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Chapter 2

If Mia hadn’t hauled him back to Minton County by sheer force of will, he’d probably have had his legs broken by now.

Then footsteps sounded outside.

He saw light slide through the crack beneath the door.

His heart leaped straight into his throat.

Without thinking, he ducked behind the curtain. It was wide enough to swallow him whole. He held his breath, waiting—almost longing—for the clean snap of a key in the lock, while another part of him insisted it wasn’t longing at all. It was terror.

For more than ten seconds he stood there in that terror, listening.

Then the footsteps drifted away.

The strip of light under the door vanished.

By the time he stepped out from behind the curtain, sweat had soaked through him.

He found the switch and flicked on the light. A wash of orange-yellow filled the room. Everything looked different from before, enough that for a moment he felt strangely displaced, as if he couldn’t really have lived here after all.

But the old bedframe was still there. So was the old TV. They told him this was the same room.

He noticed a note on the nurse’s computer screen. It laid out her routine in neat blocks—what time she got up, what time she went to work, what time she studied English, what time she did yoga. Orderly. Exact.

He guessed she wouldn’t be back for at least another hour, and slowly his nerves eased.

He lingered there a while, pacing the narrow space that used to be his, steeping in self-pity.

Then he spotted the muddy footprints he’d left on the floor.

He took off his shoes, found a mop, and carefully wiped away every trace.

When he pulled the door shut behind him, he felt a small, shameful burst of pride.

After that, he went to the dogfighting pit.

A skinny dog he often bet on got torn apart that day. The death was ugly—half its head ripped away.

Luckily, he hadn’t put money down.

He decided he wouldn’t go there anymore.

He had found a new way to pass the time.

When the nurse went to work, he slipped into her room to sleep, to use her internet, then erased every sign he’d been there. In this warped way, his empty days began to feel filled.

The nurse never noticed anything wrong.

Sometimes she only seemed faintly suspicious about the amount of loose change in a drawer.

There was no mystery there. He’d taken it.

Through her computer, he set himself to learning everything he could about her.

She didn’t have a boyfriend. The only man she ever still mentioned was some boy from high school she’d never fully forgotten.

She had a best friend at the same county hospital, a woman named Skylar.

Her name was Lena.
Chapter 3

Lena was always looking up ways to go abroad. She was taking online English classes. She kept saving money, complaining constantly that earning it was exhausting while also trying to encourage herself to keep going.

Little by little, he worked his way into her online life. He added her under a false identity and became her anonymous confidant, the one person who always seemed to understand.

The more familiar he became with her, the more she seemed to believe she’d found a kindred spirit.

He “asked after” the goldfish she treasured. He “guessed” what her curtains felt like. He even suggested that someday he might travel all the way to damp, far-off Minton County to see her.

In reality, he was hiding nearby in a filthy, cramped internet cafe.

Waiting for dawn.

Because once morning came, he could go sleep in Lena’s room.

Again and again, he rehearsed it in his dreams: what he would do if one day Lena came home early and found him there.

He was obsessed with that strain, that torment. The longer it lasted, the more he savored it.

Until one day, while reading Lena’s chat logs, he learned she had bank records showing about fifteen thousand dollars in savings.

That was when reason rose to the surface, and a different kind of wickedness began to clamor inside him.

He decided he was going to get that money.

The rain in Minton County had a way of needling the people already closest to breaking, and it looked like it had no intention of stopping.

A black band of sky clamped the damp over the town like a metal hoop, trapping it there until the air itself seemed diseased. The county hospital filled with the sick. Lena, in her nurse's scrubs, hurried from one dying patient to the next, receiving them in panic and sending them off in silence.

Every few days another funeral procession crept down the main road, hurrying through breaks in the rain on its way to Tenmile Slope Cemetery. The cemetery had been hit by mudslides recently. Whole sections had been torn up. People had no choice but to slog through the muck and rebuild the drainage around it.

The whole town had sunk into its most frantic, raw-nerved season of the year. Local television ran disaster footage around the clock—floodwater, repair crews, roadside collapses. Everywhere people complained about grocery prices and utility bills with the bitter unity of the miserable.

One day the fiber line went down too, and he ended up stuck in the internet cafe, killing time with cheap little games.
Chapter 4

The owner kept pacing around, seeing customers out one by one, hoping the connection would come back at any minute. He stayed planted where he was, unwilling to leave.

He kept turning over the same question in his head: how to get that money. The method wasn't even the hardest part. The important thing was deciding to act.

The stupid game lost its appeal fast. He cleared it in no time, but the decision still wouldn't come.

He found himself thinking that what he needed was for someone to jump out beside him and slap him hard across the face, then snarl, You useless bastard. If that happened, maybe he'd finally do something real.

Mia Carter called.

"I found you a job," she said.

"What job?"

"At the Grand County Hotel... security."

"I'm not doing that. I've got a bad leg. You think I can handle security?"

"It's not like you're crippled."

"So what, then? Start another business? You're not cut out for that. You'd be better off working for somebody."

"Am I supposed to be born to work for other people?"

"Then who the hell do you think you are?"

"You'll see."

He hung up on her, even more uncertain than before. The humiliation in his chest swelled until it felt like it might burst through his ribs.

He stepped out of the internet cafe and smoked a cigarette down to the filter under a streetlight. He had nowhere to go. After a while he went back inside, leaned on the counter, and drank a small bottle of beer. He thought about going to sleep at his girlfriend's relatives' place, but the memory of their careless, dismissive looks made his stomach tighten.

So he started wandering.

He drifted through the misty streets, over the pedestrian bridge, past the central square, past the washed-out night market, and finally turned toward Lena's building.

Inside the stairwell, he leaned against the wall and tried not to make a sound. At last he moved close to her door. His hand slipped into his pocket on its own, reaching for the key.

A flash of lightning ripped open the sky. Thunder slammed down, throwing his shadow against the wall.

In that instant, he decided he was going to become a devil.

But when he slid the key into the lock, something felt wrong.

It wasn't until the next day, after Lena had left for work, that he fully understood what that wrongness meant.

She had changed the lock.

And just like that, he had been abandoned all over again. He had lost even the one place in this whole town where he had still been able to go.

He started going to the county hospital at night, sleeping on the waiting-room benches and occasionally stealing a little cash from family members keeping vigil beside patients. Nothing much. Just enough for food.

Mostly, though, he went there to see Lena.

She was the only person in this town he could still pretend he knew.

He kept looking for a chance to steal her key, but one never came.
Chapter 6

Skylar heard it. She opened the door, saw her forgotten key still in the lock, and let out a surprised little gasp—half embarrassed at her own mistake, half grateful to whatever kind neighbor had alerted her.

After she left for work, he slipped into her apartment.

It was big and messy, nothing like Lena's room, which was always neat. The walls were covered with glamor shots of Skylar, enough to tell anyone what a vain girl she was.

He felt, suddenly, that someone ought to straighten the place up for her.

So he started with the trash. Then he wiped the floor.

He had half a mind to wash her clothes too, but then he remembered he was an outsider in her life, and that would be going too far.

Really, all he wanted was somewhere to sleep.

So he lay down on Skylar's bed and fell into a tangled dream with no shape to it at all.

After that, he slept there many more days. Every time, the same kind of jumbled, senseless dreams.

Until one day, a frantic burst of noise at the door woke him.

When he opened his eyes, Skylar was already standing in front of him.

He was no less shocked than she was.

Her eyes went wide at the sight of a stranger springing up from her bed and lunging past her toward the door. Instinctively, she grabbed his arm and screamed, "Thief!"

He twisted around, clamped one hand around her throat












Chapter 9

He always put his money on the skinny one, the one with patches bitten bald. The skinny dog didn't win often, but it never died, either.

He thought he was that dog.

And whatever money he won, he spent on hard liquor. He liked the feeling of alcohol setting fire to his chest.

Killing Skylar and dumping her body felt like placing another bet.

By the time he got back to Skylar's apartment, it was already the next morning.

The weather had turned strangely beautiful. Gentle sunlight filled the whole room.

He decided to get some sleep. The night's chaos had worn him out.

Then Skylar's phone rang.

He grabbed it and saw Lena's name on the screen.

That old malice twitched through him again. This girl was worth having a little fun with.

He texted back that Skylar was sick and needed Lena to call in for her shift. Then he sent another message asking Lena to come by after work, bring some food, and check on her.

He built the trap for her carefully, almost elegantly.

If all went well, her fifteen thousand dollars in savings would end up in his pocket.

Would Lena suffer the same fate as Skylar?

He couldn't say.

But he truly did not want to make another trip out to Tenmile Slope.

Once he got the money, he'd catch the train out of Minton that very night. A day later he'd be in Shenzhen, surprising Mia. She'd probably ask, "How did you strike it rich so fast?"

And he'd laugh and answer grandly, "Come on. Look who you're talking to."

He went downstairs and had a full, comfortable meal, then swaggered back up to Skylar's apartment.

Waiting was a long thing.

He watched TV, played with Skylar's phone, pretended to be Skylar chatting with her friends until the conversations blurred into darkness.

When he looked up suddenly, the sky outside had turned reddish brown with evening.

Someone knocked at the door.

His whole body shrank at once. His heart started hammering wildly.

He moved to the door and looked through the peephole. The woman outside seemed a fair bit older than Lena. Before he had time to think it through, she was already taking out a key and unlocking the door. He reached to throw the bolt, but the door had already cracked open.

The woman froze.

"Who are you?" she asked.

"I..." He stumbled on the word.

"You aren't her boyfriend, are you?"

At once her face softened.

"I guess you could say that," he said, forcing down the fear and agitation clawing through him.
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