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            Prologue

         

         The children of Lobo’s Nod are taught a certain tale about the founding of their hometown and the origin of its name, and by the time they are old enough for the truth, no one cares to teach it. Few, in any event, are the residents of Lobo’s Nod (affectionately dubbed “the Nod” by the locals) who can remember the truth. Most of the Nod grew up in the Nod, after all, and learned the soothing lie at Lobo’s Nod Municipal Elementary, and did not pay attention later at Lobo’s Nod High School when they were supposed to be taught the reality behind the falsehood. Then again, most of the history teachers didn’t bother. After all, they had grown up in the Nod, too, and the lie seemed harmless enough. It savored of the bland comfort of chicken broth on flu days. And chicken broth—regardless of the provability of its medicinal properties—never hurt anyone.

         Few people knew the truth of the origins of the Nod.

         Even fewer cared.

         
              

         

         Stop an adult on the sidewalk on a random day in the Nod and ask for the story of how the town got its name, and you will most likely hear this story:

         In 1787, before statehood, when this part of the country was merely a territory, a French trapper and hunter named Étienne LeBeau came west through one of the new United States. LeBeau had—so legend goes—fought bravely on the side of the Americans during their War for Independence, and for his bravery had been promised a spot of land “west of Carolina.”

         With his comrades in tow, LeBeau chopped and hacked and rammed his way through undergrowth and overgrowth. On a warm day in September 1787, he and his party broke through a high wall of brush and beheld, in the shallow valley below them, a flat and green dell with ready access to a nearby river (since gone dammed and dry) and the spoor of plentiful game. LeBeau stood on the ridge overlooking the spot, and when his traveling party clamored for him to say something—anything—that would mean an end to their journey west, he remained silent.
         

         Instead, he smiled. And nodded.

         The place was thus named LeBeau’s Nod, which—over years of corrosive verbal miscommunication and nonstandard spelling—became Lobo’s Nod.

         That is the lie.

         
              

         

         The reality of the founding of Lobo’s Nod is closely allied with the lie; the very best lies share bed space with the truth, taking on their scent and their mannerisms, becoming indistinguishable from each other.

         Étienne LeBeau was, in fact, a fighter in the War for Independence. A French soldier sent from the court of Louis XVI to wage war against the hated British on the American continent, following the Americans’ inspired victory at Saratoga.

         LeBeau’s history in France is lost to the ravenous fog that eventually consumes all of time, but it is known that he deserted early upon reaching the shores of the New World and sold his services to whichever side would have him. After the war, he disappeared with a gang of similar-minded thugs into the woods of the Carolinas, where—it is true—he survived through his prowess at hunting and trapping, but also made a name for himself as a pillager, thief, rapist, and murderer.

         In 1787, LeBeau finally pushed his luck too far, and it dropped over a cliff. With half his gang dead under militia bullets and bayonets, he fled far west of Carolina before being captured with his fellows. In an act that could have been grim retribution or rare, softhearted mercy, LeBeau and his gang were sentenced to exile from the new United States, to be cast out into the “Territories where the Sauvages & Beastes rage.”

         With an armed detachment herding their shackled charges into the wild, LeBeau and his men marched for weeks before they came upon a brown-dead gully, overflowed with river effluvia, its few flat arable surfaces studded with heavy, plow-throwing rocks. It was here that the leader of the escort force left LeBeau and his malcontents, out of the civilized world, quoting the Good Book:

         “‘And Cain went out from the presence of the LORD, and dwelt in the land of Nod.’

         “This,” the leader is reputed to have said, “is the penalty for murderers.”

         “Nod,” LeBeau is said to have retorted, “was east of Eden, espèce de con.”
         

         The word nod in the original Hebrew refers to wandering, but LeBeau—perhaps out of age or exhaustion, but more likely due to the bullet wound in his leg he’d suffered when trying to escape—wandered not at all, settling instead in the reeking, rancid vale where the Americans had left him and his compatriots, in the land thenceforth known as LeBeau’s Nod.
         

         Until years and ignorance corrupted it, as they corrupt all things.

         One of the people in Lobo’s Nod who knew this truth was G. William Tanner. He’d learned it from his late wife, a Nod native and a schoolteacher. She’d told it to him one night early in their marriage, when the sex was nightly and the laughter had yet to deepen into the familiar tones of hard-fought love. It was a small story, but Tanner remembered it.

         It wasn’t an important history, Tanner was well aware.

         Still.

         G. William Tanner—“G. William” to one and all, including his sainted wife—liked knowing the truth. Whatever it was.

         That was one reason why—at the age of sixty-two and after burying his wife of thirty-seven years—he was once again running for election as the sheriff of the county that was home to Lobo’s Nod.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 1

         

         A dead girl.

         A.

         Dead.

         Girl.

         When he thought the words over and over, they became meaningless to G. William Tanner. You could do that with any words, he knew, via thorough and unrelenting repetition, but somehow turning a dead girl into a hash of syllables seemed profane. Still, he couldn’t stop the words from repeating in his head over and over, and he couldn’t stop them from disintegrating into a mishmash.
         

         The words became meaningless, but the idea and the fear never did.

         There was no body, but there was an excellent chance Lobo’s Nod had had its first murder in recent memory.

         In his office, G. William had a large corkboard mounted to one wall. Usually, its pushpin-pocked surface revealed nothing more exciting than the week’s duty roster, photos of the latest DUI stops, a court schedule, and the menu from whichever of the three decent-to-middling local take-out joints would get the sheriff’s business that day. But for a week now, the corkboard had held the meager evidence in the case of Cara Swinton, most likely A Dead Girl.

         It wasn’t definite, but all the signs pointed in that direction. G. William couldn’t stop thinking of Cara Swinton, and he couldn’t stop thinking of old Étienne LeBeau, either. If this had been 1787 and not the twenty-first century, Monsieur LeBeau would have been the sheriff’s prime suspect. According to legend, Étienne liked them young and pretty, and G. William had a suspicion the old boy had a habit of discarding them, too, when he was done with them. He reached for the phone on his desk to call Joyce and get her thoughts on the matter; he was halfway to his face with the receiver when he remembered—again—that Joyce was dead. Was fifty-nine too old to be called a girl? Because she’d been G. William’s girl, that was for sure, and now she, too, was A Dead Girl.

         Too. He had to stop that. Cara’s death wasn’t proven; it wasn’t a fact. Not yet. There was still a chance she’d run off or was being held somewhere. How perverse was life that he was hoping she was suffering somewhere in a dungeon?

         The receiver hovered in the space between the desk and his ear.

         “Sheriff?”

         Clearing his throat, G. William replaced the receiver. He wasn’t sure how long Deputy Hanson had been standing in his doorway watching the old man vacillate between call and no call. He thought he could trust Hanson to keep it to himself, though. The last thing he needed was some story about him losing his mind getting out there during the election.

         “You wanted me to remind you to eat lunch?”

         Hanson’s uncertain, questioning tone made him a terrible lawman, but a decent mother hen. G. William scrubbed his hands down his face; his mustache felt bushy and prickly. Joyce used to nudge him when it was time to trim it. His considerable gut cared not for memory, and it rumbled at the notion of food. “Yeah, sure. What did I do yesterday?”

         “Coff-E-Shop.”

         “Right, right. Let’s do Grasser’s today. Cheeser with fries, and get yourself whatever. Put it on the county.”

         “Gotcha.”

         As Hanson retreated, G. William heard Joyce’s tongue clucking. Something green won’t kill you, you know.
         

         “Hanson!” he shouted, and when the deputy poked his head back in, said, “Kill the fries. Do me one of those side salad things.”

         “Right.”

         There, are you happy now?
         

         Happier if you’d lose a few pounds. I managed.
         

         Her teasing voice. She’d been plump her whole life—God, he loved that!—but in the last year of her life, all that weight had dropped away. Ovarian cancer, she joked, turned out to be the diet she’d spent her whole life looking for.

         Not an option for me, sweetheart.
         

         His eyes misted, and he pressed his lips together and shook his head violently. There was no time for this. Not now. She was gone. Gone and in the ground a good month now, and there was a missing girl—please, God, don’t let her turn out to be A Dead Girl—to deal with. A murder would be the first in Lobo’s Nod since…since he wasn’t sure when. Maybe back to old Étienne himself. Maybe…just maybe…poor old Cara Swinton had come upon the ghost of LeBeau, and he’d done her in.

         That scenario was as likely as any other, for all the evidence G. William had. He stood and lumbered over to the corkboard. He wasn’t pudgy or big-boned or overweight or “carrying a few extra pounds” or whatever other euphemism of the moment one could elect to use. No, he was fat. Obese, in fact. Five-ten-and-a-half, with a broad frame hauling north of three hundred pounds. Some of it was muscle. Some of it, he liked to growl to deputies, was just pure mean.

         You’re going to keel over from a heart attack, she’d said. In the hospice. Last days. Last breaths, and she used them to reproach him for his weight.
         

         You spent your life taking care of yourself, and look where that got you, he’d retorted. Lightly.
         

         Making plans is the surest way to tickle God’s funny bone, she’d said.
         

         He’d only had one plan, and it had had two simple components: Be the sheriff and live a long life with Joyce.

         God had guffawed and taken away one. Now He was fixing to take away the other.

         
              

         

         No good time for A Dead Girl, of course. Let’s not pretend otherwise. A Dead Girl is always a tragedy, no matter the time of day or year or precisely where we sit in the election cycle for county sheriff.

         But can we agree—can we admit—that there may be a worse time for A Dead Girl? And right now would be quite possibly the worst time imaginable.
         

         The election was a month away. Halloween crap festooned the local stores, had done since around Labor Day. In one month, the people of the county would go to the polls and vote for big-ticket items like senator and representative and a handful of judges. They would also vote to determine who would sit at the sheriff’s desk at the county office in Lobo’s Nod. G. William had run unopposed in every election since his second, when his popularity had proven an effective deterrent to also-rans who saw fit to try to wrest his job from him. But this year—this goddamned year—a town cop over in Calverton had decided to challenge G. William.

         The local papers had a field day with the announcement. They still read mostly newsprint in this part of the country, and both the daily and weekly rags wrung some extra sales and chortles out of the mere idea of an upstart challenge to the venerable G. William Tanner, the man who’d policed the Nod and its county for nigh on three decades. Was he getting up there in years? Well, sure—cut him open and you’d find blubber aplenty, as well as rings of age like an oak. But age meant savvy in these parts, and most folks understood without being told flat out that G. William would be done after this last term, anyway. Joyce was clamoring for some quality retirement time as she closed in on mandatory out-the-door-ed-ness from her teaching position.

         And then Joyce died.

         To say G. William had been poleaxed by her death was to minimize his pain to the level of a mere medieval weapon. Being cut, gutted, and hoisted high into the air with an actual poleax would not have hurt more.

         She had begun with constipation, an embarrassing but common enough affliction, especially as the years advanced. But what began there continued with other not-so-easily dismissed symptoms. And continued with a doctor over in Calverton reading test results with a somberness that G. William to this day found unprofessional and off-putting. It wasn’t the doctor with elevated CA-125 levels and two misshapen gray shadows on the CT scan results—one for each ovary, just to be sure, and oh boy, that God sure does believe in redundancy, doesn’t He?
         

         God, G. William decided, could go fuck a pig.

         Surgery, radiation, chemo. They gamely tried each and every one, and through it all Joyce managed a level of optimism that G. William tried in vain to replicate. It was as though all of her worry and negativity had been blasted out of her by the radiation and found a comforting home in him. The cruelty and rapidity of her cancer—from both ovaries to the uterus in less than a month, then metastasizing into the lungs within a matter of weeks—was breathtaking and almost mesmerizing to watch. It seemed as though each new day brought a new test and a new compromised organ or system.

         “I always was a quick study,” Joyce had quipped at one point, her humor intended to relax him, but instead enraging him. He understood her need to maintain a jaunty façade, but he could not join her. When in her presence, he did his best, but when alone, he gave in to the tears, the rage, the recriminations. He punched holes in the walls of their home, holes she would never see from her hospice bed. He shattered more than one plate, mug, ceramic rabbit figurine given as a wedding gift from some clueless cousin or other.

         “Sheriff,” a reporter asked him shortly after the funeral, “do you still plan on seeking reelection? The people of the county would understand, I’m sure, if after so many years of marriage—”

         He didn’t let the man finish. It was some sad-sack local reporter named Doug Weathers, and G. William had never liked the man. Now, his overly solicitous question, asked with faux concern and obvious lust for an election-year scoop, galvanized G. William’s decision-making apparatus like nothing else. As a younger man—and even the word younger made him feel older, at his age—G. William had been courted by several top law enforcement agencies, including the FBI. But there had been Joyce and there had been her yen to live and to teach in her hometown, and so he’d cleaved to Lobo’s Nod, adopted the town, made it his own. Its secret history became part of the lore of his life.
         

         “I love this county, this town, and the people,” he’d said. “Joyce would have wanted me to run again, so I will.

         “And,” he added, “I’m gonna win.”

         In truth, Joyce would have probably been happy with G. William retiring on the spot, but she also wouldn’t have minded him using her name to brush off a reporter. That’s just how she was.

         Staring now at the corkboard in his office, he tried not to think about the election, tried to push aside Joyce, but it was impossible. Joyce, Cara Swinton, and the election were inextricably bound together. He’d received a considerable bump in what passed for “the polls” when Joyce died. Sympathy votes.

         And then Cara Swinton vanished.

         At first, it was just a few strands of hair and a torn patch of cloth in some brambles out by the post office. Not much to go on. Nothing to go on, really. Except a day later, there were Mr. and Mrs. Swinton sitting in G. William’s office, she sobbing her eyes out, he clearly suffering a hellacious hangover.

         “…would never just disappear,” Mrs. Swinton said. “Not my Cara…”
         

         They had waited a full day before reporting their daughter missing, just like all the cop shows tell you is necessary. And maybe it was for the best because by then G. William had the report of the odd hairs and fabric found at the post office. He knew the Swinton girl was a blond; on a whim, he showed the photo of the fabric to them, eliciting a fresh outburst of tears from Mrs. Swinton and a downcast look of resignation.

         Cara’s favorite sweater. And yes, Sheriff, she’d been wearing it the other day, the last time they’d seen her.

         By themselves, a piece of fabric and some hairs didn’t mean foul play. G. William dutifully interviewed the girl’s friends and teachers, as well as the folks at the Coff-E-Shop, where she worked after school. Most were disturbed by her disappearance, but several confided in him that Cara had spoken recently of leaving home. Heading to New York to pursue her dream of modeling.

         “She just turned eighteen,” one friend said in the hushed tone of confession, speaking to G. William in the high school parking lot. “She was tired of her parents and tired of the Nod. She’s been talking about going to New York for years. I bet she just finally realized, ‘Hey, I’m an adult now.’ And boom.”
         

         Boom.

         Eighteen years old. A girl, but a woman, and truthfully the law tied G. William’s hands to a degree. He could investigate, sure, but if it turned out Cara Swinton had finally just done what ninety percent of all kids in the Nod dreamed of doing—getting the hell out—there wasn’t much he could do about it. Most cops would have put the word out through the usual channels and called it a day.

         But something about Cara’s disappearance poked and jostled at G. William’s psyche. If he’d been ready to admit it, he would have acknowledged that he was spoiling for a case, a real case, something difficult, something to take his mind off Joyce and the too-empty house waiting for him each night. He wasn’t ready for that admission, though, so he told himself he was just being thorough, just doing his job, just doing what he was elected to do when he stayed at the office until three, four each morning, eventually slumping into sleep at his desk.
         

         The evidence arrayed before him on the corkboard was as thin as orphan’s gruel. Photos of the tufts of hair and the torn swatch of sweater. A pinned-up statement from the parents. Most damning of all: a photograph of a purple-brown splotch on an old, defunct train track roughly a half mile from the post office. Lab analysis (report pinned up right next to the photo) confirmed that it was blood and it was human. Give it another week or so and the state lab would send the DNA report, which he expected to clinch that it was Cara Swinton’s blood.

         Still not proof of foul play. That small an amount, she could have gotten a nosebleed. Or cut herself on a prickle bush and bled onto the tracks.
         

         Then they found her iPhone. Crucially, it was bare. According to her parents and friends, Cara had designed her own custom case for it, screen-printed with an image of herself superimposed onto a Vogue cover.
         

         No further evidence. But G. William knew. Knew somewhere in his gut: Cara Swinton was dead. Someone had killed her and left the phone behind, probably worried about being tracked through its GPS.

         And he (it was always he) had taken the cell phone case. G. William wouldn’t let himself acknowledge why.
         

         It was thin evidence for murder, nothing that a prosecutor would risk filing charges on. It was persuasive proof of foul play, sure, but for all they knew, Cara Swinton was tied up somewhere.

         But G. William had been a cop a long, long time. And he knew.

         Officially, she was still a missing person.

         Officially, she could show up any day. Any hour. Any minute.

         Officially, he had done everything he could do.

         But officially meant nothing to people who had that squirmy knowledge down in their digestive tracts, where the deep thinking takes place, the thinking that happens without thoughts.
         

         WHO TOOK CARA? screamed the local paper, with that son of a bitch Doug Weathers’s byline. That article was on the corkboard, too. A burr purposely placed by G. William to goad himself into action.
         

         But action was tough to come by. Dead or missing, there were no further clues, no more evidence to plumb. A cop is only as good as the facts at his disposal, and G. William had damn few of them.

         Who took Cara, indeed? If she’d just run off, she would have most likely popped up somewhere by now. There would have been a credit card hit or a call to a friend or something. So she’d been taken then, and sure, there were the occasional, exceptional cases where a girl is taken and is recovered after weeks alive and unharmed. Those cases got lots of attention precisely because of their rarity, like the media orgy following a big Powerball winner. Just because something could happen didn’t mean it would. Or that it was at all likely.
         

         The first disappearance in the Nod in ten years. The first time in more than twenty that someone had vanished without being found within a week.

         And if Cara Swinton was, in fact, dead…

         The first murder in the Nod since G. William had become sheriff all those millennia ago.

         The Upstart from Calverton (G. William refused even to think his name) was having a field day with it. He wouldn’t reference Cara directly, but he took oblique shots in that direction. Maybe the sheriff is a little distracted these days. As if Joyce dying had led to Cara’s abduction. Maybe we need someone who won’t let things slip through the cracks. Yeah, because Cara Swinton was a minor detail G. William had neglected.
         

         Maybe it’s time to sweep in the new.
         

         And what got swept out when you swept in the new?
         

         The old.

         That much was true. Staring at the corkboard for the ten thousandth time, G. William felt very old indeed.

         “Sheriff?”

         That damn querying voice again. Hanson stood in the doorway, his expression grim and frightened all at once, his skin pallid. His prominent Adam’s apple bobbed.

         “Jesus, Hanson, it ain’t been but ten minutes. They even cookin’ the burgers at Grasser’s anymore?”
         

         “Sheriff, I…” Hanson shook his head violently, as though he could subdue some wanton thought by tossing it to and fro. “Sheriff, there’s been…they’ve found—”

         Cara? G. William’s heart jerked. But no. There would have been some kind of sad relief in Hanson’s voice if they’d found Cara’s body and closed that case.

         Not Cara.

         Another one.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 2

         

         This time, there could be no doubt. Her name was Samantha Reed, and she was definitely dead because G. William was looking right down at her body. Her eyes were still open wide, staring up at the broad, clear October sky. Spiderwebs of vessels crawled across those eyes, ruptured when she died, probably of strangulation. He’d have to wait for the medical examiner’s final report for the particulars, but nearly four decades of policing had taught G. William something, and he was sure the Reed girl had been throttled.
         

         Dead in a ditch. Clothing in disarray. Skirt hiked up to an indecent shortness, and something about the stillness of the body and the shortness of the skirt rankled him. Probably because he knew that, in life, Samantha Reed would have tugged down the hem, against the cold, if not the stares. But now—frozen in rigor mortis—she wouldn’t be moving at all. Ever again. And her skirt was damn near pulled up to her panties (which, G. William noted with something like relief, she still wore). That image of her would be preserved forever in the crime-scene photos: her skirt up, her underwear visible, her legs akimbo. It was just wrong.

         Sixteen years old. Sixteen years old and dead.

         WHO TOOK SAMANTHA? the headline would read. Or maybe, WHO TOOK HER AND WHO KILLED HER AND WHY AND—
         

         He shook his head to stop the scroll of words.

         “I want this processed yesterday, got it?” G. William told Hanson, who bobbed his head like it was on a loose spring, taking notes the whole time. “Get the county team down here ASAP so that we can scour for foot impressions.” Not that there was much hope of that. The ground was cold enough—just barely—that the average man wouldn’t sink into the soil. There was a broken pattern of grass nearby, but the grass was too sparse for there to be a meaningful trail. The killer could have come from anywhere and disappeared in any direction he liked without leaving a sign.

         Like cancer cells slipping from the ovary to the fallopian tube to…
         

         “Sheriff Tanner! Hey, Sheriff!”

         Ah, hell. It was Doug Weathers. Local gadfly, local pissant, take your pick of the insect analogies. He’d ducked under the crime-scene tape already and was making his way toward Tanner. G. William growled in Hanson’s general direction, and the deputy immediately snapped out of whatever sorrowful fantasy world he was living in (Hanson had been staring at the dead girl with horror on his face) and stepped over to Weathers, holding a cautioning hand out. “C’mon, Doug. Crime scene. You know.”

         “Sheriff!” Weathers shouted over. “Sheriff Tanner! A dead girl and a missing girl! Do you think they’re connected?”

         “Go away, Weathers. I’m busy.” G. William didn’t even turn to look in Weathers’s direction. Hanson hustled the reporter back behind the tape; G. William studiously ignored the hollered questions that pelted him like early hail.

         Later, in his office, he stared down at the early crime-scene photos on his desk.

         “Do you think they’re connected?”
         

         Well, honey? Joyce asked. Do you?
         

         “They can’t be,” he muttered. “They better not be.”

         
              

         

         The photos on his desk and the ones on his wall stared too accusingly for him to bear, the pain of them greater than the pain of being at home. G. William left his office before ten o’clock for the first time since before Joyce’s death.

         Home was no better than the office, though. He made the mistake of turning on the TV partway through the local news.

         “…murder victim in Lobo’s Nod, sixteen-year-old Samantha Louise Reed, a junior at Lobo’s Nod High…”

         He stood captivated and horrified and unable to move enough to switch the channel as he watched Doug Weathers (tonight’s “special guest”) talk about the crime scene, as if that jackass had actually seen anything worth reporting at all. That didn’t stop the local anchor from asking a series of increasingly ridiculous questions, obviously cribbed from an episode of CSI. Expecting a small-town police department to have some of the equipment and expertise the anchor was asking about—
         

         “Did you notice them collecting insect samples?”

         “No, Ron.”

         “What about a forensic analysis of the soil?”

         “Not that I noticed, Ron.”

         —was like questioning the town’s dedication to the space program by pointing out its lack of a launchpad.

         “My people do their damn jobs!” G. William shouted at the TV. “She wasn’t killed at the scene, so soil analysis ain’t gonna prove anything, you idiots! And it’s too cold for insect migration!”

         He paused, realizing his breath was coming in hard, harsh gasps, realizing it wouldn’t do well for the neighbors to remark on the sheriff screaming in an empty house late at night. Trembling with rage, he went into the kitchen, where the odor of stale coffee hung in the air. When had he last made coffee at home? When had he last eaten or cooked or done anything other than grab his medicine or a glass of water in here?

         His meds sat in the pill-reminder doohickey on the table. Before her illness, Joyce had been hale and healthy, never taking anything stronger than Pepto-Bismol. But he’d started on the blood-pressure meds early on, and she’d teased him about his “old-man medicine.” The reminder thingamabob—a plastic, lidded grid of Sunday through Saturday, marked off in little pockets of morning, afternoon, and evening—had been hers, the ultimate acknowledgment that she wasn’t just sick: She was Sick.

         He popped the pills and washed them down with water straight from the tap. Back in the living room, the TV was still chattering, this time showing G. William’s opponent in the election.

         “…just want to ask one question. Just one. What on earth is going on over there in Lobo’s Nod? There hasn’t been a murder there since—I looked this up—since 1977. Nineteen seventy-seven! Jimmy Carter was president! And now we have this missing girl—and I hope and pray she comes home safe—and today’s murder. What is going on over there?”

         “Obviously, you think it’s time for someone new in the sheriff’s department, but does the recent disappearance of Cara Swinton and now this murder make your case for you?” a reporter asked.

         Translation: If the current guy was competent, this wouldn’t have happened, right?

         “Look, what’s happened is a tragedy. And I’m not going to exploit it for political gain. No. This isn’t about politics. This is about safety. About protecting our children. It transcends politics. And the people of Lobo’s Nod—the people of this county—deserve to be safe. They expect it, and it’s their God-given right.”

         With a snarl, G. William shut off the TV. His arms and legs had gone numb and tingly. It happened sometimes. His doctor claimed the pills had his blood pressure under control, that the numbness and tingling sensation were symptoms of anxiety. G. William believed him, but every time it happened, it still caught him off-guard and his first thought was This is it. This is the heart attack. The big one I’ve been putting on layaway for years. It’s finally been bought and paid for and it’s coming.
         

         Talk about anxiety.

         
              

         

         He slept that night on the sofa, as usual. He tried not to go into the bedroom they’d shared, usually doing so only to get a change of clothes. He would not even sleep in the bed they’d shared. A bed—a real bed—had been a succor he could not permit himself.

         Halfway through the night, he woke to the sound of sobbing—quiet, pathetic, choking tears floating in the still night. At first he thought he’d left the TV on, but soon enough realized—as wet fingers came away from his cheek—the true origin of the sounds. He lay there on the sofa, not knowing why he was crying or for whom. Was it for Joyce? For the Swinton and Reed girls? Or was it for himself? For poor old G. William Tanner, who only wanted one more term, one more chance to do something meaningful before shuffling off to a lonely, uncompanioned retirement?

         It didn’t matter, he decided, and drifted back off to sleep.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 3

         

         He woke early, with first light. An old habit, unabated by age or fat.

         He was in the bathtub. Clothed, at least. The tub dry, at least.

         And yet…

         You’re losing it.
         

         He struggled out of the tub. Not the first time this had happened. Sleepwalking? Maybe. Grief and lack of sleep did strange things to people. He pushed the thought away. It surged back at him, tidal, and he shoved until it retreated.

         At the office, the local daily paper waited on his desk, facedown. When it was facedown, that always meant bad news. Whichever deputy on the ass-end of the midnight shift had left it was trying to spare his feelings. No one ever realized that making him turn the paper over just made it worse. The anticipation. Hadn’t any of these yahoos ever ripped off a single damn Band-Aid in their lives?

         TWO??? was all the headline said.
         

         He stared at it for a moment. Just three letters and three punctuation marks (overkill that, he thought) poised above two yearbook-quality photographs of smiling, fresh-faced girls. He had nothing to prove it but statistics and gut, but he was sure Cara was as dead as Samantha. Dead Girl One and Dead Girl Two, he thought of them now; they had probably never looked better in their lives, and would certainly never look anywhere near as good in death.

         Byline by Doug Weathers, of course.

         For the second time in as many weeks, the town of Lobo’s Nod—
         

         “Let me guess, Doug,” G. William said aloud, covering the rest of the story with a fleshy hand. “The town of Lobo’s Nod has been rocked by a senseless crime.”
         

         He peeked under the hand.

         —has been stunned by a senseless crime.
         

         Close enough. He ambled into the outer office for a cup of coffee. Early in the morning—shift change—the place was busy, but it fell silent when he emerged. Par for the course. A cop shop under stress has a thousand eyes, ten times as many ears, and no mouths. No one wanted to be noticed. No one wanted to be the object of G. William’s wrath.

         That’s assuming you’ve got any wrath, honey, Joyce said. Are you going to bite someone’s head off this morning?
         

         No. Not this morning. He filled his cup and retreated to his office, closing the door.

         The leftover coffee from the midnight-to-eight went down like paving tar on a July afternoon. Still more pleasant than Weathers’s screed (he couldn’t think of it as a story). He read the whole thing, dutifully turning to page A7 when instructed, there to witness fulsome quotes from his electoral opponent, as well as comments from local citizens who had clearly spent too much time watching cop shows on TV and didn’t understand how real police work functioned. Weathers didn’t come right out and say that Cara Swinton was most likely dead, but he paced the perimeter of the idea long enough for people to get the gist of it. “On the question of whether the two girls could somehow be linked,” he finished, “the Lobo’s Nod sheriff’s department has offered no comment.”

         He read the story a second time and then called the editor of the paper.

         “Tommy? G. William.” He’d known Tommy Shanahan for thirteen years, back when he was a wet-behind-the-ears assistant editor right out of J-School.

         “Let me guess,” Tommy said.

         “Your boy Doug sure does understand the meaning of objectivity, doesn’t he? I half expected a bumper sticker for my opponent to fall out of the paper.”

         “Your opponent’s opinion is relevant.”

         “Really? You think if someone else was sheriff none of this would have happened?”

         Tommy hesitated. “No.”

         “Funny, ’cause that’s not what your paper says this morning.”

         “I guess if you read between the lines…”

         “These days, seems like that’s all people do. Could have at least let me get my side out there, Tommy.”

         “Doug says he tried to talk to you, but you no-commented him and had him dragged off.”

         G. William pinched the bridge of his nose and counted to three, slowly. He didn’t have the patience to get to ten. “I was at the damn crime scene, Tommy. I was staring down at a dead girl. Not the time or the place for an interview.”

         “I’m sure Doug would be happy to come right over for an exclusive.”

         “Not a chance.”

         “If you’re worried about appearing defensive—”

         “No. I just don’t like that guy, Tommy. He’s more interested in being the story, in ginning up the story, than in telling the story. We’ve had run-ins.”

         “I know. But this is his story, G. William. He’s been on it from the start, and I’m not taking him off just because you guys don’t get along.”

         G. William huffed and nodded. Being beat up in the paper wasn’t conducive to good police work, but that was the job.

         “Well, thanks for listening, Tommy.”

         “Sure. Hey, G. William?”

         “Yeah?”

         “How are you holding up? Not the murders. I mean…”

         “I know. I’m okay. Really.”

         “She was a hell of a woman.”

         “Don’t I know it.”

         He couldn’t just sit at his desk and stare at the telephone, so when he was done with Tommy, he stood, stretched—something new popped in his back—and returned to the outer office. Murmurs and chuckles drifted into the hallway, and when he rounded the corner, he spied Hanson leaning back in his chair, head thrown back, and Billy Dent perched one-hipped on Hanson’s desk, gesturing wildly.

         “I interruptin’ something?” G. William asked.

         Hanson immediately bolted upright in his chair; Billy cleared his throat and stood, still relaxed. “Sorry, Sheriff. My fault.” He spoke before Hanson could even form words. “Came by to drop off the donations for the PBA and got to chatting with Darrell.”

         “Sheriff,” Hanson blurted out, “we—”

         G. William waved it off. There was nothing to do, after all, while they waited for the lab reports on Samantha Reed. And Billy Dent was hardly cause for alarm. A good ol’ boy in multiple senses of the word, Billy was one of those rednecks who had just enough sense and civilization in them to come across as charming, not outdated. Among other things, he ran the semiannual charity drive for the Policemen’s Benevolent Association…and still managed to raise a teenager as a single dad. Few were the places in Lobo’s Nod where you might not stumble across Billy Dent joshing with someone good-naturedly.
         

         “Not a problem,” G. William said. “Just wondering what all the ruckus is.”

         “Just telling Darrell about the last out of the season,” Billy said, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe his own memory of it. “I swear to God, G. William, this kid gets down on one knee for a grounder, just like you’re supposed to, and the ball—I swear, I am not making this up—the ball rolls up his glove and rolls right up under his sleeve, into his shirt! And then…”
         

         Billy regaled them with the tale of the Grounder Gone Wrong, pantomiming the poor infielder’s reaction, acting out the disbelief of the base runner with the skill of a practiced comedian. Despite himself, G. William chuckled, but when the story was over, he retreated to his office again. A nice break, but he wasn’t in the mood for jocularity. Rationally, he knew that blowing off a little steam was a good thing for contents under pressure. But in his heart…

         In his heart, he liked keeping the contents under pressure. Kept him honest.

         Billy rapped at the doorframe a few moments later, just as G. William had managed to absorb himself in a flyer about some stolen cars from the state police. “Can I help you, Billy?”

         “Was sort of thinking maybe the other way around.” Billy held up a paper towel with a cruller centered on it. “I didn’t just bring in the donations.”
         

         “Not enough you raise money, now you have to raise my cholesterol, too?” He’d meant it to come out as a grumble, but crullers were his weakness. He beckoned Billy into the office.

         Billy set the cruller down on the desk and—after a moment’s hesitation—slid into a chair opposite. He glanced at the corkboard and then, very quietly, asked, “You doin’ all right, G. William?”

         “I’m fine.”

         “I don’t believe you,” Billy said with the wisdom of a man raising a teenager.

         “I’ll survive.” He was aiming for snappy and breezy, but the words clogged halfway up his throat and he croaked them instead. Even he didn’t believe himself.

         Billy was too polite to comment. As G. William took the first bite of the cruller, Billy slapped his knees with both palms and stood. “You’ll forgive me for indulging my, well, my paternal side, right? Can’t seem to help worrying about everyone these days.” He turned to go, pausing at the corkboard, where photos from the Samantha Reed crime scene had joined the Swinton evidence. Linked here, at least. His cool blue eyes took in the photos, the reports. “A goddamn shame,” he said, his voice tight and edging into anger. “A real goddamn shame.”

         It was, and there was nothing more to say.

         “You ever need anything, you don’t be afraid to call me,” Billy said. “I mean, I know I can’t help with the police stuff, but the other things…I can’t say I know what it’s like to lose a wife the way you lost Joyce, but I know what it’s like to be alone.”

         They grunted acknowledgment at each other as Billy left. G. William inhaled the cruller in the solitude of his office.

         
              

         

         By the afternoon, his desk was covered in details, and G. William hated details right about then, didn’t want to see them or know them. Because these details were like leaves in a forest—they were everywhere, and they meant nothing.

         Samantha Louise Reed: strangled to death. No prints on her neck, but lubricant consistent with medical gloves. Ligature marks on her upper arms, so she’d been tied up at some point. Lividity indicated that the ropes had been removed prior to death, with minor burns showing she’d struggled.

         Good girl.
         

         Further lividity and blood pooling confirmed what he’d suspected—she’d been long dead when dumped at the crime scene. Picked up who knew where, dragged off somewhere, tied up, murdered…

         And raped, damn it. He didn’t know why the rape bothered him more than the death, why it loomed so large for him. Maybe it was because she’d still been wearing her underwear in that ditch. That had given him hope that she hadn’t died a rape victim. But no, the report was conclusive: bruising and tearing consistent with forcible sexual intercourse, along with condom lubricant.

         Poor Samantha Reed. Poor Dead Girl Two.

         He sighed and picked up the phone. “Hanson,” he said when the line was answered, “I want to talk to Samantha Reed’s boyfriend ASAP. And then her father.”

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 4

         

         This was a fact of life: Men killed.

         Yes, women killed, too—in slowly growing numbers that made G. William fear for the future of the species—but by and large, men killed. Men killed other men and men killed women, and when women died, the killer was usually a man and usually someone the woman knew.

         G. William did not like this fact. It squirmed inside him like some kind of living jelly. But his dislike for that fact did not make it any less a fact. That his immediate inclination in the Reed murder was to talk to the boyfriend felt unfair to the kid now sitting across from his desk, but—playing the percentages—the most unfair thing he could do in Samantha Reed’s memory would be to ignore the possibility that David Cloucher had killed his girlfriend.

         Cloucher had the close-cropped hair of a kid who doesn’t know there’s a timer set on every man’s hairline and he should enjoy it while he can. He wore baggy jeans, a sweatshirt that read PROPERTY OF LOBO’S NOD HIGH SCHOOL ATHLETIC DEPT, a pair of rimless glasses, and a slightly smirky expression that G. William thought of as Default Teen. That expression masked all kinds of things—anger, joy, lust, fear. Teens had the world’s best built-in poker face: a hormone-fueled, constant glare of bored contempt.
         

         Every time G. William had to interact with a teenager, he thanked the Lord above that he’d never had kids.

         “Saw you last weekend on the court,” G. William said. “Three for four from the three-point line. Not bad. Colleges are—”

         “You think I did it,” David interrupted, his expression not changing a whit.

         G. William said nothing, but cursed inwardly. It’s tough to lull someone into a sense of safety, a zone where they will share with you, when they already feel like a suspect.

         “We’re not in an interrogation room,” he said as gently as possible.

         “You guys always think it’s the boyfriend.”

         “No one’s blaming you, David.” You’re just a big ol’ suspect, that’s all.
         

         David shrugged. G. William resisted the urge to lean over the desk and slap some serious into the kid. Had he been so impudent and apathetic as a teen? He wanted to think not, but the likelihood gnawed at him.

         “Just want to ask you a few questions,” he said as soothingly as he could. “Like, when was the last time you saw Samantha?”

         With a world-weary sigh, David started talking. G. William walked him through the basics—last time together, how’s the relationship, anyone fooling around on anyone else, c’mon, David, just you and me here, just two guys, c’mon, were you sniffin’ around?—for about an hour. At the end of the hour, he felt no wiser and no closer to the killer, though he did have a grudging liking for David Cloucher. Underneath the Default Teen was a bright kid, a decent mind, and a wicked sense of black humor that would have seemed natural to any cop at a number of crime scenes.

         Smart kid like that. Too smart to kill? Or smart enough to think he could get away with it?
         

         Besides being a storehouse for a lifetime of BBQ ribs and fries, G. William’s gut was also a good bullshit detector, and he was picking up no rumblings from David Cloucher. The kid was just a kid.

         He thanked David for coming in and turned to some paperwork. At the door, he called to him, and David paused, looking back.

         “Did you know Cara Swinton?” he asked David.

         Surprisingly, David laughed. “Dude. She was out of my league. Way out of my league.”

         “Doesn’t mean you couldn’t know her.”

         “I didn’t.”

         “Did you want to?”

         “I told you before: I was really happy with Sam. I wasn’t cheating on her.”

         G. William nodded. “Thanks again for coming in, David.”

         
              

         

         He started the session with Henry Reed—Samantha’s father—the way he’d ended David’s.

         “Did you know Cara Swinton?”

         Reed blinked twice. “The missing girl? No. She was a year ahead of Sam. Is there some kind of connection—”

         “Never came over to the house?” G. William interrupted. “Never did any extracurriculars with your daughter?”

         With a befuddled expression, Reed shook his head. “No. I told you—she was a year ahead. We never…” He stopped himself, and his expression shifted from befuddled to outraged. “Are you insinuating…?”

         Henry Reed stood abruptly. “I will not sit here and have you…are you out of your mind? She’s my daughter! Jesus Christ!”
         

         “Henry, calm down and—”

         “Calm down? Calm down? And let you tell me how you think I murdered and…my own daughter?”
         

         Reed spun to the door.

         “Henry!” G. William struggled to his feet. “Henry, come on, let’s talk!”

         “No. You want to talk, Sheriff, you can talk to my lawyer.” He yanked the door open and stood just outside, jutting an accusatory finger back in. “You know, before you go pointing your finger, maybe you should look at the gross incompetence in your own department.”

         That stung. G. William’s department was small, true, but they’d done everything by the book for Samantha Reed.

         “No call for that, Henry. We’re all doing our jobs.”

         “Really?” Henry Reed’s face had suffused a wondrous shade of purple. “Well, talk to your medical examiner about how difficult it apparently is to give the next of kin the right damn clothes!”

         And with that, he was gone.

         Well, that went well. You sure finessed that one.
         

         
              

         

         On the way home, Roscoe’s beckoned to him. No. It wouldn’t do to have the sheriff seen in a bar—a fairly dive-y bar at that—while Dead Girl One was still yet to be found and Dead Girl Two was in the morgue. He recognized Billy Dent’s car in the parking lot.

         “You ever need anything, you don’t be afraid to call me,” Billy had said. “I can’t say I know what it’s like to lose a wife the way you lost Joyce, but I know what it’s like to be alone.”
         

         Yeah. Billy knew what it was like. Wife up and run off years ago. And Billy bore up under it. With dignity. If folks in the Nod kept track of such things, he’d probably be considered the town’s most eligible bachelor these days—handsome, piercing blue eyes, a head of thick, sandy hair. Younger looking than his years, kindhearted. But Billy was too busy for such things. Coached Little League. Drove the FoodMobile a couple of weekends each month. Held barbecues in his backyard that were the envy of the town and half the reason people rejoiced at the onset of summer. A Dent party was the Nod’s biggest bash, and everyone was on the A-list.

         “You ever need anything, you don’t be afraid to call me.”
         

         Almost on its own, G. William’s car seemed to drift toward the Roscoe’s parking lot, and it took an effort of will to steer away.

         G. William was not a big drinking man. He enjoyed a cold beer like any other right-thinking American, and he’d been known to fire down a shot of whiskey or three, but on a daily basis, his alcohol consumption was close to nil. Crying on Billy Dent’s shoulder, in the dark in Roscoe’s, a mug of beer nearby…that would be bad form, and he was ashamed for even wanting to.

         At home, he found himself staring in the mirror.

         You’re falling apart.
         

         I’m falling apart.
         

         Just let it go.
         

         Just let it go.
         

         Let the next guy worry about Dead Girl One and Dead Girl Two.
         

         Not her voice, he realized.

         His own.

         
              

         

         When Cara Swinton went missing, G. William had done his due diligence and investigated her father. Cara had no boyfriend—not even some secret skulduggery going on there—but he’d looked into her exes. Everyone had come up clean, with rock-solid alibis.

         Henry Reed’s explosion of outrage to the contrary, G. William wasn’t about to stint on his investigation into Samantha’s death, even if that meant poking into Henry’s life. The boyfriend didn’t tingle G. William’s radar, but that sudden eruption of Henry’s…that kind of anger could be a father’s righteous indignation and grief, or it could be the ugly head of guilt poking into the conversation. G. William intended to find out which it was. And if Henry got even more pissed at him, that was “the price you pay for sitting in the big chair,” as G. William’s father used to say.

         He had Hanson dig into Henry Reed’s activities for the past few weeks. Hanson was a middling investigator but a good people-person. He wouldn’t throw too much suspicion on Henry, in the event Samantha’s dad turned out to be innocent. G. William was both hoping and not hoping that would be the case—the idea that Samantha Reed had been raped and murdered by her own father didn’t sit well with him, but closing a case is closing a case.

         Darrell Hanson could get people talking without coming across as an actual cop. Not a bad skill to have in law enforcement. He didn’t always know what to do with the information gleaned, but that’s what G. William was for. Let Hanson stand in the river, stooped, and G. William would be the pan catching the nuggets of gold.

         Henry Reed was clean, though. Oh, sure, they thought they’d had a little something sparkly when they discovered that his Thursday nights were unaccounted for. He vanished on those nights—told the wife he was at work, told the boss he was home—but when Hanson tailed him, the truth came out: Henry Reed spent Thursday nights in the basement of Lobo’s Nod Methodist Church, pouring his guts out at a weekly AA meeting.

         Not even a mistress. The man was more than clean—he was shiny. He squeaked.

         It was a good news/bad news situation for G. William. No one behind bars, yet, but he comforted himself with the knowledge that Samantha Reed’s last moments on earth hadn’t been torment at the hands of her own father.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 5

         

         The story faded from the headlines, but not from people’s thoughts. As the weeks crept toward Election Day, G. William felt a pall draped over Lobo’s Nod. Polling numbers showed him neck and neck with his Calverton opponent, who had rolled out his new slogan: “Sweep in the new!” It had apparently caught on, and now he was using it in every appearance. It was a nice little sound bite, and it was working in more ways than one: The electorate was buying it, and G. William was feeling very old indeed.

         To his opponent’s credit, the man had not beaten the drum of Dead Girl One and Dead Girl Two overmuch. As the headlines faded, he’d become more oblique with his references, mentioning on occasion “recent tragedies” or “the sad increase in violent crime.”

         G. William’s days were blurry and foggy. He went through the motions. He signed paperwork. He handed out shift assignments.

         He dodged calls from Doug Weathers, who just kept calling and calling and calling. But Doug’s bylines were disappearing as interest in the dead girls waned. Weathers seemed desperate to dig up some nut or kernel from the sheriff’s office that could propel him back onto the front page. He’d even commandeered a local cable-access program to blather on about the murders, casting himself as an expert. Despite his best intentions and gut instinct, G. William had DVR’d the whole mess and watched it later.

         “The girls had to be killed by the same perpetrator,” Weathers said at one point with an unctuous yet urgent manner. His zeal was inversely proportional to his actual knowledge. “Both were roughly the same age and very similar in appearance. Serial killers have a type, you know.”

         “You have to kill three people at least to be a serial killer,” G. William growled at the TV. “And if ‘young and blond’ is a ‘type,’ then God help the state of California. I expect they’ll have a massacre on their hands anytime now.”
         

         Throwing around a term like serial killer wasn’t helpful. Especially when the throwing hand had terrible aim.
         

         He began to wonder: Had Doug Weathers killed the girls? And then reported on it? It was possibly crazy, but also crazily possible. He made a mental note to investigate the idea—practically licking his lips at the thought of Doug Weathers in an interrogation room (better yet, handcuffs).

         Careful, now. Don’t go fittin’ the facts to your theory.
         

         It was too tempting, though. And it made the sort of sense that kept coming back and rapping at the back door of his mind late at night. He opened a file on Weathers, for his eyes only. Warrants were needed for most searches, but here’s the thing: A warrant was unnecessary if the person being spoken to didn’t demand one. So when G. William called the bank and the credit card company and the phone company and told folks he was doing a little preliminary work and could they help him out…? They were all-too-willing to lend a hand. It was the path of least resistance, after all. It meant they could get him off the phone and go on with their lives, not worrying about future calls from the sheriff’s office, lawyers, depositions, paperwork.…

         Besides, wasn’t privacy dead, anyway, shot through the head by Google and Facebook?

         Maybe, maybe not…but at the very least, it was on life support, and G. William planned to exploit that fact. He assembled a fairly thorough dossier on Weathers. Nothing jumped out at him. The man was living above his means—and there would be a reckoning for that someday—but hell: These days, who wasn’t? It wasn’t a crime to run up your credit cards.

         No mysterious purchases. No strange phone calls, incoming or outgoing. He poked around some more, checking out Weathers’s recent travel. Maintenance on his car. Had he had it detailed lately? That kind of thing. He even followed him around a couple of nights, using his personal vehicle. Caution was his watchword—if he was caught, it would only give Weathers more ammo.

         Nothing but nothing. Weathers was as boring as he was annoying.

         That should have been the end of it.

         Except that Doug Weathers had no alibi for the night before Samantha Reed’s body had been found.

         Doesn’t mean anything. Hell, I don’t have an alibi for that night, ’less you count passed out on the sofa.
         

         Half the Nod probably couldn’t account for its whereabouts that night. Innocent people rarely kept track of their comings and goings.

         He kept up his one-man surveillance of Weathers. Borrowed a GPS tracker from a colleague in the next county over and slipped it into the wheel well of Weathers’s car. He couldn’t be on the man 24/7, but he could let a satellite do that for him. Sometimes these creeps revisited the scene of the crime.

         A week went by. G. William began to feel faintly embarrassed, as if waking from a dream in which he’d walked naked through town, proudly displaying his manhood to one and all. Doug Weathers was a loathsome cockroach, yes, but he hadn’t done anything illegal. G. William was glad he’d never confided in anyone his suspicions.

         They’d really think the old man’s lost it. Or, worse, they’d pity me. “Poor old G. William. Can’t catch the bad guy and needs something to do to feel useful.”
         

         He recovered the GPS tracker and tried to put the whole shameful thing out of his mind.

         The trail (trails, actually) had gone cold. He had no leads in either case. The physical evidence was so threadbare as to be meaningless.

         On the one hand, he was grateful for the short, distractible nature of public memory. A movie star gets busted at the airport with a gram of coke or a young singer flashes the same nipples God gave every man, woman, and child alive, and suddenly gossip and chatter shift.

         But on the other hand, the reprieve made him feel oily and sleazy. In a way, Doug Weathers was the only person holding his feet to the fire.

         And they should be held to the fire. I’m the one responsible. I’m the one who should be killing himself to avenge these girls.
         

         Once, maybe. But it seemed pointless now. He had no leads. Nothing to sink his teeth into, nothing to peel back. No secrets to ferret out.

         Maybe—the thought galled and soothed at the same time—it was time to give up.

         Let the next guy worry about Dead Girl One and Dead Girl Two.
         

         It was sounding better and better every day. Leave office humiliated, under a cloud? There were worse fates. He’d witnessed them up close—Joyce in her hospice bed, Samantha Reed in her ditch. He’d be getting off easy.

         Sure, he thought, staring at the pristine, still-made bed after another night on the sofa. Sure, why not?
         

         And he thought that way for at least a week, and his mood lifted the tiniest bit, and he missed Joyce just the smallest, most infinitesimal amount less, until the day Hanson walked past him in the hall at the sheriff’s office and commented, “They’ll let anyone say whatever they want, won’t they?”

         “What the hell’s that mean, Hanson?”

         Hanson—predictably, fully in character—blanched. “I…I thought you knew.…”

         Doug Weathers—no longer the darling of the front page—had taken to the Internet to continue his haranguing of the Lobo’s Nod sheriff’s department. His new blog—Stormy Weathers, of course—began with a blistering critique of the department in general and of G. William in particular. DEAD GIRLS GET NO JUSTICE!!! the first post’s headline proclaimed. Exclamation points were used in fulsome abundance, as though Weathers’s editors had been holding his exclamatory prowess in check and he could now let loose. A typical sentence read: “With no leads and no information forthcoming, is it possible the sheriff’s department has simply…given up???” The triple question marks no doubt lending gravitas and urgency, in Weathers’s mind.
         

         “Sheriff G. William Tanner has presided over decades of relative calm in Lobo’s Nod…but it’s now obvious that his reign was more luck than genius! At the first sign of REAL crime, the sheriff has tucked his tail between his legs! Given up! The killer or killers of Cara Swinton and Samantha Reed are STILL AT LARGE!!!”

         G. William skimmed the rest of the post at his desk in disgust. It was easy to fulminate from the sidelines, much harder to do the actual work. If he’d had even a smidgen of evidence, so much as a soupçon of information, he would be bloodhounding it all over the goddamn county—the state!—in pursuit of the men who’d done wrong by Dead Girl One and Dead Girl Two. But he had nothing. It happened. There were rooms in every police station in every precinct in every state in God’s great US of A in which cold cases languished, unattended and unsolved. The Nod was no exception.

         And for that jackass to take to the Internet, to excoriate G. William on his blog…
         

         G. William even hated the word. Blog. It wasn’t a real word. It was more like a comic-book sound effect. It was something that lived and thrived in a word balloon as an anthropomorphic cat hacked up the still-living birdie protagonist in a kid’s cartoon.
         

         BLLLLOOOOOOOOGGGG!!!!
         

         He hated the blog. He hated Weathers. But at least someone still cared. It seemed entirely possible—entirely likely, really—that G. William would slip away into the vacant electoral night that gloams for all losers, that he would suffer early retirement and not much else for the sin of being unable to solve the murders of Dead Girl One and Dead Girl Two. That wasn’t right. There should be more.

         As if losing your wife ain’t enough?
         

         In the closed-door privacy of his office, G. William tightened his eyes against tears. The idea that Joyce’s death was some kind of advance payment on his to-be-overdue loan in the murder department was repugnant to him, but also somehow sensible and comfortable.

         Makes perfect sense. Perfectly healthy woman, not too advanced in years, gets diagnosed and dies within six months…gotta be You, O Lord. Only You have that kind of power and foresight. Only You have that sick sense of humor, that sense of irrational and disproportionate retribution. Moses dies within sight of the Promised Land. King David counts his soldiers, and You smite seventy thousand innocents. I give up on two cases no one could solve, so you whack my wife in advance. Screw You, O Lord.
         

         He wiped away the tears that had leaked through, then found himself staring at the handkerchief he’d used. He’d been using one just like it for years: Joyce regularly gifted him with handkerchiefs she’d monogrammed herself. No Internet-bought specialties for her.

         The handkerchief was checkered and slightly damp with his tears, and the W was unraveling just the tiniest bit. One corner had frayed.
         

         A dozen handkerchiefs usually took G. William through flu and allergy season and well past winter, at which point, Joyce would magically produce new ones, discarding the old ones.

         The thread on the W stood up perhaps a quarter of an inch. It towered, in G. William’s eyes.
         

         There would be no more handkerchiefs. This was the end of them.

         He folded it with scrupulous caution and tucked it into his breast pocket. He would have to be careful with the ones he had left. Very careful, indeed.

         
              

         

         October wound down toward Halloween, toward Election Day. Every day, G. William made sure to take an hour—either at the office or at home—to pore over the case files for Dead Girl One and Dead Girl Two. No matter how many times he read through them, though, nothing new appeared to him.

         If the polling trend lines continued their current slopes, G. William would be a lame duck come the first Wednesday in November, just two weeks away. And he had no earthly idea what he would do in that case.

         Sometimes, home in the living room, swaddled in darkness save for the TV, he hoisted up a roll of belly and slid his service weapon from its holster, holding it aloft in the lonely, sickly glow of the TV. You eat your gun, your problems go away. It’s the most basic, simplistic solution there is. It resolves everything.
         

         There were no kids to traumatize with Daddy’s death. No living family. A handful of friends, yes, but most of them had been Joyce’s and had drifted away since her death. Not much of a reason to not off oneself.
         

         Still. It pissed him off to think that his own death investigation would be handled by the Upstart from Calverton. And probably bungled. Every time he considered the gun, he tucked it back away, safe and sound.

         He was pretty sure everyone who eventually offed himself did the same thing. Many, many times.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 6

         

         With about a week to go before the election, the race was a statistical dead heat. Incumbents of the sheriff’s office traditionally did not campaign, which was good for G. William—he’d added even more weight to his bulk. His color was sallow, except for strained blooms of red on his cheeks and his usual florid nose. He wheezed when he stood, when he sat, when he walked more than thirty feet at a stretch. If the people of the Nod and the surrounding county hadn’t already lost faith in him, they would have if he’d had to attend campaign events. Just the sight of him would have dropped his chances at reelection straight into the toilet.

         The final indignity (well, he reasoned, the penultimate indignity) came exactly one week before the race, when Tommy Shanahan called to give him a heads-up that the morning paper would carry its editorial endorsement. G. William didn’t bother to ask for whom. He’d been expecting this, and thanked Tommy—with genuine gratitude—for the warning.

         “At least Weathers isn’t riding you anymore,” Tommy said weakly.

         In the pages of the paper, sure. But that blog was still out there, and even though he knew he shouldn’t, G. William checked in regularly.

         Failure…!
         

         Blight on the Sheriff’s Office…!
         

         Untenable…!
         

         Violation of the public trust…!
         

         He read the case files over and over, to the point that he could recite them from memory. They were the only proof he had that his memory was even functioning these days—he’d worn mismatched socks, the wrong tie with his uniform, a pajama top under his shirt. His brain fired at random, it seemed, to the point that he made sure to come to work long before the morning commuters took to the streets and long after the evening drivers were off the roads.

         He didn’t trust himself behind the wheel. His mind drifted. Yet he couldn’t stop himself from coming into the office each day, huddling at his desk behind a closed door, looking for something—anything—that could lead to a break in either case.

         Some days, he believed they were connected. They had to be! Two young, pretty blond girls get killed in a town with a murder rate of zilch? Within two weeks? You’d have to be a blithering idiot not to see the connection!
         

         And yet…other days, he shied away from this theory, all too aware of the fate that befell cops who tried to fit facts to theory, not the other way around. Other than location and general appearance, there was nothing to tie the cases—or, indeed, the girls—to each other. Blond? Yep, sure. So what? Lots of blonds in the world. Pretty? Damn straight. But in different ways. Calling Samantha Reed pretty was just being honest. Cute girl. Calling Cara Swinton pretty was probably a crime of understatement. She wasn’t model quality, as she seemed to think she was, but she wasn’t deluded, either. She was damn close. Different girls, different kinds of girls.

         Who wanted them dead?

         And why?

         With six days to go before the election, G. William wore one black shoe and one brown shoe to the office. And that turned out to be the break he’d been waiting for.

         
              

         

         “Gettin’ your clothes mixed up, Sheriff?” the receptionist asked as he walked into the building. He paused, aware of the hush that fell over the office as she asked it. Loralynn Sweeney was somewhere north of seventy, long overdue for retirement, but G. William had too much heart to let the old bird go. The silence that greeted this latest in Loralynn’s line of off-the-cuff bombs told G. William what he’d already suspected—the office had been aware of his erratic behavior (both sartorial and not) over the past few weeks, and they’d instituted an informal code of silence. Now Loralynn had broken that code, and everyone—from the deputy frozen at the fax machine to the new guy halfway through a doughnut—was wondering what the reaction would be.

         Something in his head shook loose.

         “What did you say?” he asked.

         The sense of Don’t say anything! from everyone else in the room was almost palpable, but Loralynn was impervious. “I said, you gettin’ your clothes mixed up these days, Sheriff? You got two different shoes on.”
         

         He looked down. Sure enough.

         “Couple days ago, you had on different color socks. And before that, you—”

         “I get it. Thanks.”

         He hustled to his office as rapidly as his bulk would permit.

         Gettin’ your clothes mixed up?
         

         Door closed, he lunged for the Samantha Reed file. It was right on top of the desk, as always.

         Gettin’ your clothes mixed up?
         

         Talk to your medical examiner about how difficult it apparently is to give the next of kin the right damn clothes!
         

         Henry Reed. Right? Right?

         G. William flipped through his notes. Yes. Yes, there it was, just as he remembered it. During G. William’s abortive attempt to interrogate the grieving father of Dead Girl Two, Henry had shouted that. G. William had thought little of it at the time. Mistakes happened in police work. The morgue had mixed up a possessions bag and handed off the wrong clothing to the Reeds, that’s all. Since Henry mentioned it and was so het up about it, G. William had assumed he’d already reamed out the morgue folks and gotten the proper clothes.

         Assuming. Dumbass thing to do. Never assume. Never.
         

         He picked up the phone and dialed the morgue. The morgue was actually part of the sheriff’s department, down in a basement room that also connected to the mortuary next door. But G. William wanted answers now, and he didn’t want to waste time making his slow way downstairs.

         “Morgue!” vibrated through the phone.

         Renny Cartwright was way too cheerful for someone who worked in a morgue, but he was also good at his job, so G. William couldn’t find it in his heart to chastise him for sounding like a carnival barker.

         “Renny, you know the Reed case? I’m wonderin’ if there was a complaint from—”

         “Jesus H.!” Even exasperated, Renny managed to sound like he was having a good time. “They still on about that? I apologized up and down, G. William. Even though it weren’t my damn fault at all. They lookin’ to sue? Over a goddamn pair of underwear?”
         

         G. William’s breath caught. “Maybe you better start at the beginning, Renny.”

         So Renny spilled the story, in the upbeat, enthusiastic tones of a pep squad. After processing Dead Girl Two, he’d released the body to the funeral home, a procedure no more complicated than knocking on the connecting door and letting the folks at the Giancci Funeral Home come on in to wheel her through. Also per standard procedure, he’d packed up the victim’s clothes and other personal belongings into what was called a “possessions bag.” It was actually a box in this case, but tradition dictated it be called a bag. Since there had been no trace evidence of any kind found on the clothing or other items, they would be returned to the family.

         “And that’s when all hell broke loose,” Renny went on. “Next thing I know, the dad’s on the horn, screamin’ at me about how I messed up, I’m incompetent, I’m a jerk, he’ll get me fired. All because he says I sent them back the wrong britches.”

         “Her underwear.”

         “What I said.”

         G. William closed his eyes and cursed his memory. He could see the wink of Dead Girl Two’s panties under her hiked skirt the day they’d found her body. Could remember his thought—later proven wrong—that she hadn’t been raped.

         “Go on.”

         “So anyway, he’s tellin’ me as how his daughter never wore no underwear like these and I mixed it up and what else have I maybe mixed up and how’re we ever gonna catch the prick done this crime if the cops can’t even keep a pair of underwear straight?”
         

         “And?”

         “I swear to God and all holy, G. William—those panties are the ones Reed was wearing. I took them off her myself when she was on the slab. We have crime-scene photos of her wearing them. But there was just no talking to him, not the way he was. So I apologized and told him we’d look for his daughter’s underwear. He came in a couple, three days later, practically threw ’em in my face. I told him I didn’t have anything for him, and he just stomped out.”

         G. William leaned back in his chair. “You still have ’em?”

         “Well, yeah. I mean, seriously—they belong to the Reed girl. I left ’em in the evidence locker. Someday, he’s gonna come apologizing to me and I’ll be the bigger man and let him have ’em.”

         “Bring them to me,” G. William said. “Now.”

         
              

         

         There was nothing special about the underwear.

         They were somewhere between lime and Kelly green, with modest-sized white polka dots both front and back. No telling stains or markings. At the sides, they were remarkably narrow, and G. William imagined that, to those who cared about such things, they would look fetching, cut high over a teenage thigh. It had been a long time since G. William had witnessed a teenage thigh, and he had no particular interest in thinking about them, but this was work.

         He’d called the Reeds, thankfully getting the missus and not the mister. Deanna Reed had always been a dull, gray woman, and her daughter’s death had only deepened the shades of gray. Talking to her on the phone was like negotiating with a bucket of dishwater, but he eventually prized out of her the answers he needed: The underwear did not belong to Samantha. Not her brand, for one thing. Not her style at all, for another. G. William had no children, but he was positive that kids of a certain age would do things like buy underwear—especially slightly sexy underwear—without informing their parents.

         “I do the laundry,” Deanna said. “I’ve always done the laundry. Samantha didn’t even know how. I realized I’d have to teach her before she went off to…college.”

         G. William murmured comforting platitudes over the phone line, easing her through a series of choking sobs, then thanked her for her help and hung up.

         This was a lead. A clue. His first.

         It was his gut telling him so, again. Nothing that would stand up in court, of course. The panties could easily have been bought by Samantha on the sly or given to her by a friend. And maybe Deanna didn’t pay that much attention when doing the laundry. Or maybe her daughter had housekeeping skills that Deanna was unaware of. It was entirely possible that the underwear belonged to Dead Girl Two.

         Except G. William’s gut knew that wasn’t true. It was too odd a detail. It was just too damned weird.
         

         The killer had put them on her.

         He had taken off whatever underwear she’d been wearing that day (if any…kids these days) and had raped her to his satisfaction, and then—for some reason—he’d slid these up her legs and snugged them at her hips, as if dressing a child.

         G. William stared at the panties for what felt like hours, until he began to feel like a pervert. He’d heard that in Japan, there were vending machines where businessmen bought girls’ used panties. But then again, Japan was one of those places onto which people seemed to project their own peculiarities, so he didn’t know if it was true or just something people said.

         In any event, he was certain there were no such vending machines anywhere near the Nod. So where had these panties come from? They didn’t look new—the elastic at the waist was stretched a bit, just slightly worn. Not brand-new. The killer hadn’t bought them expressly to put on Dead Girl Two. He’d acquired them some other way.

         Stolen from someone? Rifling through someone else’s underwear drawer?

         Made the most sense.

         His wife’s? Sister’s?
         

         No. Daughter. He has a daughter her age and he wants to, but he can’t, so he transfers the underwear, transferring the need and the sin? Can’t do the things he wants to do to his own kid, so he turns Dead Girl Two into a version of her.
         

         That tracked.

         So did something else. Something he avoided thinking. It flapped at him like a bat blinded by the light, panicking and screeching, and he swatted it away, but it kept coming back. Finally, it sank its teeth into him, and he stood from his desk and marched into the outer office.

         “Going home to change those shoes?” Loralynn asked.

         “Sure,” G. William said, and didn’t look back.

         
              

         

         The Swinton house was preternaturally clean. Damned eerie, it was. As G. William spoke, Geraldine Swinton darted from surface to surface with a duster, whisking away microscopic motes with a ferocity that suggested a level of personal offense.

         He thought of the mornings he’d woken up on the floor, in the bathtub, and he didn’t judge.

         Everyone grieved in different ways, he supposed.

         “I’m truly sorry for having to intrude on y’all,” G. William said, then paused. Geraldine’s incessant motion was making him ill. “Gerry,” he said quietly. He’d known her nigh on twenty years. “Gerry, won’t you please sit down, sweetheart?”

         Geraldine Swinton batted at a speck of dust only she could see and stared down at the polished surface of the end table that obsessed her so. “I’m sorry. It’s just…the house is so filthy. Do you understand? It’s just absolutely wretched, and that’s not acceptable, you know?”
         

         He thought of his pristine bed, undented by his bulk, the pillows fluffed to perfection weeks ago and then untouched.

         “I know,” he told her.

         He’d come here under the pretense of “just checking in.” A civil servant, looking after the needs of one of his constituents. He had a true reason, though, for the visit to Dead Girl One’s home, and he was avoiding it. The reason was on the smartphone tucked into his left hip pocket.

         After some chitchat and after realizing that his heart couldn’t tolerate the ineffable, chaotic, yet pristine sadness of the Swinton house, G. William finally did what he’d come to do, what he absolutely did not want to do. Because once he asked the question, he’d have the answer, and the answer scared the bejesus out of him.

         “Gerry, I need you to look at something for me.”

         “Will this help?”

         “Might could.”

         She nodded and alighted on the sofa next to him. G. William hauled out his phone and showed her the photo he’d taken of the mystery underwear.

         “Gerry, do you recog—”

         “Those are Cara’s,” she whispered. “How did you find them?”

         G. William’s gut gurgled and hissed, as if to say, I told you. I knew it. I knew it all along.
         

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 7

         

         He switched the underwear.
         

         They still hadn’t found Dead Girl One’s body, but now they had her underwear, and G. William knew that when they did find her—probably out in the wild brush beyond town, maybe buried, maybe not—they would find her wearing Samantha Reed’s panties. And now they knew that both girls had been killed by the same man.
         

         More accurately, G. William knew. He hadn’t told anyone yet.

         At home, he splashed cold water on his face, throwing handfuls of the stuff at himself with a violence that nearly winded him. The bathroom was spattered and soaking in all directions—walls, floor. Droplets formed on the ceiling. He couldn’t get enough clean out of the tap and onto his face.
         

         Not a serial killer, he thought. It’s not a serial killer. Serial killers have to kill three, with gaps between each one. There’s only two.
         

         Unless…

         No. It’s not a serial killer.
         

         Unless there’s a third body you haven’t found.

         No.
         

         Unless there’s a third body yet to come.

         No.
         

         It couldn’t be a serial killer. He wouldn’t let it be a serial killer. Serial killers meant task forces and manhunts and all manner of insanity. Hunting a serial killer was like tracking prey through the forest, only the forest kept changing and the prey was just as smart as you.
         

         He looked up in the mirror. Dripping face. Uniform drenched through.

         “Don’t let this be happening to me,” he said aloud, his own voice foreign.

         It’s axiomatic in police work that a clue is better than no clue, but this one…
         

         How could this help?

         There was still no other evidence. Nothing to use. Nothing to exploit. He knew only that the girls had been killed by the same person (or—ah, shit—people, working in concert). Nothing more. There was still no trace evidence on Dead Girl Two. No clues as to Dead Girl One except for that bit of hair, that bit of sweater, that spot of blood, and that naked iPhone.
         

         Having this single clue was even worse than having nothing. He’d spent the past several weeks grinding through the case files, convincing himself that within lurked the clue that would crack the case wide open. And here he’d found a clue, and the case remained resolutely, imperviously shut.

         Maybe it had been the ghost of old Étienne LeBeau after all. Come back after all these years for a new banquet of the young flesh he’d enjoyed so much in life. Haunting his Nod, laughing all the while.

         The villains get the last laugh. Because at the end of the day, we all die. Good, bad, indifferent, we all die, and fucking Death just grins his bare, Reaper’s grin and says nothing because there’s nothing worth saying. In a ditch on the outskirts of town, in a hospice bed unconscious and fidgeting from morphine, it makes no difference. Not at all.

         He fumbled in the pantry, shoving aside bottles of olive oil and vinegar, looking for the half-full bottle of Jameson he’d stashed there after an anniversary party. They drank only socially, rarely when just the two of them, and liquor had a long shelf life. He never thought of that bottle, but now he could think of nothing but it. Being drunk was no better than being sober, but it was sure as shit no worse.
         

         I can’t do it. I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry, Joyce. I can’t do it. I’m supposed to be strong, I know, but I ain’t. I just ain’t. Not strong enough. They took you away from me, and now they’re gonna take everything else, too, and I just can’t. I can’t.
         

         The gun was heavy on his hip. He’d never been able to pull the trigger, but he suspected if he got drunk enough, he might. It could even be an accident. Slip of the trigger finger.

         Either way, better than living in this godforsaken world.
         

         The bottle—in defiance of his recollection—was not half full, but only contained a shot’s worth. Not nearly enough to inebriate a man of G. William’s impressive bulk. He stared at it, sighed, then hunted for his car keys.

         
              

         

         He dressed in civvies, drove his personal vehicle. Didn’t want people seeing a police car parked outside Roscoe’s. Not that he thought it would impact his chances at the polls in a few days—the election was as good as over. Assuming G. William survived the night, he wouldn’t survive the challenge in any event. How do you go to people wondering about your fitness for law enforcement and say, “Give me another chance—I found a clue! I don’t know what to do with it, and it’s not going to help us, but I found it!”

         He ordered a beer and sat in a booth toward the back. It was a weeknight, so Roscoe’s was only sparsely attended. G. William noticed a couple of college-age kids who he knew to be underage, but he didn’t have the energy or the wherewithal to bust them or the bartender.

         World’s tough enough. We could all use a drink every now and again.
         

         Speaking of which…he nursed the beer. He was in no hurry. Roscoe’s closed at two AM, and it was barely ten. He had plenty of time to sit there and slowly slip into a drunken stupor.
         

         And then what? Risk someone else’s life driving so that you can shoot yourself in the comfort of your own home?
         

         Don’t get ahead of yourself. Haven’t decided to do it yet.
         

         Haven’t you?
         

         He took another pull at the beer. It was smooth and sour and bitter all at once, and he wondered why he didn’t do this more often.

         Had the killer sat in a place like Roscoe’s (hell, maybe in Roscoe’s?) and nursed a beer like this, lurking in a shadowy corner, watching the pretty girls?
         

         You watch long enough, and you start thinkin’ it ain’t enough. You start thinkin’ maybe you deserve more than a look.
         

         He gritted his teeth.

         You start thinkin’ things like “Why do they show all that skin, ’ less they want me to look? Why do they flaunt it and flash it, ’ less they want me to touch? But they got all these forces working on them, telling them not to let me look, not to let me touch. So you just have to overcome that. That’s part of the game, part of the struggle.”
         

         And then maybe it becomes the whole point.
         

         He was grinding his teeth. He polished off the beer. He couldn’t tell if the alcohol was making it worse or better. Two girls playing pool in the corner, one in a denim skirt that flashed a tempting triangle of shadow every time she leaned in to shoot, both of them flirting with two older guys at a booth. And G. William wanted to go to them, to tell them, For God’s sake, do you have any idea what you’re doing? What could happen? Do you know what they’re thinking?
         

         Do you know what I’m thinking?
         

         He’d had no interest in sex since Joyce died. But he was human.

         That’s what the killer’s thinking. What he thought. “I’m human. I got needs.”
         

         That’s what the killer thinks, and now I’m thinking it, too. He’s fucking poisoned me without even touching me. Maybe it is time to sweep in the new. Maybe I’m just too toxic and too old.
         

         Pinching the bridge of his misshapen nose, G. William sighed heavily. The scary thing about impulses, about yearnings, was that sometimes it was damn difficult to see the line where they transmogrified into lunacy. They often tiptoed in, sneaking up on you unawares, well concealed in the guise of innocent fantasy or some other pleasantry.

         “Hey, Sheriff? You here for the—whatchacallit?—ambience? Or can I buy you a drink?”

         G. William looked up to see Billy Dent standing over him, and a sense of relief filled him. Something about Billy’s easygoing nature, his pure born-and-raised-in-the-Nod candor.

         “Just thinkin’, Billy.” G. William hesitated. It would only be polite to invite Billy to sit down, but a part of him still wanted to be alone.

         With an easy, practiced gesture, Billy caught the attention of Maribeth, Roscoe’s sole waitress. “Darlin’, bring me my usual and one more of the sheriff’s, will ya? On me.” And with that, he slid into the booth across from G. William. His blue eyes sparkled as he steepled his fingers. Billy Dent had a way of getting what he wanted, a talent G. William dearly wished he’d cultivated. “So, Sheriff. I see them beatin’ you up somethin’ fierce in the press. I hope you’re not paying it no nevermind.”

         With a rueful smile, G. William shook his head. “In a few days, it won’t be my problem anymore.”

         “That don’t sound like a man ready to go down fighting.”

         “I’ve been fighting a hell of a long time, Billy.”

         “Gotta keep doing it.”

         “Joyce used to say: ‘All you have to do is wake up in the morning and go to bed at night. Everything else is optional.’”

         Billy clucked his tongue and nodded thoughtfully. “True. But you know, sometimes the fight itself is worthwhile, even if the prize at the end ain’t.”

         G. William opened his mouth to speak and stopped when Maribeth set a sweating beer bottle before him and a glass of something murky in front of Billy. He was grateful for the interruption; Billy was a good man, but it wouldn’t do to be discussing the case or his electoral problems with him.

         Maribeth barely noticed G. William, taking a moment to chat with Billy before turning and heading back to the bar, tossing her hips just a bit more than was strictly necessary for basic locomotion. Billy’s gaze lingered just a moment longer than G. William’s own. “Been a while, eh?”

         Billy straightened in his seat as though guilty of something. “Sorry. Lost in thought. I got a sister named Samantha. Guess this last one’s on my mind a lot.” He held up his drink. “Here’s to reelection.”

         G. William grunted and clinked his beer bottle. “Sure. Why not?”

         They drank.

         “People around here are forgiving types, Sheriff. They know you can’t do everything, solve every crime, save every life. You’ve done well by them for a long, long time. My momma says you’re the best sheriff this town’s ever had. And she’s been here a damn long time.”

         “Well, tell your momma I appreciate her confidence.” He sucked at the beer bottle again. He was just beginning to buzz, and it felt good and wrong at the same time. “Tell me: How old’s that boy of yours now?”

         Billy drank, too. They were close to dry, and he signaled to Maribeth for two more. “Jasper? Almost fourteen.”

         “You know, I always liked the way he took to that poor Gersten boy. It’s a credit to you and Janice.” G. William realized what he’d just said. “Ah, hell. Sorry, Billy.”

         Billy waved it off, but G. William detected real regret in his expression. “It’s okay, Sheriff. She’s been gone more’n five years. Eventually, I gotta get used to it.”

         Five years. Jesus. And still getting used to it. “How long do you think it takes?” He hated the tone of desperation in his voice. “To get used to it.”

         Billy shook his head sadly. “When I figure it out, I’ll tell you.”

         Maribeth brought the new drinks. They raised them.

         “To women who deserved better than us,” Billy said, a generous sentiment considering his wife had run off.

         “Amen.” G. William clinked, and they drank again. He felt warm and almost invisible back here in the booth, isolated. No one was even looking in his direction, except for Billy, with those almost-too-blue eyes.

         Billy belched. “Mind my asking—I’ve always wondered. What’s the G stand for?”
         

         G. William clucked his tongue. He’d managed to do a good job keeping that one under wraps. Small-town folk were good folk, but he didn’t expect them to understand his mother’s whims. Even Joyce had called him “G. William” rather than by his Christian name.

         Ah, what the hell. It was Billy. He chuckled. “Gareth.”

         “Gareth?” Billy repeated with an expression of mingled delight and bafflement.

         “It’s a perfectly good name,” G. William shot back.

         Billy held up a defensive hand and laughed. “No argument from me. My momma gave me Cornelius.”
         

         “At least she had the decency to make it your middle name.”

         “Well, yeah.” He scratched his head. “Gareth. Really?”

         “It’s from the story of King Arthur. Pretty sure that’s the only book my mother ever read, but she knew it back and forth.”

         They laughed together and drank some more. “I see you’re letting your hair grow back,” G. William commented. A while back, Billy had surprised folks in town with a bald head.

         Now Billy ran a hand over his stubbled pate. “Yeah. Saw some fella on TV had it bald. Thought it might look good on me,” he said with a snicker. “Thought wrong.”

         G. William shrugged. “It grows back.”

         “For now. If the pictures of my momma’s daddy are any indication, I’m looking at losing it all sooner or later.”

         “There are worse fates.”

         G. William said it lightly, but as soon as the words were out of his mouth, they took on heft and density. They thudded into the center of the table and lay there, leaden and unmoving.

         Maribeth brought another round. G. William was on his way to being drunk now, and that was just fine.

         There are worse fates.
         

         Fucking hell.

         “Two girls dead,” G. William whispered. “Two of my girls. My people, Billy. Dead. And I got nothing.”
         

         Billy leaned forward. Jesus, but his eyes were intense! G. William felt like someone was giving his soul a root canal. “Listen to me, Gareth William Tanner. Fate comes in and sweeps us all like a big broom, you hear? And the dust goes flyin’ and it lands where it lands, and we get no say in the matter.”

         “Sweep in the new, eh?”

         Billy pshawed. “That idiot from Calverton? He’s no lawman. Not like you. He’s a…a…he’s a—what’s the word I’m looking for?” Billy snapped his fingers repeatedly with disproportionate urgency. “What’s the word? Starts with D.”
         

         “Disaster?”

         “No.”

         “Douchebag?”

         Billy guffawed, but the humor never touched his eyes. “No. Come on.”

         “Dickhead,” G. William growled, and it felt good to say it out loud.

         “Dilettante!” Billy shouted, so loud that the word carried above the bar’s sound system and folks paused to glance their way for a moment. He slapped a triumphant palm on the table. Fortunately, their drinks were nearly empty. “Dilettante! He’s a goddamn dilettante. Sheriff is just one more bullet point on his résumé. Stepping-stone to something bigger. Not like you, Sheriff. You’re dedicated. This office means something to you.”
         

         G. William was feeling blurry at this point, and Billy’s words hit him harder than he would have imagined possible. “Thanks, Billy,” he said quietly. “I just wish I could have…”

         Dead Girl One and Dead Girl Two swam before his eyes for a moment. Somewhere in the current, Maribeth delivered another beer, and G. William lunged for it.

         “Wish I could have…”

         Leaning in some more, Billy said—in a conspiratorial tone—“My daddy used to say something to me, back when he was still with us. Used to say: ‘Ain’t no shame in losing to a better man.’”

         “You think Mr. Sweep-in-the-New is a better man?”

         Billy paused just long enough that G. William began to wonder what was going on. Then Billy cackled, “Hell, no!” and they clinked glasses again.

         “Glad someone’s still got faith in me,” G. William said.

         “This sick SOB can’t avoid you forever,” Billy said with verve. “You got more than my faith, Sheriff. You’ve got my vote.”
         

          

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 8

         

         G. William awoke the next day on his sofa, which was better than the bathtub, but most disturbing of all was that he couldn’t remember how he’d gotten home. His car was missing from the driveway, so at least he hadn’t risked killing someone on his way home. His head throbbed with hangover excellence, and his eyes wanted to scrub themselves clean.

         A note on the end table told the tale, written in a scrawl that was not G. William’s own.

         “Sleep well, Sheriff,” Billy Dent had written. “PS: Your secret’s safe with me.”

         “Good for me,” G. William muttered, and headed for the shower.

         As if the hangover weren’t enough, the day also dawned with Weathers’s blog finally getting some traction. As G. William shaved and dressed for the day with CNN on, he heard the unmistakable voice of Doug Weathers. Peering out from the bathroom, he beheld Weathers blathering over a chyron that blared TERROR IN A TINY TOWN!
         

         Lovely.

         No one in the office—no one in town—would have gainsaid G. William if, less than a week before the election, he’d taken the day off. But he was damned if he would slink off into the night. No, if he was going away, he would do so on his own terms. And he would leave the incoming sheriff with every possible scrap of information about the murders in Lobo’s Nod.

         He drove his county-issued sedan to the office, making a mental note to pick up his car from Roscoe’s later, then spent a good part of the morning typing up his notes, translating his chicken scratch into the computer so that someone else could use them. Then he wrote up a carefully detailed and annotated description of how he’d come to the realization that both Dead Girl One and Dead Girl Two had been killed by the same man. He would not announce this information before the election. Not out of a sense of self-preservation—his loss was foreordained, barring a miracle—but rather so that the new sheriff could make the discovery public and begin his term at a running start. It was the least G. William could do for the community, he felt.

         By noon, he was feeling less hungover, slightly more alert. On a whim, he decided to log into the FBI’s ViCAP computer system. It was out of a sense of completeness, more than anything else. When Sweep-in-the-New swept into office and asked, smugly, “And did you run it by the feds?” G. William wanted to be able to say, “Yes. Yes, I did.”

         He spent the better part of the afternoon meticulously filling out the questionnaire in between the usual interruptions from his deputies and support staff.

         Never expecting the three words that eventually popped up on his screen and changed his life.

         
              

         

         Hand-in-Glove.
         

         G. William blanched when he saw the words.

         The Hand-in-Glove Killer. Famous from a few years back. Killed his way through part of the Midwest before disappearing. He’d murdered some way back, then went away for a little while, then came back to do more.

         Usually, when serial killers vanish, it’s because they’ve been arrested for something else—the caesura in their depredations is enforced by the coincidence of their incarceration. The world assumed Hand-in-Glove had been locked up somewhere and rotted in a prison cell in Kansas.

         But he’s here. He’s here in the Nod.
         

         The details of the cases had slipped from G. William’s memory over the years, though the killer’s odd name had not. But reading through the ViCAP report, he found himself recalling them easily.

         Hand-in-Glove liked blonds, with six of his seven victims being blonds not much older than the dead girls of Lobo’s Nod. One had been younger—only fifteen years old.

         And he had switched the undergarments.

         The bra from Victim Two found on Victim Six. The panties from Victim Seven on Victim One. He’d killed them, hidden some of the bodies, no doubt revisiting them to reexperience his crimes. They’d been recovered out of order—years, in some cases—and it had taken the FBI months to reconstruct the chronology of the murders. There was a note in the ViCAP file that an FBI agent named J. Morales was to be contacted with any new information.

         G. William’s hand trembled on the computer mouse. Did he have new information? Was Hand-in-Glove really stalking the Nod?

         He didn’t want to believe it. He wanted to believe it was a copycat. But the swapping of undergarments had apparently not been released to the public. A copycat wouldn’t know to do that.

         What are the odds of two perverts killing the same kind of girl and swapping their skivvies? For real.
         

         It boggled the mind. The idea that a serial killer—and one who’d gotten some national exposure, too—could be living in the Nod. Somewhere, the spirit of old Étienne LeBeau was no doubt looking up from hell and cackling with approval.

         So, what now, Gareth?
         

         The answer was as obvious as it was impossible: He should contact this Special Agent Morales. He should notify the state police and start up a task force.

         And how do you suppose that’s gonna look? Right before the election? You suddenly tell everyone you have a lead and the cases are linked and the killer happens to be the bogeyman of the Midwest. It’s gonna look like you’re trying to grab the election at the last minute. Like you’re desperate to hold on to this chair, this desk.
         

         By the same token, though, he couldn’t do nothing. That was a complete abrogation of his duty, of his sworn oath.
         

         What did he have to go on, anyway? Panties. Panties and blond hair and three words.

         Hand-in-Glove.
         

         He would call Special Agent Morales. That was what he would do. He would call Morales, and the man would either laugh his ass off at the hick from the sticks or maybe it would be something more. Then let the FBI announce it. Let them handle the press.

         His hand was halfway to the phone when a knock at the door distracted him. Hanson poked his head in.

         “Sheriff? You wanted me to give you a lift when I was off duty?”

         Right. He’d asked Hanson to drive him to Roscoe’s to retrieve his car.

         Special Agent Morales could wait a half hour, he decided. “Let’s go.”

         
              

         

         His car was in the parking lot at Roscoe’s, right where he’d left it the night before. He thanked Hanson for the ride, then went to unlock the driver’s side. As he did so, Maribeth slipped outside for a smoke break.

         “Evenin’, Sheriff.” She blew a cool ring into the darkling air.

         With a scowl, G. William leaned against his car’s roof. “You better get a grip on your customers, Maribeth.”

         Shocked, she almost forgot to exhale. “What do you mean?”

         “You had no business lettin’ Billy Dent get behind a wheel last night. You can bet I’m gonna talk to Roscoe about—”

         “What are you talking about?” Maribeth’s lower lip trembled, but G. William had seen better criers in his line of work.

         “A customer gets lit up like he did, like I did, you don’t let ’em behind the wheel. Just common sense, Maribeth. For God’s sake.”

         She flicked ash from the cigarette, her hand shaking just a bit. “But…but Billy wasn’t drunk! He was stone-cold sober! I swear.”

         “Don’t give me that. I outweigh him by a hundred pounds, and the man matched me drink for drink.”

         “Right.” Her head bobbed in eager agreement. “His usual. All Billy has is tonic with a spritz of cola and some grenadine. That’s all he ever has.”
         

         G. William stared into the middle distance for so long that he didn’t even realize Maribeth was openly weeping now. “I need this job, Sheriff. Please, I didn’t mean to do anything wrong. He was sober and he said—”

         Abashed, G. William harrumphed and came around the car to take her hands in his own. He cooed apologies and reassurances to her until she’d settled down, then shifted his frame behind the wheel of his car.

         Billy had been sober last night.

         Why did that surprise him so much? Why did it matter?

         He kept ordering rounds for us. It was like—
         

         No.

         It was like he was trying to get me drunk.
         

         Men get women drunk to get into their pants. Why would a man get another man drunk?

         “Ain’t no shame in losing to a better man.”
         

         It floated up from the previous evening’s (half-)drunken confab.

         “Ain’t no shame in losing to a better man.”
         

         Why did he even say that? Billy had said he didn’t think Mr. Sweep-in-the-New was a better man. He’d called him a dilettante. Why had he said…

         Unless he wasn’t talking about my opponent.
         

         “Ain’t no shame in losing to a better man.”
         

         Why had he said it? And why was it bothering G. William so much? He sat in the car, the door still ajar, his hands gripping the steering wheel as he focused mightily.

         Why?

         G. William swallowed hard. No. It was impossible. Not Billy Dent. Not the goddamned father of the year, aw-poor-single-dad, oh-my-look-at-him-ladies Billy Dent!
         

         He gunned the engine and drove back to the sheriff’s office. By the time he arrived, he’d convinced himself how wrong he was. Dead-dog wrong, his father used to say. As in, “You think that dead dog can hunt? You ain’t just wrong, boy—you’re dead-dog wrong.”

         Billy Dent could not be the Hand-in-Glove Killer.

         He sat in his office, the door closed, the only light coming from the ancient desk lamp. Other than Loralynn out at the reception desk, he was alone. Everyone else was on patrol or on a call.

         So he said it out loud: “Billy Dent cannot be the Hand-in-Glove Killer.”

         He felt ashamed when he heard the words, the suspicion. He thought of how he’d had Hanson dig into Henry Reed, how they both now knew the man was an alcoholic. It wasn’t his job to know that about an innocent man, but he did.

         And he thought of his own secret investigation of Doug Weathers. Pulling strings and skulking around. Plotting every damn grocery trip the man made with that GPS bug on his car.

         You’ve crossed the line too many times already. And you can’t even say you did it with pure intentions because admit it, old man—you would have cackled yourself into a coronary if Doug Weathers had killed those girls.
         

         And now he was suspecting Billy Dent! Billy! The patron saint of Lobo’s Nod! It would make more sense to go with the old theory that Étienne LeBeau had come back from the dead.

         He glared at the corkboard, with its accusatory photos. The girls screamed, You failed us. You can’t get the job done.
         

         And he remembered…

         He remembered Billy Dent looking at that same corkboard. Calling it a goddamn shame.

         Meaningless. Yeah, some serial killers like to scope out the investigation, but he was just dropping off a cruller. Would have been weird if he hadn’t looked at the board. It’s right there, out in the open.
         

         But wait. Billy hadn’t come by just to drop off a cruller. He’d done that, sure, but he had actually been in the building to…
         

         To…

         The PBA donations. Hell.
         

         He told himself it was just to satisfy his curiosity. He told himself it was just one phone call. He told himself no one had to know and that he’d crossed the line already, so why not dance a jig on the other side?

         He called Hanson in his patrol car. “You remember when Billy came by to drop off the PBA donations?”

         “Sure, Sheriff.”

         “Doesn’t he usually just deposit it right in the bank account for you? We signed something a while back to let him make deposits, didn’t we?”

         Hanson hesitated before answering, as if weighing the pros and cons of his response. “Well, sure. I don’t get…he decided to drop by. What’s the big deal?”

         What’s the big deal? Ain’t no big deal, Hanson. Except that he decided to drop by to give you the donations, when you would just have to go deposit them, anyway.
         

         And he did this the day after we found Samantha Reed’s body.
         

         And he didn’t offer me the cruller when we were all jawing in the outer office. He waited until I came back in here.
         

         “No big deal at all,” G. William said, staring at the corkboard. “Just wondering.”

         “You sure?”

         “Yep,” G. William said as brightly as he could manage. He hung up and knew that he still had nothing even remotely approaching evidence, and he picked up the phone again.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 9

         

         A few hours later, he pulled into Billy Dent’s driveway. It was fully dark now, but Billy had a series of lights along the driveway that allowed passersby to enjoy his perfectly manicured lawn even at night.

         G. William sat in the car as the engine cooled. A curtain had moved. Someone was in there and knew he was here.

         He didn’t want to knock on the door. Didn’t want to go inside.

         Now, Billy, I’m sure there’s an explanation for all of this.…
         

         No. Don’t start like that.

         He’d made some more calls. The coordinator of the Nod’s Little League. The folks who ran the FoodMobile. Other places.

         Billy had been unavailable each and every date matching the FBI’s dates for a Hand-in-Glove murder.

         No one could say Billy was actually out of town. He was just “unavailable.” Maybe he was sitting at home, watching ESPN and drinking his nonalcoholic witches’ brew. That’s what G. William hoped. But whatever he’d been doing, he hadn’t been coaching a game or feeding the hungry. Not on those specific dates.

         Maybe he just didn’t feel good those days. Or he was on a date. Or he was taking care of his kid.
         

         Maybe, maybe, maybe.

         Maybe he was in Wichita, evading the FBI and raping a fifteen-year-old girl before murdering her.
         

         He wished he didn’t know these facts. He didn’t want to know them. Because if a town saint like Billy Dent could end up being a bad guy, what the hell kind of hope was there for anyone else?
         

         It couldn’t happen like this. It didn’t happen like this. You don’t catch someone like Hand-in-Glove on sheer dumb luck.
         

         Then again…criminals in general thought they were smarter than cops. And serial killers in particular were impressed with their own genius. And fascinated by their own legends. They were known to attach themselves to the investigations into their crimes.

         It had been no coincidence that Billy had been at Roscoe’s. He wondered how long Billy had been observing the investigation from afar, laughing his head off at G. William’s bumbling, until finally he had to sit across from him and spit in his face.

         It’s a good thing criminals are stupid, because cops ain’t very smart, an old boss of G. William’s had said once. But Hand-in-Glove was smart. You don’t go back to the scene of the crime ten years later and not get caught if you’re dumb.
         

         Or maybe he was just lucky, too. And the craps table has tilted, and the dice rolled in my direction for a change.
         

         The curtain in the front window had gone still and not moved since. He half expected Billy to come outside and ask what the hell the sheriff was doing loitering in his driveway.

         You gotta get out of this car and go into the house and talk to him. Man to man.
         

         His hand hovered near the radio. The sensible thing to do would be to notify Loralynn that he was at Billy’s house. Just in case. But then she’d want to know why and when he wouldn’t say, she would just blabber to people how wasn’t it mysterious that G. William was calling on Billy Dent for no reason and felt the need to radio it in? And the next thing you know…

         He caught sight of his own eyes in the rearview mirror. They were bloodshot and haunted and wide, sunk deep into wrinkled, sallow flesh.

         You’re not thinking straight these days. Your head’s all messed up. Do you really think Hand-in-Glove drives the damn FoodMobile? Are you really gonna end your career accusing the Nod’s most solid citizen of rape and murder? Just get off your enormous ass, get in there, and go straighten it out. And then you and Billy can have a laugh at it.
         

         He heaved himself out of the car and lumbered to the front door. He pushed the doorbell. The mat before the door said WELCOME!—with an exclamation point and everything. G. William felt freshly ridiculous. This was Billy Dent, for God’s sake! Hanson worked with Billy on the Christmas parade every year. Could a deputy work side by side with a serial killer—coordinate the PBA pledge drives, even—and not realize…?
         

         He turned to go, but the door opened. Within stood not Billy Dent, but rather what could have been a smaller-scale model of him—same general build, same chiseled face, same sandy-brown hair that threatened to go blond at any moment.

         But the eyes. Hazel, not blue.

         “Hello there,” G. William said. “It’s Jasper, right?”

         The kid nodded with the solemnity only the young can muster. The kid was thirteen careening to fourteen, and had the curse of all teens: He thought he was an adult, but he was just a child.

         “Is your dad in?” G. William asked. He was here. He would ask Billy about the absences from Little League and such. And that would be that.

         Jasper shrugged with the insouciance of youth and shouted over his shoulder, “Hey, Dad! Sheriff’s here!” Then he stepped aside and let G. William in.

         G. William had been to Billy’s for the barbecues, of course, but never for anything else. Somehow, he was not surprised to find it neat and clean, as though dusted and vacuumed right before he’d rung the bell. He’d always been impressed by the cleanliness of Billy’s house. Apparently it wasn’t just for company.

         It was cramped, though—Billy kept a tidy house, but he clearly couldn’t bear to throw away anything.

         And the man himself wandered in from an archway that led to the kitchen, a cell phone to his ear. “Uh-huh. Well, thank you very much. I surely do appreciate that.” He broke the call and slipped the phone into his jeans pocket. “Evenin’, Sheriff.”

         “Billy.”

         “Jasper, didn’t I give you some chores to do?”

         Jasper rolled his eyes. “The doorbell—”

         “Get along and do as I said. Now.”

         The boy wandered away, leaving Billy and G. William together in the living room, separated by a sofa and fifteen feet of decent shag carpet.

         “What can I do for you, Sheriff?”

         And that’s when G. William knew. More important, he knew that Billy knew he knew.
         

         Those eyes. Those broken-ice-floe eyes.

         How many times had he stood in a room with Billy Dent? This close or closer? How many conversations at the supermarket, in the school parking lot, at the town hall?

         How many times had he gazed into those eyes and not realized there was nothing in them?
         

         “So,” G. William said. I’m standing in Hand-in-Glove’s living room. This is insane.
         

         First order of business: Get Billy out of here. Down to the sheriff’s office. Safe ground. Coax him, make him slip up, admit something. Can’t just arrest the man because of his eyes.

         “You been callin’ around about me, Tanner.” Billy’s voice was as light and as jovial as ever. Aw-shucks, good-ol’-boy converted to sound. It disoriented G. William. This couldn’t be Hand-in-Glove. What the hell had he been thinking?

         You’ve been thinking anything and everything. Joyce’s voice, for the first time in a while. Trying not to think of me, in that hospice bed.
         

         “Callin’ around,” Billy went on, “and people started callin’ me, saying things like, ‘Why’s the sheriff asking about you, Billy?’” He shook his head. “I don’t like that, Gareth. Hurts my feelings, it does.”
         

         “I’m sorry,” G. William said automatically. He wondered if he should put a hand on his sidearm, but he was mesmerized by Billy, by his stance, his eyes, by the mellow, redneck music of his speech.

         “Ain’t a thing.” Billy shrugged and came a step closer. “You’re a good man. Just doin’ your job. But I ain’t your job, Sheriff. Your job—for the next few days, I guess—is to catch bad people. I ain’t one of them. You know that.”

         G. William swallowed. “Just a couple of things to clear up, Billy. That’s all. It’s foolishness, I guess, but I gotta be thorough.”

         “You’ve been very thorough.” And Billy was within arm’s reach. When the hell had that happened? G. William was keenly aware of the tensed, taut muscles exposed by Billy’s rolled-up shirtsleeves. His forearms were corded with veins. “You’ve done your job well. I’m proud of you.”
         

         That hit, for some reason. G. William fumbled for words. “Look, Billy, you gotta talk to me. Let me handle this. I know you. You don’t want that jackass from Calverton coming in here with a SWAT team in a week, do you? Make some mistake, maybe hurt you or your boy?”

         At the mention of harm to Jasper, something flickered in Billy’s eyes and the set of his lips changed ever so subtly. G. William realized he was getting through. It was working.

         Hand-in-Glove or not, he’s still a father.
         

         “So, look, Billy, whyn’t you get your mother to come look after the boy, and you and me, we’ll go down to my office and clear this all up?”

         “Clear what up?”

         G. William fidgeted. He’d hoped that he wouldn’t have to accuse Billy in his own home. That he could get Billy to come down to the office, get nice and settled in where he had home-field advantage. A man’s home wasn’t his castle—not really—but it was his turf. Billy would be well within his rights to throw G. William out at any moment.

         “We shouldn’t talk about such things. Not here.”

         Billy just shook his head. “You’ll have to be more specific. I ain’t sure what you’re driving at.”

         You know. You know, you dead-eyed bastard. You’re just stringing me along. Toying with me.
         

         “‘Sometimes the fight itself is worthwhile, even if the prize at the end ain’t.’ You said that to me last night. I thought you were talking about the election.”

         “I was.”

         “No. I think you were talking about the girls, Billy.” There. It was out there now. G. William realized his mouth had gone dry. “The girls. They weren’t worth it in the end, were they?”

         “I got no idea what you’re talkin’ about, G. William.” Billy’s tone was concerned, solicitous even. “You look a little pale, you don’t mind me sayin’. You been sleeping?” But his eyes were anything but concerned. His eyes told the story.

         G. William cleared his throat and put a hand on his belt, near the handcuffs. Just enough to make them jangle. “Billy, we can do this the easy way or the hard way.” He’d never actually said that in his life. And right then, he wondered if there even was an easy way. He dropped his voice. “Don’t make me cuff you here and haul you away in front of your boy.”
         

         Billy’s jaw tightened. “That ain’t how this ends,” he said lightly. “You’re mistaken. And I forgive you, but—”

         “I ain’t mistaken. Now really—get your boy to go to your mother’s. Or tell him you’re going to get a drink with me or something.” He hesitated. “That’s my best offer, Billy. Take it or leave it.”

         Billy nodded. “Jasper!” he shouted, never taking his eyes from G. William.

         “Yeah?” Bored call from elsewhere in the house.

         “Get moving! Now! Now!”

         Before G. William could process Billy’s scream, Billy Dent transformed before him. The lazy, charmed quirk of his lips became a peeled-back wolf’s baring of teeth, and his eyes went cold and dead.

         The metamorphosis so shocked G. William that it took him a moment to realize Billy already had his hands around his throat.

         “The pisser about all this, Sheriff,” Billy hissed through gritted teeth as his impossibly strong hands crushed G. William’s throat, “is that I actually. Fucking. Liked. You!” He punctuated each word with a shake that bobbled G. William’s head.
         

         G. William flailed for a moment, grabbing Billy’s wrists, but the man had hands of pure steel. He couldn’t budge them. Already, he was running out of air, running out of blood to the brain, cut off by the pressure of Dent’s fingers, expertly placed along the side of his neck.

         This is how he killed them. He did this to them. Hand-in-Glove.
         

         Delirious, he didn’t even think of the gun at his hip. He flailed and flapped his hands like a rookie, stunned and choking.

         His spasming hand found something on his belt, and he brought it up. Not out of instinct—there was no instinct for this situation but to gasp and flail, instincts that had to be overridden as they led to burning precious oxygen—but rather years of training so ingrained and repeated that they became akin to instinct.

         As his vision blurred to near-black, he depressed the button on his canister of pepper spray.

         His aim was off—of course—but Billy got enough of a whiff to loosen his hold. G. William sprayed again, then brought both hands up together between Billy’s and spread them, knocking Billy’s arms aside.

         Blessed air flowed down into his sore, mangled, open windpipe.

         Billy Dent stepped back, one hand held up as if to say, Hang on a sec, man—something in my eye. One eye was swollen shut and weeping. The other glared out at him with an animalistic hatred G. William had witnessed only—
         

         No, scratch that. He’d never witnessed it before.

         He finally managed to get his gun out of his holster, swinging it up in a tight arc, now leveling the gun and the pepper spray at Dent. At the sight of the gun, Billy’s entire expression changed, reverting back to good ol’ boy. Hell, you can’t blame a guy for tryin’, right? he seemed to be thinking.
         

         “Guess this is your lucky day,” Billy drawled, and grinned a sardonic grin.

         “Shut up!” G. William’s voice was raw, abraded, and his body had flooded with so much adrenaline that both hands shook. At this range, he couldn’t miss hitting Dent, and he was half-afraid, half-hopeful that his vibrating trigger finger would do what his civilized brain couldn’t allow him to do. Images of Dead Girl One and Dead Girl Two floated before him like motes in the air, and the ViCAP report of Hand-in-Glove’s depredations scrolled along in his mind, as if narrated by a perverse voiceover.

         “Shut up and lie the hell down! On your stomach! Do it! Now!” He didn’t recognize his own voice. He’d been a cop his entire adult life, but he’d never been so close to death before. It spun in his gut like bad food, raced his blood, left a metallic burn on his tongue. “Now, goddammit, Dent, I swear to holy Christ I will put a bullet in you!”

         Billy wiped tears from his peppered eye and shrugged. “No need to get all excited, Tanner.” He knelt slowly. G. William—suddenly aware that Billy was in prime position to tackle him—backed up a few steps, hating the satisfied smile that his action prompted from Dent.

         “I said on your belly!” G. William yelled. “I ain’t countin’ to three, Billy. I will shoot you on one, you understand?”
         

         Billy lay on his stomach, somehow managing to do so with an air of forbearance, as though he were humoring G. William, not obeying him.

         Once Billy was on the floor, G. William allowed himself a long, relieved intake of breath. His throat burned, and would burn for days, he figured. Sweat caught in his eyebrows, dripped into his vision. His hands were slick.

         Replacing the pepper spray on his belt, he wiped the now-empty hand on his thigh to dry it. He was afraid to transfer the gun, afraid Billy would take advantage.

         He was on me in nothing flat. I didn’t even realize it. Jesus, what is he?
         

         “Gettin’ bored here, Sheriff,” Billy said quietly.

         “Shut your goddamned mouth!”

         “Just sayin’. A real cop, hell, a real cop’d had me cuffed and in the car by now. Maybe you are slowin’ down.”
         

         “Shut the hell up!” He fumbled for his handcuffs, making a hell of a racket as his hands shook them into ghost chains.

         Get it right. Don’t come this far and get killed. This guy, he’ll kill you and bury you so deep, they’ll never find you.
         

         He went to cuff Billy, then stopped. He pictured himself standing athwart Billy Dent, leaning down to slap the cuffs on, and Billy rearing up, knocking the gun away.

         Hell, no.

         “Put these on.” He tossed the cuffs to Billy. “Your right wrist.”

         Billy stared at the cuffs, lying on the floor a few inches from him.

         “Do it!” G. William coughed at the strain on his poor throat. “Now!”

         With slow, creeping hands, Billy reached out for the handcuffs. G. William almost stomped in impatience. He was caught. There was no point dragging this out.
         

         And then he heard a sound. From elsewhere in the house.

         The boy. Jasper. The Billy look-alike.

         Oh, Christ. The sweat—just beginning to dry along his hairline—began again. He didn’t want to imagine the kid was involved, but thirteen…G. William knew of kids younger than that who’d begun lives of crime, and most of them hadn’t had a dad around to show them the ropes.
         

         He’s stalling. Stalling for the kid.
         

         “Cuff yourself. Now. Right hand.”

         It took Billy forever. G. William backed into a corner so that he could watch Billy and also keep an eye out for Jasper. What the hell kind of house of horrors had he blithely walked into?

         “Now what?” Billy asked, clearly amused at G. William’s panic.

         “Now the other cuff to the table leg.”

         Billy considered the table leg. “I can do that, Sheriff, but I gotta tell you—it ain’t terribly secure. Might be better if—”

         “Do it!” G. William shrieked. There was a footfall from some other part of the house, and he imagined the kid coming at him with a shotgun.

         Billy eventually managed to lock the other cuff around the table leg. He was right—it wasn’t very secure, but G. William just needed Billy relatively immobilized for the most dangerous part of this process.

         He sidled over to Billy, wishing he could split his eyes so that he could watch two things at once. But he had to focus on Billy now, which meant Jasper could get the drop on him.

         At Billy’s side, he kept the gun pointed at Dent’s head. “Stay still,” he ordered, and then had Billy—still prone—put both hands at the small of his back.

         With a quick motion, he knelt down on top of Billy, pinning him with his bulk. All those cheesers and fries finally paid off.

         In short order, he managed to get the cuff off the table leg and onto Billy’s left hand. Then, just to be extra safe, he used a zip-tie to bind Billy’s ankles.

         “Ain’t no call for that,” Dent complained mildly.

         “Shut up.” His head throbbed, and he realized he was grinning like a damn fool. Almost giddy in triumph. “Who’s the better man now, Billy?”

         “This ain’t over.”

         “Looks like it from where I am.”

         As G. William stood, the room tilted as he went dizzy again. Hyperventilating? Panic attack? Who the hell knew. Spots flew before his eyes. His heart thudded, and his arms were going numb.

         He wanted nothing more than to leave this place. Now. But Dent’s kid was still somewhere in the house. Doing God knew what.

         G. William double-checked Billy’s manacles, then went off in search of the noise he’d heard before. Through the kitchen, he found a door leading down into a basement laundry room, and then—surreal—a pull-down attic-type ladder leading to some sort of hatch, a makeshift trapdoor cut into the ceiling.

         His heart trip-hammered. His mouth, dry, tasted like old blood and shit.

         Steadying himself with one hand, his gun still filling the other, he climbed the three or four rungs that put his upper body in the room above. It was a small space, maybe an old closet or pantry, now closed off from the rest of the house, accessible only by this hidden ladder.

         There were tables and some lights, but the room was murky. Objects lay scattered on the tables, and in the middle of it all was Jasper Dent, holding a bulging backpack and frozen there, staring at something in his hand.

         G. William aimed at Jasper’s center of mass and heard himself scream—in a voice high and piercing and crazy—“Drop it! Drop all of it! I swear to Christ I’ll shoot you!”

         He’s just a kid! a voice within him cried.
         

         Just Dent’s kid. Who knows what he’s done?
         

         You’re not going to shoot a child!
         

         “I will shoot you!” G. William said again. “Drop everything. Now.”
         

         Jasper turned slowly, his eyes wide. Hazel eyes. It was like looking at Billy in miniature, but for the eyes, and G. William’s panic almost pulled the trigger for him.

         “Drop it!”

         Jasper dropped the backpack. It rattled and jostled. Something spilled out, and G. William recognized the image of Cara Swinton, Dead Girl One. A mock Vogue cover on an iPhone case.
         

         The kid still had something in his hand.

         “Everything!”

         Don’t shoot this boy!
         

         I will kill him if I have to.
         

         The eyes. Wide. Unblinking.

         Terrified.

         He’s frozen. He’s—
         

         He’s faking. Like Billy. He won’t—
         

         And then Jasper dropped the thing in his hands. It bounced on its side and skittered closer to G. William.

         It was a driver’s license. A pretty blond girl.

         Of course.

         “I didn’t do anything,” Jasper said in a confused voice. “I don’t think I did anything.”

         G. William found the space and the time to let himself breathe again.

         “I’m sure that’s true,” he said.

         He figured he would never forget the look in Jasper Dent’s eyes. He didn’t know what the kid had done or witnessed, but he knew none of the answers were good. They were the kind of answers that would take years to unpack, and even then there would always be another box tucked away somewhere, with a secret inside that moaned and thumped and demanded to be let out, no matter how much you tried not to think about it.

         Poor kid.
         

         His hands were still shaking. He lowered the gun, lest he shoot the kid after all. He thought it was quite possible that his hands would never stop shaking.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 10

         

         In a just and kind world, G. William’s sleep that night would have been untroubled and peaceful.

         It was not.

         There were dragons, in his dreams, as though some part of him knew the trials were not yet over, that there were battles yet to be fought. He slept fitfully, fidgeting, tossing and turning, groaning and crying out in his sleep.

         But he did so in his own bed.
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