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  Preface



Put some pepper on his nose

And you’ll make him sneeze-l

Catch him fast before he snaps

Pop! goes the weasel
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Deputy Benno had been part of Veil’s sheriff’s department for just over a year. A whole year since this town became his home. A whole year since the most important person in his life had informed him that that life was now over, and he was forced to build a new one on his own, from scratch. A year of jibes and teasing from the other deputies about being the rookie—not that he minded. He’d proven himself a competent law officer, and at this point the “rookie” label was a mere technicality, as no one new had joined the department since he had (apart from Deputy Grogan, but as the senior deputy with years of experience under her belt, no way was anyone going to tease her). No, his determination to solve the case he was working on had nothing to do with proving his mettle; rather, it was to distract him, following the anniversary of what should have been one of the happiest days of his life, from thinking about what he’d lost one year ago.

At least, that’s what he told himself.

He stood in the center of the parking lot and turned on the spot, scanning the area. Apart from the odd discarded vegetable left over from the most recent farmers’ market, he saw nothing of value to his investigation. The lot was quite bare—nothing but faded white lines on cracked pavement.

Benno took another look at Rob Mulroy’s planner. Yes, this was where the missing man had made an appointment for midnight on the last day anyone had seen him. Had he arranged to meet someone? But why here? If he needed the meeting to be discreet, what was wrong with the village square in the center of town? Or Riverbend Park, or one of the trails? What made this bleak location more appealing?

Benno headed back toward his patrol car, the loose gravel crunching under his shoes. Then he stopped, walked a few more steps, stopped again. If the grocery store were still open for business, this area would be cleaned regularly. Abandoned as it was, the detritus was allowed to accumulate, making every footstep cacophonous. No one standing in the middle of this parking lot at night could be approached unawares by someone on foot.

A chill slid down Benno’s spine.

The mystery of Rob Mulroy’s disappearance was not an official case, and Benno had been investigating it on his own, but now it was time to go to the sheriff. Mulroy had vanished too abruptly and too completely, and his last act had been to meet someone in a place that could only have been chosen for its natural alarm system. Someone had expected unwelcome company, and now a man was mysteriously gone. This called for the involvement of more than just one deputy.

Benno radioed dispatch and asked for the sheriff’s current location. When he was given an answer, he said, “On his way to the what?”

* * *

Halloween Spooktacular, read the banner over the front entrance of Veil’s community center. Dozens of families milled about within, showing off costumes, eating candy, and playing games at the booths that had been erected. One corner area was dedicated to pumpkin carving; another had been turned into a mini–haunted house.

“Until this year, they called it Halloweenfest,” said a paunchy, thirty-something man with longish, sand-colored hair. “They changed the name because this is the first year they’re having it in the new community center, which used to be a grocery store. It’s been sitting here for years, abandoned, just like the one on the outskirts where they have the farmers’ market. They converted the building last spring, but they almost didn’t go through with it because a lot of people thought the place was haunted—like, for real. Except no one could agree on which ghost was haunting it—some said it was Johnson’s Welder, others said it was the manager who died from an asthma attack in the throat medicine aisle.” He chuckled at the apparent irony. “Anyway, I hope that answers your…  Heh, actually I can’t remember what your question was.”

His listener, whose question, some minutes ago, had been, “Do you know what time it is?” said, “Yes, that clears it up, thanks,” and hurried away.

“Hey,” said the man, catching up with her, “I’m giving a ghost tour of Veil in a couple hours. It starts at the square, if you’re interested. I’m Chuck Benz.”

She shook his proffered hand. “Nice to meet you.”

As she made another bid for freedom, he called out, “Hey, what about you? What’s your name?”

“Violet.”

“Violet what?”

“I don’t have a last name.”

His confusion silenced him long enough for her to beat a hasty retreat.

Violet found a side exit, beyond which was a wooden bench on a small lawn. She sank down on the bench and expelled her breath in a great puff, briefly forming a small cloud of moisture. It had been over two weeks since she found herself in this tiny Vermont town, with no memory of who she was or how she’d gotten here. So far her attempts—as well as the attempts of the local sheriff’s department—to discover her lost identity had been fruitless. Her physical presence was the sole evidence of her existence.

Since the day of her appearance, a kind family had provided her with a place to live and kept her fed and warm, but she still felt scared, vulnerable. Those feelings had lessened for a brief time when she met a young woman named Candy. A romance had developed between them over the course of several days, and within Violet had sparked a sense of belonging. Sadly, due to a sudden tragedy, Candy was no longer in Veil, and Violet felt as if she were the indirect cause.

She leaned back and closed her eyes, though she wasn’t tired. She didn’t see the sheriff’s patrol car pull up to the building, nor did she see that when the sheriff alighted, he was accompanied by the deputy under whose roof she’d been sleeping, Deputy Jen Grogan.

* * *

“Keith,” the deputy said, marking one of the rare occasions when she used the sheriff’s first name while on the job, “I want to go on record and say I have a bad feeling about this.”

“So you mentioned,” the sheriff replied as he held the front door open for her. Once inside the community center, he swept the crowd with his gaze.

“I mean, doesn’t this feel like some kind of set-up?”

“This is not something I can just let go. It has to be nipped in the bud.” Seeing his deputy’s worried expression, he added, “If I end up with egg on my face, you can say, ‘I told you so.’”

“Yes, sir,” Jen said weakly. The two of them meandered through the main room, silently scanning for their quarry.

“Do you think he’s in costume?” asked Jen.

“Of course he is. The same one he wears year-round, disguising him as a normal, decent human being.”

Jen cracked a smile.

“Keith!”

Jen’s smile disappeared as she looked over at a nearby booth. She had nothing against the man who had called out, now waving the sheriff over and giving him a friendly handshake, mayoral candidate Kurt Riner. It was the woman next to him, Amy Chester, to whom she had a deep-seated aversion.

“Good to see you, Kurt,” said the sheriff, following up with a token nod to Kurt’s fiancée/campaign manager. “Amy.”

Amy nodded back. “Sheriff. Magenta.”

“Still just Jen,” Jen corrected her, knowing it would do no good.

“You want some stickers?” asked Kurt. On the table before him was a carved pumpkin bearing a close likeness of his face, beside which were stacks of stickers displaying the pumpkin, along with the date of the election.

“Maybe later,” said the sheriff. “We’ve got some business to take care of here.”

“Oh, please say Pressler’s in trouble,” Kurt joked, squeezing his eyes shut and crossing his fingers.

“Actually, yes.”

“Wait, really?”

“What’s he done?” Amy asked with a kind of hunger in her eyes.

The sheriff eyed her for a moment, then said, “Can you tell us where to find him?”

“Well, his booth’s over there somewhere,” said Kurt, pointing, “but he’s been floating around the last half-hour. Last I saw, he was with a couple Cylons. You know, from Battlestar Gallactica.”

“Original series or reboot?”

“Original series, I think. They look like robots with visors in their helmets.”

“Is Pressler wearing a costume?”

“Look for a wizard with a white beard,” said Amy with a touch of disdain.

“I wanted to come dressed as Superman, but she talked me out of it.” Kurt nodded at his fiancée.

The sheriff allowed himself a small grin. “For once, Amy and I agree. No one wants to see you in tights.”

Kurt chuckled good-naturedly.

“Hi, Mom,” said a voice. Jen turned to see her teenage daughter covered in blood.

After the first heart-stopping moment, she recovered herself enough to note Cyanne’s cheerful demeanor plus the prom dress and tiara she was wearing. When Jen found her breath, she said, “No more Stephen King stories for you.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, thank you,” said Cy with a grin. “So what are you doing here?”

“Apart from having a heart attack, I’m looking for… Where’s Violet?”

“You’re looking for Violet?”

“No, I just—where is she?”

Cy craned her neck to peer about the room. “I…don’t know. She was with us a few minutes ago.”

* * *

Violet was still outside on the bench, trying to work up the will to go back inside. She knew she was missing out on the fun. Why was she afraid to go back?

She knew exactly why. In a sudden, desperate impulse, she shut her eyes tight, furrowed her brow, and concentrated with all her might….

“Violet?”

She jumped slightly. People had been coming and going sporadically through the side door for the last several minutes, but none of them had taken notice of her until now. A young woman wearing a black turtleneck and a headband with black cat ears now approached
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