely the right thing, but in another way I'm worried that I let my own needs come before something bigger... How do I figure out whether I was right or not?”
 
   He pauses for a moment, before shrugging.
 
   “I guess you just listen to your gut,” he says finally. “If you ask me, deep down you know the answer, even if you don't want to admit it. Why? What choice did you have to make?”
 
   I stare at him, and I can't help noticing that he looks so much healthier than before. I know it's crazy to think that his cancer might have gone away entirely, but Sebastian's words are still ringing in my ears and I can't help wondering about the deal I made in order to save my father's life. It's not as if I can pretend there was any confusion. I know exactly what I did.
 
   “Nothing,” I tell him. “I'm just being dumb.”
 
   As he turns and heads back to the other officers, I make my way between the trees. The air is still warm from the fire, and some of the trees have small glowing patches on their trunks. There's more rain expected this evening, so the fire won't have a chance to start up again. Still, as I look around at the scorched earth that runs all the way to the horizon, I feel as if something dark is hanging over me, even if I know that there's no way I could have done anything other than save my father the other night.
 
   Deep down, though, I have this uncomfortable feeling in my gut.
 
   “You did the right thing, Ramsey.”
 
   Turning, I see Sebastian watching me from nearby, peering from behind a tree. He immediately steps back, out of view, only to suddenly peer at me from behind a different tree. There's no way he could have moved that fast.
 
   “Everything's right with the world,” his voice continues, even though this time his lips don't move. “Can't you tell? I got what I wanted, you're getting what you want, and nobody has to be afraid of that nasty witch breaking free from her prison.”
 
   As he speaks, I look around and realize that the voice actually seems to be coming from the wind as it blows through the few remaining trees.
 
   “There's a fresh start for everyone,” the voice continues as I turn back to look at his face. “What more could you want? Our deal -”
 
   “I never made a deal with you!” I hiss.
 
   “Oh, but you did, and you know it. I made you confirm that several times. Your father was absolutely right just now. When you think you don't know the truth about something, often you're simply refusing to listen to your instincts. Deep down, Ramsey, you know exactly when I threw that girl's corpse at you. I offered you a deal, to save your father's life in return for you leaving the witch alone, and you took it. If you ask me, you're a very lucky young lady.”
 
   “Go to hell!” I sneer, stepping toward him.
 
   “Would you like to undo your decision?” he asks, with his voice this time being blown from behind me. “You can try to find the witch again, even though I've hidden her away once more. And of course, in return, I shall have no choice but to take back everything I gave you.”
 
   He looks past me for a moment.
 
   Turning, I follow his gaze and see Dad talking to some of the deputies.
 
   “He seems like a good man,” Sebastian continues. “You should be proud of what you did to help him. Fret and worry if it makes you feel any better, but if you follow your father's advice and listen to your gut, you'll have to accept that you wouldn't have things any other way.”
 
   I watch Dad for a moment longer, before turning and finding that Sebastian is nowhere to be seen.
 
   “I didn't make a deal with you!” I say firmly, stepping between the nearest trees and looking around, still trying to spot him. “I just saved my father, that's all! That doesn't make me a bad person!”
 
   “We all choose our burdens,” his voice whispers, blowing away through the burned branches. “Be sure to carry yours with strength and pride.”
 
   The wind picks up for a moment, whistling between the burned trees and briefly sounding almost like a low, heavy laugh. When I look back over toward the police cruisers, I see that Dad and the deputies are struggling to keep their papers from getting blown away, although after a couple of seconds the breeze dies down again.
 
   “I didn't make a deal with the devil,” I whisper, even though I can feel a nagging sense of doubt in the pit of my stomach. “I just saved my father, I'm not -”
 
   Before I can finish, I hear a faint scratching sound nearby, and I turn just in time to see a large black crow hoping across the burned ground. The entire landscape has been devoid of animal life since the fire, and at first the sight of the crow makes me smile slightly. After a moment, however, I see that the bird has several small black stones balanced on its back and shoulders. The stones are wobbling as the crow hops along, and one or two of them even slip slightly, but they remain more or less in place.
 
   Suddenly the crow spreads its wings and flies away. I look up and watch as it soars high into the gray, rain-heavy sky. And I swear, not one of those stones falls from the crow's back.
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   B&B
 
    
 
   A girl on the run, hiding from a terrible crime.

An old B&B in a snowy city.

A hidden figure lurking in the streets, waiting for his next victim.

When Bobbie takes a room at the rundown Castle Crown B&B, all she wants is to get some sleep and make a tough decision about her future. Unfortunately, the B&B's other guests won't give her any peace, and Bobbie soon realizes that she's stumbled into a world with its own rules. Who is the mysterious bandaged woman? Why is there a dead man in the bathtub? And is something deadly lurking in the basement?

Before she can leave, however, Bobbie learns that the city of Canterbury is being terrorized by a mysterious figure. Every time snow comes, the Snowman claims another victim, leaving their blood sinking into the ice. If Bobbie leaves the B&B and ventures out into the empty streets, she risks becoming his next target. But if she stays, her soul might be claimed by something even more deadly.

B&B is a horror story about a girl with a secret, and about a building with a past.
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   “We'll bury her so deep, even her ghost will have a mouth full of dirt!”

When Rebecca Wallace arrives at Auercliff to check on her aged aunt, she's in for a shock. Her aunt's mind is crumbling, and the old woman refuses to let Rebecca stay overnight. And just as she thinks she's starting to understand the truth, Rebecca makes a horrifying discovery in one of the house's many spare rooms.

A dead body. A woman. Old and rotten. And her aunt insists she has no idea where it came from.

The truth lies buried in the past. For generations, the occupants of Auercliff have been tormented by the repercussions of a horrific secret. And somehow everything seems to be centered upon the mausoleum in the house's ground, where every member of the family is entombed once they die.

Whose body was left to rot in one of the house's rooms? Why have successive generations of the family been plagued by a persistent scratching sound? And what really happened to Rebecca many years ago, when she found herself locked inside the Auercliff mausoleum?

The Body at Auercliff is a horror story about a family and a house, and about the refusal of the past to stay buried.
 
   


  
 

Also by Amy Cross
 
    
 
   PERFECT LITTLE MONSTERS
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   A husband waits until his wife and children are in bed, before inviting a dangerous man into their home... 

A girl keeps hold of her mother's necklace, as bloodied hands try to tear it from her grasp... 

A gun jams, even as its intended victim begs the universe to let her die... 

Perfect Little Monsters and Other Stories is a collection of short stories by Amy Cross. Some of the stories take place in seemingly ordinary towns, whose inhabitants soon discover something truly shocking lurking beneath the veneer of peace and calm. Others show glimpses of vast, barbaric worlds where deadly forces gather to toy with humanity. All the stories in this collection peel back the face of a nightmare, revealing the horror that awaits. And in every one of the stories, some kind of monster lurks... 

Perfect Little Monsters and Other Stories contains the new stories Perfect Little Monsters, I Hate You, Meat, Fifty Fifty and Stay Up Late, as well as a revised version of the previously-released story The Scream. This book contains scenes of violence, as well as strong language.
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   1945 and 2015. Seventy years apart, two girls named Annie move into the same room of the same remote house. Their stories are very different, but tragedy is about to bring them crashing together. 

Annie Riley has just broken both her legs. Unable to leave bed, she's holed up in her new room and completely reliant upon her family for company. She's also the first to notice a series of strange noises in the house, but her parents and brother think she's just letting her imagination run overtime. And then, one night, dark forces start to make their presence more keenly felt, leading to a horrific discovery... 

Seventy years ago, Annie Garrett lived in the same house with her parents. This Annie, however, was very different. Bitter and vindictive and hopelessly devoted to her father, she developed a passionate hatred for her mother. History records that Annie eventually disappeared while her parents were executed for her murder, but what really happened to Annie Garrett, and is her ghost still haunting the house to this day? 

Annie's Room is the story of two girls whose lives just happened to be thrown together by an unlikely set of circumstances, and of a potent evil that blossomed in one soul and then threatened to consume another.
 
   


  
 

OTHER BOOKS
 
   BY AMY CROSS INCLUDE
 
    
 
   Horror
 
    
 
   The Body at Auercliff
B&B
 
   The Bride of Ashbyrn House
 
   The Disappearance of Katie Wren
 
   The Horror of Devil's Root Lake
 
   The Haunting of Blackwych Grange
 
   Perfect Little Monsters and Other Stories
 
   Twisted Little Things and Other Stories
 
   The Printer From Hell
 
   The Farm
 
   The Nurse
 
   American Coven
 
   Annie's Room
 
   Eli's Town
 
   Asylum
 
   Meds (Asylum 2)
 
   The Night Girl
 
   Devil's Briar
 
   The Cabin
 
   After the Cabin
 
   Last Wrong Turn
 
   At the Edge of the Forest
 
   The Devil's Hand
 
   The Ghost of Shapley Hall
 
   The Death of Addie Gray
 
   A House in London
 
   The Blood House
 
   The Priest Hole (Nykolas Freeman book 1)
 
   Battlefield (Nykolas Freeman book 2)
 
   The Border
 
   The Lighthouse
 
   3AM
 
   Tenderling
 
   The Girl Clay
 
   The Prison
 
   Ward Z
 
    
 
   Fantasy / Horror
 
    
 
   Dark Season series 1, 2 & 3
 
   Grave Girl
 
   Graver Girl (Grave Girl 2)
 
   Ghosts
 
   The Library
 
    
 
   Thriller
 
    
 
   The Girl Who Never Came Back
 
   Other People's Bodies
 
    
 
   Dystopia / Science Fiction
 
    
 
   The Dog
 
   The Island (The Island book 1)
Persona (The Island book 2)
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





