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While trying to save the last of the bone keys, Nick and Jayson are framed for murder and sent to a hidden illegal prison farm with Jack in tow. Below the farm, they discover an underground network of tunnels and a horrifying lab once used to experiment on children. Shuttered long ago, its subjects were killed, 

but some of the dead have stayed behind.  

One in particular does not want them to leave.

Meanwhile, an old enemy of Jack’s is outside the prison tracking the bone key for his own purposes.

To take down the sheriff’s circle of crime, free Nick and Jayson and save the key, Jack must work together with old enemies and strange new friends and walk a thin line between good and evil.

And all roads lead back to Wolf Hollow.

Whisper for the Dead

The thrilling third book in the 

#1 bestselling saga

The Whisper Killer.
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Part I

The Underneath
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In the real world, trying to stamp out evil is like trying to put out a fire with a teaspoon of water.

—  Anonymous,

The Book of the Living
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Something felt wrong. When Elias Smith entered the convenience store, he thought the man behind the register appeared too stiff. A woman stood near the counter with a panic-stretched face. Both refused to look at him. He didn’t get it. Shrugging it off, he moved into the third aisle and found the skin ointments. His son was stuck at home with poison ivy and needed calamine lotion.

The automatic doors swished aside. Two teenage boys breezed in and went straight for the cold drinks in the back. They were arguing about which movie to see tonight. They seemed at ease, but Elias still felt something was off. He looked back and forth from the counter to the lotions. He found the right salmon-colored jar and checked the price.

$10? Seriously? This junk was a buck when I was a kid.

The woman at the front started to tremble. She dropped one of the three items she had been carrying. When she knelt to pick it up, she stayed down on the floor and started to weep.

What the hell is her problem?

“Are you okay, ma’am?” he asked. He took a few steps toward the top of the aisle.

The oblivious teens rattled bottles of soft drinks in the back and now began arguing about whether they could get away with buying beer. There was one vote for no way and one for let’s try, what can it hurt? They can’t arrest us, can they? Elias was rooting for the let’s try boy. Live a little.

“You all right?” he asked the woman again.

She sobbed. He took another step closer, now eight feet away, but stopped when a second man popped up behind the counter next to the clerk. With long stringy hair held down by a frayed baseball cap, the man held a gun in his right hand, a fancy automatic, now pointed at the clerk’s head.

“This fuckin’ Grand Central Station or something?” the man asked. He was jittery; his bloodshot eyes darted around the store. “Why so many damned customers? I can’t wait no longer. Let’s get this over with. The money.” He waved his gun at the cash register. “Now, dude!”

Elias squeezed the glass calamine lotion bottle against his stomach. The two teens started for the register with two beers and a Coke and almost made it to the front before they saw the robbery in progress. They froze and looked at the clerk, the man with the gun, the woman on the floor. Finally, they looked at Elias. He waved them back and pointed toward the floor behind the aisle.

“Get down, guys. Hide.”

“You stay put!” the gunman shouted at them. “No one moves. Stay like fuckin’ stone statues until I get outta here. Stone, you hear me? Or you’ll get a bullet in the freakin’ fuckin’ head.”

The boys became statues exactly as ordered. Their eyes wide, they stared at the man and didn’t budge. They rejected Elias’ second plea to get down. One started breathing heavily as the robber waved his gun around and again ordered the clerk to get the register open.

“Calm down,” Elias said. “Everyone’s cool here. Take the money and go. We won’t try anything. Right, guys? We’re cool.”

“What are you, a cop?” the gunman asked.

“A science teacher.”

“Well, you sound like a cop, so shut the fuck up!”

Elias nodded and kept his mouth shut. At six-two and two hundred pounds, he could likely pummel the man if he could get close enough. Maybe knock the gun from his hands and wrestle him to the floor. But he was ten feet away and on the wrong side of the counter.

He has to come to this side to leave the store. Get closer to the front.

Elias stole half a step toward the top of the aisle. He felt the heavy bottle in his hand. Maybe he could throw it. No, it would never work. Best to let the man leave with the money. He glanced at the woman, still crouched on the floor. She looked old enough to be his mother. That angered him a little, and he took another step forward.

The clerk fumbled with the keys, opened the register, and pulled out a neat stack of bills. It looked like mostly ones and tens to Elias. The clerk stuffed them into a plastic Kelso’s Mini-Mart bag and started for the quarters. The gunman stopped him.

“Not the change, you idiot.”

“Sorry. Sorry, I...” 

The clerk began fishing the quarters out of the bag.

“Leave it now, you moron!” 

“Sorry,” the clerk repeated. He handed the bag of money to the gunman. A few quarters jingled inside. “Here. Take it.”

Elias reached into his pocket and grasped his key ring and set of five keys. He eased them out of his pocket and made a fist with the keys inside. If he could get a little closer, he might be able to take a swing.

Leave it, he told himself. You’ll get someone killed.

He couldn’t decide, but he wanted to be at the front just in case. He slid a step closer to the top of the aisle, now only five feet from the counter.

That was when the strange man came into the store. The leather-jacket man. He was big. Not quite as big as Elias, but more muscular and tougher looking. His perfectly round bald head gleamed under the lights. The man might have been in his forties but with creases in his face that belonged to a sixty-year-old. He’d spent too much time in the sun. He wore a permanent grimace on his face that said he didn’t like people, didn’t like to say hello and never liked to be bothered. He was the kind of guy Elias would avoid saying howdy to, and Elias said howdy to everyone.

The man barged into the store and went straight for aisle two, pain relievers. He took a bottle of aspirin off the shelf, in no way concerned by the robbery in progress.

“What the hell!” the gunman shrieked. “Are you blind, man? I got a gun. Stop shopping, stop moving and get to the back of the fucking store. Matter of fact, all of you get to the back of the store. Move! And hands up.”

The new customer looked up at the clerk, then at the other customers. Nothing about the scene seemed to bother him. He addressed the gunman.

“I just need some aspirin, buddy. Don’t mind me. I won’t get in the way of your... robbery. Or whatever this is.”

The odd bald man walked past the teens to reach the cold drinks at the rear of the store. He opened the aspirin bottle, popped two aspirin into his mouth and pulled a bottle of mineral water from the refrigerated drink shelf. He downed the water in a steady single gulp.

“What the fuck!” the gunman screamed. “Stop moving, asshole! This ain’t no joke.”

The bald leather-jacketed man regarded the gunman for a second, then ambled to the front of the store and placed the empty water bottle on the counter in front of the clerk. He shook the aspirin bottle in plain view, then stuffed it into his jacket. He slipped a money clip from his pocket, peeled off a ten and laid it on the counter.

“Keep the change,” he said.

The man turned to leave the store, but the robber shouted for him to stop. When his words were ignored, the robber fired his pistol once. The man’s body flew against the glass doors. A bullet hole appeared in his jacket at the shoulder. Blood trickled from it, staining the leather. The man caught his balance and felt for the bullet hole with his left hand. He whirled around and turned on the gunman. What was in the odd man’s eyes was neither fear nor fury. Elias thought it looked like pity. Maybe a little curiosity was in there, too.

“That’ll do it,” the leather-jacket man said.

What happened next, Elias had trouble describing when later questioned by the police. The bald man flew across the counter in a blink of an eye and slammed the gunman against the wall. Cartons of cigarettes spilled off shelves and tumbled around them. Then he grabbed the gunman by the neck and dragged him into the storage room. What followed was a scream and the sound of a shelf collapsing.

Elias immediately called the police while the clerk sobbed and ran out the door. The teens scurried outside with their beers. The old woman rose from the floor and leaned against the counter. She still held two of her items clutched against her bosom. That’s where she remained for thirty-six minutes until help arrived.

The police found the robber in the rear storage room with his head ripped off. It was lying in the corner a foot from his body. Blood and pieces of skin stained nearly every inch of the floor. It was assumed the odd bald man had escaped through the back door.

None of them ever saw him again.
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Jayson’s leg bopped up and down nervously as he waited for his public defender. He was told Nick was in a jail cell waiting for his turn to be questioned. They had been given no time to get their stories straight. What was he supposed to tell them?

The police interrogation room smelled like alcohol. Not hospital alcohol, the beer and whiskey kind. It also hadn’t been properly cleaned in a while. Starkly furnished with only one table and two chairs, a large mirror covered the wall. It probably wasn’t two-way—this small-town station was too amateur for that. The mirror was hung to look two-way, like in the movies. If a roach crawled out from behind it, no one would be shocked.

Finally, the door opened. A rotund man wobbled in wearing an unpressed suit and no tie. Sweat ran down the side of his face to his untrimmed beard. He plopped a thin file on the table and panted as he wrangled his plump ass onto the chair opposite Jayson. He let out a sigh and opened the police report. Everything seemed of great effort to him. He placed a pair of reading glasses on the end of his nose. When he spoke, his southern twang was strong.

“Okay, Jayson Takaahshi, I’m Jasper Burman. I’ll be representin’ you on this case. You’re with Nicholas Habinger, am I correct? I suppose I’ll be representin’ him as well.”

“Yes, sir.” Jayson sat up straight. He watched the man closely.

Burman read from a sheet of paper.

“The charges are... exceeding the speed limit, possession of narcotics, possession of a dead body...” At that one, Burman peered at Jayson over the rim of his glasses, then went back to the paper. “Possession of illegal weapons, possession of two fake drivers’ licenses, resisting arrest, possession of human remains... that’s the weird one. Human bones, it says here.” He glanced up again, then back to the page. “And the icing on the cake... you’re being charged with first degree murder.” He took off his glasses, looked at Jayson and tapped the paper with a fat finger. “These are the charges filed against you, son. Unless I can work some highfalutin jury magic, you’re going to be incarcerated for the rest of your life. You understand that?”

Jayson tried to reply. The words stuck in his throat. He stared up at the man.

Burman started in. “First of all, I understand you talked to the sheriff before I got here.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Stupid. Stupid. Don’t talk to anyone again without ma’ presence. Ask for me any time they even want to know your birthday or favorite color. If they ask you what you ate for breakfast, say you don’t know and you want your attorney present. Got that?”

“Yes.” Jayson’s voice cracked. He cleared his throat. “Yes, sir. Can I see Nick?”

“Soon.” The disheveled attorney put on his glasses and flipped to the second page of the file, grunted a few times, then made a note with his pen. “Your parents know you’re here?”

“No, sir. We came down here, Nick and I, to buy something. No one knows we came. We have an important job to do.”

“Uh huh.” Again, Burman looked over his glasses at his young client, then slid them up his nose and went back to the file. “You’re over eighteen, so there’s no hope of reducing the sentence on age. I’m going to try to get you twenty years.”

“Twenty years of what?”

“Prison, son. If it goes to trial, you’ll get life.” The man hoisted his large form off the chair and toddled to the door. “Sit tight. I’m going to have a talk with your friend before I meet with the sheriff.”

“Okay.” Jayson’s leg bobbed faster. His mouth was dry. “Can I get some water?”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Before he closed the door, Burman shook his head. “Stupid kids. How in the hell did you get...?” He didn’t finish the sentence.

Jayson put his head in his hands and prayed.
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Seventeen hours earlier. 

The night before they were arrested, Nick and Jayson entered a sleazy New Orleans night club with fake IDs that said they were twenty-one. Now eighteen and nineteen, the boys were on summer break before college; Jayson in his second year, Nick about to start. But this wasn’t a vacation; they were here on business. The business of old relics. The business of keeping out the dead.

Tonight, they both wore dark suits to make themselves look older. Jayson wore a silver silk tie, Nick’s was blue. They tried to swagger like they belonged there. It came off looking childish and ridiculous.

Lacking his best friend’s confidence, Nick fidgeted with his tie and stammered inane small talk to the bouncer. “Busy night, right?”

The beefy man barely looked at the two ID cards and waved the two in.

“Stop being so squirrelly,” Jayson shouted over the music. “We’re in. We’re in! Relax and have a drink.”

“I’m scared we’ll get caught.”

Jack, the demon inside Nick, was hundreds of years old. He tried to console his host and calm his nerves. Tonight had to go well. It was an important meeting.

If it’s any consolation, said Jack, I’ve been over twenty-one forever. I was drinking long before the Great Wars.

“That doesn’t help,” Nick whispered back. He sometimes wished for less talk and more silence in his head.

“We’re in, man,” Jayson said. “There’s no caught to get. Follow me and be cool. Stop acting so nervous. Act like you belong here.”

An old warehouse transformed into a dance club, the place was vast with a high ceiling, incredibly dim. Purple and blue lights flashed on the dance floor. The bar had a string of small blue LEDs surrounding it. Nick wondered how the bartenders could see to pour the drinks. Yet the obscurity was not half as disorienting as the sound system. The music played far too loud. Nick could feel it in his chest, and he wasn’t sure it was even a song. A beat thrummed with excessive bass, a rhythm repeated over and over. On a balcony, a DJ wore headphones and bopped his head incessantly.

“I hate this place,” Nick yelled over the din. Jayson nodded and kept pushing into the crowd.

At least five hundred people were jammed inside. The club could probably hold a hundred more. The smell of perfume and cologne mixed with sweat and alcohol. Nick occasionally detected a whiff of cigarette smoke. He also thought he smelled urine. It was a mélange of stink. Body odor played the strongest role.

Jayson turned his head to talk into Nick’s ear. “Where’s the guy?”

“I don’t know.”

I don’t see him, Jack said.

The club’s goth theme was not subtle. Most of the patrons wore black, some with heavy makeup and tattoos. A large neon bat lit the far wall behind the dance floor. A twenty-something girl with a figure like a playboy model but hair like the bride of Frankenstein blew them a kiss as they passed. Nick looked away quickly and pushed Jayson to move on.

The two wove their way to the bar and ordered beers. The bartender might have had a goatee or might have been a goat. They could barely see him under the dancing blue lights. His hands delivered two green bottles.

“Fourteen dollars.”

Jayson carefully took a ten and a five from his wallet and slapped them on the bar. No change was offered. He handed Nick his beer.

Nick held it up and grimaced. He couldn’t read the label, something German. “This was seven bucks?”

“Seven fifty. I tipped.”

“What?” He couldn’t hear over the music.

Jayson shook his head. It wasn’t worth repeating. This was a popular night club in New Orleans, so he hadn’t expected two-dollar drafts. Cost was the least of its distasteful attributes. They weren’t on campus anymore, and they weren’t among friends.

They scanned the crowd as they squeezed through throngs of clubbers to circle the bar. Faces were hard to see under the flashes of purple, now changing to red, soon flickering to blue. A woman with a python around her neck swayed to the beat on the second tier of the dance floor under a strobe. Nick squinted to see if the snake was fake, but it looked real. Its tongue licked the air. He pressed a hand against Jayson’s back, not only because he wanted him to hurry, but because he didn’t want to lose him. Jayson understood. They were both nervous.

“There! There he is.” 

Jayson pointed through an opening in the crowd. A man was leaning against the wall near the lower dance floor, talking very closely with a young girl. They recognized him from the photos they had pulled off the internet. 

“That’s him, right?” Jayson had no intention of drinking his beer, but he carried it like a badge. As long as he had a drink, he belonged here.

“That’s gotta be him. Look at the tattoo. And the necklace. What a douche.” 

The man wore a double chain gold necklace over a black turtleneck, black slacks and shiny black shoes. He wore sunglasses indoors—another sign he was a solid gold prick with psychological issues—and a small cross tattoo blemished his neck. A gold watch on his left wrist and a flashy ring on his right hand completed the picture. This was the guy. He had worn that chain in almost every nightclub selfie on his social media posts, just as he always kept his hair slicked back. In person, he looked forty-ish but claimed thirty online.

“He’s talking to a girl,” Nick said.

The woman had blond locks that cascaded to her waist. A tight black dress hugged her form like a layer of skin. She was giggling at everything the man said.

“So what?” Jayson asked. He had to shout louder as they got closer to the speakers. “Get rid of her.”

They stopped a foot from the man and stared at him. At first, he shot them a look of annoyance. “What? Can I help you?”

“We’re the guys,” Jayson said. “We emailed you. Talked to you on the phone.”

“Ah. The guys.” The man smirked and said something into the girl’s ear. He swigged the last of his vodka, rattled the ice cubes and handed her the glass.

When the girl turned toward the boys, they noticed a heavy layer of black eyeliner and thick red lipstick. She winked at them and swished away. Her motions were fluid. She didn’t have to push her way through the cluster of dancers and drinkers; she slid between them. It mesmerized Nick. He watched her until the mob had swallowed her up.

“The guys,” the man repeated. He looked them up and down, clearly not impressed. He chuckled. “Okay, guys. Come on.”

They couldn’t hear a word but read his body language. The man jerked his head toward the rear of the bar and walked away. They followed him down a long dark hallway, grateful for a buffer from the music. Fifty feet later, the emergency exit door opened, but no fire alarm sounded. They stumbled into an empty alley behind the bar. With one streetlamp overhead, it was better lit than the nightclub. It even smelled better. Yet, the greatest relief came from the quiet. The thrum of the club was now only a muffled annoyance in the background. Jayson tossed his beer in a trash can by the outer door.

The man introduced himself. “Landon Rochelle, in the flesh. What can I do for you fine young gentlemen?”

Rochelle was a dealer in antiques of a darker bias than most. He bought and sold artifacts of witchcraft lore. Books of incantations, healing stones, voodoo dolls, spirit beads, anything that stemmed from the dark arts. If it was old and purportedly haunted, he probably had it in his hands at one time. He supplied most of the fake covens and offbeat cults with their wares. Oddly, he believed in none of it.

“You know what we want,” Nick said. He took a swig of his beer and grimaced.

“Yeah, yeah. The bone. Look, what do you want with that old thing, anyway?” Rochelle asked. “I’ve got some beautiful young girls that would spin your night into gold. Cost you a lot less, too.”

“We came for the relic.”

“Young men like you need to get laid. I’ll throw in a couple of girls for an extra two hundred. You get all night for that, you know. I don’t go for that hourly bullshit.”

“Only the relic. Look, man, we came a long way for it. Do you have it or not?”

“You got the money?” Rochelle asked.

“Yeah.” Jayson pulled an envelope from his inner vest pocket. “I have the money. It wasn’t easy but we tacked it together.” A week ago, Jack took it off a meth dealer after a spirited discussion.

Rochelle took the envelope and thumbed through a stack of crisp hundreds and fifties. “There’s only a thousand here. It’s ten thousand. The cost is ten.”

“You said one.” Jayson poked him in the chest. “One thousand. Don’t lie to me. I don’t like to be cheated.”

“All markets are volatile,” Rochelle said, knocking Jayson’s hand aside. “That’s something you better learn early in life, kid. Bitcoin’s up one day, down the next. All markets are a carnival ride. This one is no exception. Prices fluctuate. I don’t make the rules, guys.”

“Then you just fluctuated yourself out of a grand,” Jayson said. He snatched the money from the man’s hand and tucked it back into his vest. “Greedy moron. No one else is gonna pay for that thing.”

“You kidding me? Kid, lots of voodoo weirdos down in the bayou. Some will pay big bucks for a bone that old. I’ve even got a story all geared up about it being the bone of a dead witch from the Salem trials. You feel me? It’s going to be a big deal for me. At least ten grand. I’m cutting you a break by not making you wait for an auction.”

Jayson poked him again. “You’re sick, man.”

“Where is it?” Nick asked.

“The bone? In my car.”

“Here? Are you crazy? That thing’s gonna get you killed. You know that, right?”

“I’ve been doing this business for decades, kid. No one ever killed me yet.” He winked. “Or have they? Maybe I’m a ghost.”

“You’re no ghost.”

“So, the old bone has sparked some interest,” he said. “A couple other parties want it. Thus, the price hike. Ten grand. If you don’t have it, we’re done here.”

Don’t let him leave, Jack said. Christine has the money. Get him to the hotel.

“We have it,” Nick said. “We have the money.”

Jayson shot him a puzzled look. They didn’t have that much money. Even if he sold his car, they wouldn’t have that much.

“Christine has money,” Nick whispered to him. He turned back to Rochelle. “Our partner has it. We need to go to her hotel room. You come with us. Bring the relic, and we’ll pay you there.”

“You don’t look like you have a partner worth ten bills,” Rochelle said. “Is it your girlfriend?”

“Christine is old enough to be my grandma,” Nick said. “She has lots of money. She’s our backer. She’s the one who wants it. She sent us because this club of assholes isn’t her scene. Rich old lady, into witchcraft.”

That was language Rochelle understood. A crazy rich old lady, a backer with money. He was interested again. He poked a thumb toward the top of the alley.

“I’ll drive. Bone’s in the car. Where’s she staying?”

“The Fleurs de Lys.”

“I like the sound of that. Nice place.”

The Fleurs de Lys was a five-star hotel. Christine stayed there to make it look like they were flush with cash. She had known from the start that things might turn south and require more input from her.

“I wasn’t lying about there being other interest in the relic,” Rochelle said. He typed a short message into his phone. A second later, it beeped and he typed a reply. “But I like you guys. Let’s close this deal tonight.”

“Sure.” Nick put a hand on Jayson’s chest to halt his objections. He signaled him to play it cool. “Like you said, we’ll ride with you. You know the way?”

“Course I do. I know all the hotels in O’Leans.”

They walked to the top of the alley and turned left. Jayson took Nick’s beer from him and laid it on the curb. “The last thing we need is you and Jack drunk!”

“I’m fine. I only had a sip.”

Rochelle’s black ’81 Camaro Z28 greeted them a block away, driven by the blond woman from the bar. She had looked sixteen in the dim club, but now seemed closer to thirty. The car, however, was a gem. Its engine purred as if it were brand new, straight off the lot.

“She’s not coming with,” Jayson said.

“Of course she is,” Rochelle said. “She’s my witness and bodyguard. And yes, she has a gun.”

“No way—”

“I’m going to a stranger’s hotel room to collect ten G’s. You think I’m not going into this with some protection? I’m not stupid, guys. I’ve been doing this a long time. She’s my bodyguard.”

“It’s okay,” Nick whispered. He motioned for Jayson to get in the car.

Nick and Jayson slid into the back seat. The two-door had very little room to spare. Jayson glowered at the back of Rochelle’s head and took inventory of the mace in his right jacket pocket and the knife in the left. Trust was at zero. Nick sent a text message to Christine.

— 
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When they arrived at the hotel, Rochelle passed up the valet parking and instead parked at the restaurant across the street. They got out and gathered around the trunk of the car. Rochelle popped the lid. The trunk was loaded with items from his unusual business, wares for sale from the darkest corners of the globe. A crossbow, candlesticks, a dozen old leather-bound books, and five iron boxes of various makes and sizes. He selected a small one and tucked it under his arm.

“Shall we?”

“That’s it?” Jayson asked. “That’s the bone?”

“You can see it in the room.”

They entered the hotel lobby, passed the ornate chandeliers and leers from the curious staff, and rode the elevator in silence. Nick knocked on the door to Room 507, corner room on the fifth floor. Christine had also rented 506 to make sure it was vacant, no nosy neighbors. They knocked again.

“It’s us,” Nick said.

Let me take over from here, Jack suggested. This exchange might get dicey.

“You can. Be careful.”

Jack was in front now. He knocked again. “It’s Jack. There are four of us.” He turned to Jayson. “You okay, sport?”

“I’m okay.” His eyes darted to the side in a sign he didn’t trust the two behind them.

“I know,” said Jack. “I know.”

Christine opened the door. She wore a flower-spotted dress and sensible shoes—not the look of an eccentric collector, but Rochelle didn’t seem to mind. She quickly ushered them inside, poked her head into the hallway to make sure there were no onlookers, then shut and locked the door.

“Let’s see it,” she said. No pleasantries, no introductions. There was no time.

The hotel suite was large and hosted a sofa with a garish glass coffee table and a bar, along with two cushy armchairs arranged in front of a large screen TV. The girl slid comfortably onto the sofa with Rochelle. He laid the box on the coffee table and opened the lid. Inside was a bone wrapped in black satin cloth. He waved a hand over it like a magician revealing a trick.

“Your prize.”

Christine lifted the bone by the cloth and examined it. Jack joined her. Both keenly studied the relic and its markings for several minutes. Every scratch on its surface was a letter from an old language. Jayson gave it only a cursory glance before moving to the curtained window. He tucked a hand in his pocket and held his mini mace sprayer in a tight grip.

“It’s real,” Jack confirmed with a nod. “This is it.”

“Where did you get it?” Christine asked Rochelle. But she already knew. 

Months earlier, she had planted it safely at the Arkham Mausoleum. There it was protected from most of the underworld, including the Shadows. She hadn’t counted on the perils of human intervention. Within a week, this slimy dealer had broken in and stolen it. There were few protections against theft from men. Such acts were uncommon. When her network heard of it for sale on Voodü, the eBay of goth items, fake witchcraft and voodoo wares, she contacted the dealer right away. He hadn’t even used the dark web. She called Jack next and set up this buy.

“It fell into my lap,” Rochelle said. “I bought it off a respectable fellow.”

“I’m sure.” She didn’t like him. 

Jack took the bone from her and placed it back inside the box. A layer of salt lay under the cloth. He sprinkled a few grains on top of the wrapped bone, then shut and sealed the iron lid. Now they could begin negotiations.

“Ten grand,” Rochelle said. “That’s the new price. It goes up every day you wait. The guys say you have that much, you have it now.”

“I do,” Christine said.

“Now? Here in this room?”

“Yes. And you never saw us and never sold this item to us. Understood? For that money, you never even saw the bone. If anyone comes to ask, you know about as much as a dead skunk. Nothing.”

“No problem, grandma. Let’s do this.”

Christine went into the bedroom and brought out a suitcase. She laid it on the coffee table and produced twelve thousand dollars from a side pocket. She counted out ten thousand and tossed it on the table in front of Rochelle. She hesitated, then tossed two extra hundreds on the stack.

“You’re paid. Go and forget you ever saw us.”

Rochelle picked up the money and counted it. His eyes dilated. He was excited, and so was the blond next to him. For the first time all night, she showed signs of life. She mouthed the numbers as she counted over her boyfriend’s shoulder. When she scooted forward, Jayson noticed the bulge of a gun under the backside of her shirt.

“You really love that bone,” Rochelle said.

“It’s important,” Christine said. “We’re protecting even the likes of you by taking it.”

“No one gotta worry about me, grandma.”

“Worry about this one,” Jack said. “And be glad you’re rid of it. Trust me.”

Rochelle rubbed his chin. “Yeah, you see, the thing is... if you can afford ten grand so fast, then I guess fifteen isn’t a problem, right?”

“What are you asking?”

“Fifteen thousand. I want fifteen. And another two grand for my silence.”

“Fuck you,” Jayson said. He stepped away from the window. This had gone from one grand to seventeen way too fast. “Are you crazy? We’re not ATMs. It’s a cow bone. That’s all it is!”

“No, it isn’t.” Rochelle winked. “I know a good thing when I see it. And I was serious when I told you other parties are interested.”

“Who?” Christine barked. “Who else asked about it? Tell me!”

“I can’t reveal my clients’ identities. Just as I would never reveal yours.”

Christine reached into her suitcase again, but this time it wasn’t for money. She pulled out an automatic handgun and screwed a silencer onto the end of it. She pointed it at Rochelle. He seemed unfazed.

“Easy, grandma. You’re not gonna shoot me.”

“You got three seconds to tell me who else wants to buy this bone,” Christine said. “One... two... three.”

She pulled the trigger and shot his right leg, inches below the kneecap. He wailed in pain and fell to the floor. The girl slid across the sofa away from him, obviously not loyal enough to take a bullet. Jayson froze in shock. He hadn’t expected that. Jack smiled and stayed quiet. 

“Who?” Christine demanded.

Rochelle climbed back onto the couch. Blood streamed from his leg. He panted.

“Some guy. His username is Gothic51. That’s all I know. I swear.”

Jack shrugged. “I don’t know who that is.”

Christine asked Jayson to get her laptop from the bedroom. He brought it out and sat in one of the armchairs. Rochelle bled while Jayson looked up past purchases Gothic51 had made on Voodü. Jack looked over his shoulder and read the list.

“It’s all fake crap,” Jack said. “Expensive but not real. Could be merely a rich weirdo.”

Christine agreed. “We’ll check on him later and make sure. But I doubt he knows anything.”

The girl finally spoke up. “Lots of freaks on there. Don’t worry about it. We’ll take the ten thousand and go. I swear we won’t tell anyone.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Rochelle wheezed. “Fucking crazy grandma. Let’s get out of here. Can you call me an ambulance, at least?”

Christine considered the two for a moment, seedy lemmings sitting on her sofa. No, she didn’t think greed would ever let these two forget her. This wouldn’t work. She raised her pistol and shot twice. One bullet in Rochelle’s forehead, the second in the blond girl’s. Their heads kicked back against the sofa top. Perfect shot. Her aim was still as good as it was fifty years ago. Nerves twitched the girl’s left leg twice, then the two bodies lay motionless.

“Holy crap!” Jayson yelled. He closed his eyes and fought the urge to throw up.

What the hell! Nick said.

Jack raised an eyebrow. “Christine, my dear, was that really necessary?”

“Yes. They were going to keep asking for money until they finally ratted us out.” She used a rag to unscrew the silencer attachment and put the gun back in the suitcase. “This is too important. And the world won’t miss the likes of those two.”

“You’re just pissed because they called you grandma,” Jack said. “Not that I blame you. Nice shot, really nice. I now see what Philip loved about you. I like this side of you. Where’s it been?”

“I was weak and got my husband killed. No more. Play time is over.”

“You didn’t get Philip killed—”

“Don’t dawdle, you two.” She had no time for chit chat. “Get that bone up north. Follow the plan. Move.”

“What about those two? They’re bleeding on your couch.”

“You and the kid get on the road. I’ll take care of the bodies and do some cleanup.” She meant more than cleaning up blood. She had to wipe away the trail of their entire trip to New Orleans. “I’ll follow you tomorrow. We’ll meet in Wolf Hollow in four days. Make sure you only stay in the safe hotels I marked for you. You’ll be expected at each. They’ve been alerted. You’ll be a day ahead of me.”

“Got it.” Jack already knew the plan and so did Jayson. The hotels were safe houses for hunters like Philip and Christine. He put a hand on Jayson’s shoulder. “You okay there, bud?”

“I’m okay.” Jayson had seen worse, but this had surprised him. He had no illusions the deal would go down easily, but he hadn’t expected her to shoot them. “Can we go now?”

“Yes, please,” Christine said. She lifted the iron box and gave it to Jack. “Go fast and go far and waste no time. Don’t speed or run lights, bring no attention to yourself, but get real miles under your tires. Don’t stop until the Huber Inn in Oklahoma City tomorrow. That’s the first safe house.”

They had mapped an indirect route. North first, Little Rock, then swing left to O.C. It would take longer but involved fewer main roads.

“We know the plan. We’ve been over this.” Jack nudged Jayson. “Let’s go, sport. The night is calling. You’ve got a long stretch of driving ahead.”

They had taken a taxi to the club, leaving Jayson’s car—borrowed from his dad—two lots down and ready to roll. Every detail of their journey had been plotted to this minute. Everything except for killing two greedy antique dealers.

“No highways,” Christine called after them as they left. “Back roads only, and only drive-thru food! No stops.”

They didn’t run, but it was the fastest walk short of a jog to the elevator. Half an hour later, after midnight, they were on the road that spilled out of New Orleans, the iron box on the floor under Nick’s feet. Jayson drove first.

As for Christine, she had a lot of work to do.
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Ninety miles outside New Orleans at two o’clock in the morning, Jayson found an isolated stretch of road that ran alongside a swamp. He pulled onto the shoulder and stopped the car but kept the engine running and headlights on—the only lights for miles. Jack slept while Nick was back in charge. He and Jayson opened the trunk, stripped down to their underwear and stuffed their suits and shoes inside. Seconds later, they were happy to be back in t-shirts, jeans and sneakers.

The car ate pavement at seventy miles an hour, its lights rebuffing the darkness two meters at a time. No radio, no air con, they drove in silence with the windows down and the rush of wind to keep them awake. That and adrenaline. The drive was monotonous for hours into the night until an alligator poked out from the swamp and crawled onto the road. Jayson swerved and slammed on the brakes. Nick held onto the dashboard to keep from hitting the windshield. He stuck his head out of the window. They had missed the creature by inches.

Jayson drove around the impudent reptile. The left wheels spun up a layer of swamp muck but eventually found purchase and shot them back onto the road. The alligator hissed and reeled back into the reeds.

“Maybe slow down,” Nick said. “If we end up in the swamp... I mean, I don’t want to be gator food.”

“Right.” Jayson laughed nervously. “Right.”

He eased into the middle of the road and held at fifty-five miles an hour, careful to avoid the swamp or any of its creepy crawlers. He eventually found the right side of the line, but the road had unexpected curves ahead. They hadn’t seen another set of headlights since one a.m. When an oncoming truck barreled toward them with extraordinary high beams, they eased onto the far right shoulder until it passed.

Nick took over driving from four a.m. until six-thirty. It was as the sun started to rise that they nearly hit the body of another animal in the road. This time it was a dead dog. Nick skidded to a stop. They assumed a car must have hit it and kept going. That didn’t seem right. A gator or a skunk, sure. Why bury those? Let roadworks do it. But you need to bury a dog whether you hit it or not.

The boys got out and stood over the body with their hands on their hips, examining it for a long time. The shaggy husky had no visible wounds. There was no blood on or around the dog’s body. It was as if it had crawled onto the road and died. Yet cars on these remote stretches tended to go too fast. Most likely one had hit it.

“So much for man’s best friend,” Jayson said.

“We can’t bury it here,” Nick said. “Too swampy. It would be a muddy grave and something might dig it up. A snake or gator. They’d eat it.”

“So, what do we do?”

“I don’t know. Take it further up the road? There has to be a field somewhere along the way, right? We can bury it in the dirt.”

“We don’t even have a shovel.”

“Maybe the next town has an animal rescue shelter or something. They’d know what to do.”

“Sure. Right.”

They wrapped it in a blanket and carried it to the trunk, then gently placed it next to the spare tire and closed the lid. The two stood by the car for a moment to take in the crisp morning breeze. In two hours, it would begin to get hot—some days, scorching—but not in the predawn hours. Cool, quiet, nice. Crickets held court in the swamp. Loons were beginning to hoot. One sounded like the cry of a baby, another the howl of a wolf. The boys had never heard loons before. To them, the sounds were unsettling.

Back in the car with Jayson at the wheel, they sat idling a moment, drank bottled water and ate two Slim Jims for breakfast. Eventually, the morning sun expanded shadows across the road, and its light showed them the true desolation of the bare landscape. The two boys were in the middle of nowhere with an ancient bone in the glove compartment and a dead dog in the trunk.

“We should go,” Nick said.

Jayson put the car into drive and sped to sixty. Nick opened the maps on his phone and directed him to turn left before the artery to the highway. Back roads, Christine had said.

I hate back roads.

“Me too, Jack.”

Creeps and critters and crazy people.

“Jack is bitching about the back roads.”

“We’re on the same page,” Jayson said. “But I’ll admit I like that there’s no traffic.” He pressed the gas pedal. They surged to sixty-five, then seventy miles an hour without even realizing it.

Windows down, both enjoyed the wind in their hair. They even ventured a little low-volume music on the radio. Almost prophetically, ELO sang about a showdown. Worries over the trip to Wolf Hollow, still many miles away, momentarily fell aside. It was shaping into a cloudless day.

No way to spot the storm that lay ahead.
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The siren wailed for only a few seconds, but the red and blue lights continued to rainbow the rearview mirror as the patrol car chased after them. Jayson hadn’t noticed any cars on the road and certainly hadn’t seen any cops. A speed trap hidden behind a tree, he figured. Enough bulky sycamores and willows blocked the view from the road; perfect for hiding a police car.

“Slow down,” Nick said. “Crazy place for a speed trap. How many cars do they expect to catch out here?”

“Makes no sense.”

“Better pull over.”

Part of Jayson wanted to hit the gas and never look back; get off this bleak road and drive to the state border. But the more responsible half made him turn the wheel and move his foot to the brake. The car rolled to a stop.

“Were we speeding?” Jayson asked. “What do I tell him?”

“It’s a speed trap not a real stop,” Nick said. “We only need money.”

“How much is left?”

“I’ve got a thousand, since we never paid... you know.” Nick still had the money meant for Rochelle. If Christine hadn’t plugged him with bullets, it would be in the hustler’s pocket, but instead it was in Nick’s.

“Two should be enough. Separate it. Quick! Put two hundreds in your pocket and hide the rest. Hurry, he’s getting out of his car.” Jayson watched the sheriff ease out of his vehicle and amble toward them. “Pretend two hundred is all we got.”

Nick folded two hundreds into his jeans. “Where do I put the rest?”

“Give me a hundred. Put the rest in your underwear.”

“What?”

“Lean forward.” Jayson grabbed the money out of Nick’s hand. He peeled off a hundred and shoved the rest into the back of Nick’s underwear.

“Hey!” Nick could feel the bills rubbing against his ass. He leaned back again but didn’t like the scratchy intrusion in his tighty-whities. The folded money was inching into his crack.

Jayson yanked his shoe off and hid the hundred in the sole. He got the sneaker back on just as the overweight sheriff waddled to the window sporting sunglasses and a hat. The first thing Jayson noticed was the gun on the man’s belt. Sitting in the car, it was eye level to him. His mind went to the car registration that was underneath a small gun in the glove box. How would he get it out without revealing that? And the bone was in a box under Nick’s feet. Tough to explain both.

“Good morning, officer.”

“Coupla fifteen-year-olds,” the sheriff said. He took off his sunglasses and looked to be forty going on his first heart attack. His breathing was loud. “What are a coupla kids doin’ in these parts with outta state license plates?”

“I’m nineteen,” Jayson said. He reached for his wallet to pull out his license.

“Hold up,” the sheriff said. “Keep your hands where I can see them, son.”

“Just getting my driver’s license, sir.”

“I didn’t ask for no license, now, did I?”

“No, sir. How can we help you?” He suddenly remembered his fake ID for clubbing was in his wallet right next to his real license. Could he get to one without revealing the other? Was anything between them? He couldn’t remember.

“Answer my question, for starters.” The sheriff folded his sunglasses and put them in his shirt pocket. He leaned one hand against the roof of the car to support his bulk, and they noticed his uniform said Moran County, Mississippi.

“When did we cross the state line?” Nick whispered. Jayson shook his head. He didn’t know.

“We’re heading home,” Jayson lied. “Visited our grandma and now driving home.”

“Pennsylvania license plate. Mighty far from home, son. Three, four days’ drive. Maybe more.” 

The man stared hard at the two boys as if drilling right into them, as if he could see the lies and the truth. Or was he looking for something else? Both Nick and Jayson grew very uncomfortable. Something was wrong with this man. His wheezing breath filled the air. He sounded like a pump or a ventilator, one for noxious gases. A hint of whiskey belched from him. Jayson glanced at the keys in the ignition. How fast could he start it up and go?

I don’t like this, Jack said. Let me out. I need to kill him. Trust me. This one is toxic. And we don’t have time for this bullshit.

Later, Nick would regret not doing just that. But for the moment, he still had reason and a sense of civic duty, a will to get on their way without raising attention. He thought they might be back on the road soon with a ticket. The last thing they needed was a cop’s dead body left behind.

“Like I said, we went to visit aunt... Aunt May. She’s not been well. And now we’re going home.” Jayson was a terrible liar.

“I thought you said grandma,” the sheriff said.

“What?”

“You said before it was your grandma you were visiting. Which is it?”

Jayson knew the man could see through their lies. He felt it. He also felt this man didn’t care either way. So what did he want? Was this fun for the sheriff? Scare some out-of-town kids?

“Aunt May lives with grandma.”

The sheriff bent down and looked long and hard at Nick, then back at Jayson. One with hair too long for his taste, the other too Asian for his liking, the sheriff had no love for the pair. It was obvious. But they were exactly what he needed today.

“You’re not brothers.”

“No. We’re best friends,” Jayson said.

“Yeah,” Nick added. He tried to think of something more clever, but all that came out was a second “yeah.”

“You smoke any weed today?” the sheriff asked. “Alcohol? Beer?”

“No, sir.”

The sheriff checked the back seat, inspected the boys and the dashboard again, then scanned the exterior of the car. He rapped his knuckles on the roof and told them to pop the trunk.

“Yes, sir.”

Jayson hit the button. When the trunk popped up, the sheriff waddled toward the back of the car.

“Shit,” Nick whispered. “The dog. The dog’s in the trunk. Remember?”

“Oh fuck. How do we explain that?”

“We tell the truth. We found it. We didn’t hit it.”

A minute passed. Then they heard the police radio squawk from the patrol car. The sheriff was talking to somebody and a garbled voice was talking back. Jayson tried to see what was happening in his side mirror. He could only see part of the sheriff’s body leaning against his cruiser with a CB radio pressed to his mouth. The conversation went back and forth for a few more seconds. Finally, the sheriff lowered the radio and drew his pistol. He shouted at them. 

“You boys get out of the vehicle slow, real slow. Hands up. Put your hands on the roof of your car. Real slow now, ya hear?”

The two shared a look.

Jack begged to kill him. Nick thought otherwise.

Then I think we’re fucked, Jack said
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The man who had foiled the convenience store robbery was called Ambrose Wayra Whistler. The Whistler to his friends, and that was a very short list. Wayra meant ‘gust of wind’ in an old language and that described him perfectly. He could fly into any home, neighborhood or town and be out without anyone ever having seen him. It was a gift, an art. He could blend. But he hadn’t whistled in years.

The convenience store incident had thrown an unexpected wrench in the works and now required him to travel faster than he liked. He needed to leave the state before any BOLOs spun with his photo. Of course, the photo wouldn’t be a huge problem. Grainy store camera footage combined with his ability to disguise himself, he liked his chances. Still, best to be on his way.

After the witnesses talked, would he be hailed a hero or a villain? He had, after all, killed a man. Mauled him, no less. But that man was a dangerous criminal robbing a store at gunpoint. Both sides had merit. He wondered. He’d check the news later. For now, the blood on his clothes was a problem. No use trying to wash it out, there was far too much. He had to find a new shirt and pants.

The nice thing about small country towns was that people still dried their clothes on a line. Unfortunately, he had trolled through the woods behind a dozen houses and hadn’t seen any yet. He’d need to break into a house. Which one?

The homes with toys and inflatable pools in the backyard were an absolute no. Kids would be inside. They made noise. It might get messy. He needed a retired couple. An old man with large shirts that would fit him. Retired men always wore their shirts loose. It hid their extra baggage around the waist. 

The next house looked promising. No toys, no pool, no lawnmower. Old couples usually hired the neighbor kid to do the mowing. A sunflower pinwheel guarded the back yard. Bingo. That’s something only a grandma and grandpa would allow on their lawn. Had they actually paid money for it? The dollar store, he guessed. Good job, grandma.

No kids out in the neighborhood today. Was it a school day? Church day? What day was it? Sunday morning, right? He wasn’t sure. 

There was no one better at disguise and deception than The Whistler. He walked straight up to the back door of the house as if he belonged there. The screen door wasn’t locked, as such things rarely were in these parts. He knew that. The kitchen was empty. The living room was tidy and at first also seemed empty. Then he noticed the old man sitting in a cushioned recliner fast asleep. Through the living room picture window, he saw an elderly woman gardening in the front yard. Perfect. Whistler padded without a sound into their bedroom
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