
DARK HORSES

The Magazine of Weird Fiction

––––––––

JANUARY | 2024

No. 24

––––––––

Copyright © 2024 Hobb’s End Press. All Rights Reserved. Published by Hobb’s End Press, a division of ACME Sprockets & Visions. Cover design Copyright © 2024 Wayne Kyle Spitzer. All stories Copyright © 2024 by their respective authors. Please direct all inquiries to: HobbsEndBooks@yahoo.com


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Dark Horses: The Magazine of Weird Fiction No. 24 | January 2024 (Dark Horses Magazine, #24)

BAD PATIENT | Colton Scott Saylor

WITHOUT SCARS | Jhon Sánchez

NOT A CAT GUY | Cassandra O’Sullivan Sachar

AUTUMNAL EQUINOX REDUX | Will Lennon

A REIGN OF THUNDER | —Part One— | Wayne Kyle Spitzer

A Reign of Thunder

TECHNOLUTION | Eleanor Mourante

OF TWO MINDS | Marco Etheridge

EASY ANSWERS | Diana Olney

MECHANICAL DINNER | Nathaniel Barrett

TO THE MEGALITHS OF MONSTROSITY AND BEYOND | D.G. Ironside

CONTENTS

––––––––
[image: ]


BAD PATIENT

Colton Scott Saylor

WITHOUT SCARS

Jhon Sánchez

NOT A CAT GUY

Cassandra O’Sullivan Sachar

AUTUMNAL EQUINOX REDUX

Will Lennon

A REIGN OF THUNDER

Wayne Kyle Spitzer

TECHNOLUTION

Eleanor Mourante

OF TWO MINDS

Marco Etheridge

EASY ANSWERS

Diana Olney

MECHANICAL DINNER

Nathaniel Barrett

TO THE MEGALITHS OF MONSTROSITY AND BEYOND

D.G. Ironside

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

BAD PATIENT



Colton Scott Saylor



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Up and down and sideways they crawl, and those absurd, unblinking eyes are– 

A series of ghostly knocks interrupted Taggert’s third attempt at reading the rest of the passage. He rose to the bedroom door, donned his facemask, and cracked the entry. Greeting him with little fanfare was a solitary bowl of cubed beef and cooked vegetables. Dinner time. 

The meal had arrived in the usual way: at 6:25PM, on the dot, he would hear a series of small pats on the stairs evolve into deeper, duller wops on carpet before echoing towards the double-doored master bedroom. Three knocks followed, syncopated each night into some new measure of time at the precise moment the plate contacted the floor. Tag would then give his jailer a polite ten second head start (faster wops trailing away) before donning his face mask and shuffling to the doorknob to enjoy his brief glimpse of the “outside world.” 

Each time, he would afford himself a new object of scrutiny. Upon this present excursion, he lingered on the photo of Sam and him locked in a lover’s embrace at Huntington Beach. It wasn’t either of their faces that he stared at–it was the ocean.

His glance stolen, he would bend over, pluck his meal from the floor, and step back inside. During those first few deliveries, his fleeting moment of freedom would be accompanied by Sam calling up some cheerful announcement from the landing, anything from “Enjoy!” to the fanciful “Bon appetit!” Tonight, she went with the always in-fashion “Eat up, Bessie!”

Every night, for the past five days, this ceremony played itself out, give or take those few variables. By this time, both performers knew their steps to the second. It was a delicate dance of ergonomics. Not a single calorie wasted. 

Once safely at his makeshift desk, Tag appraised tonight’s meal: beef stew, complete with carrots, potatoes, cherry tomatoes, and cooked kale that he was certain still had aphids boiled into its dark emerald leaves. He remembered browning the meat for this very dish a week and a half ago, back when his lungs still felt functional and his nose wasn’t an endless carousel of mucous. He’d posited that day to Sam as his point of contraction. Perhaps, he had reasoned, one of his neighbors had chosen that exact moment to point a rogue sneeze in his direction? Maybe, he had not-so-subtly hinted, it was Sam’s own neighbor friend Clarissa, the soccer-mom extraordinaire who saw fit to latch herself to his wife and drag them into every suburban mundanity imaginable (standing brunch appointments, BBQs where her husband babbled about sports teams Tag felt pressured to fake knowledge of, etc.).   

What he hadn’t told Sam was the real reason he was currently locked in their bedroom: lunch with Carline. She had been texting him off and on during those spare moments when her own husband had been in the next room, checking to see if Tag was okay, asking if he could find time to chat. He had impressed himself with his restraint at first, the way he had so quickly deleted her messages as they came in, all the while smiling up at Sam milling about in the kitchen. Eventually, however, he found himself explaining that he needed to take a drive, mumbling something about keeping the battery charged and needing a “mental refresh.” 

Given his current situation, he lamented that his final rendezvous with Carline had been so chaste: a packed lunch they shared in his car, complete with muted conversation and just a hint of contact between fingers. There had been that kiss at the end, a reminder of better days that had lingered on his lips until he had parked in his driveway. 

But since their secret outing, Carline had gone off the map. Every call he made went straight to voicemail, every clandestine text unanswered. At first, he found himself strangely depressed. Theirs was never meant to be anything serious, and yet Tag found that he missed the way Carline had made him feel: desired, respected. The silver lining–Tag prided himself on always finding the positive–was that he finally had the push he needed to block her number from his contacts permanently. He could make a fresh start with Sam, hit a new level in his career. He didn’t need Carline or the way she made him feel for any of that. 

His banishment to his bedroom had initially put a stop to all that optimism, but in classic fashion, Tag could already see the opportunity hiding in the setback. Perhaps some solitude was just what he needed to re-launch his life. At the very least, he needed space from Sam. Despite her attempt to put a happy face on his quarantine, he knew that his wife still carried some resentment for the way she had found out that he was sick. The first day, it had been nothing but a tickle in the throat, a blip on his otherwise optimal everyday health that he had chalked up to allergies. Looking back, the idea was absurd; he had never had allergies in his life. And yet, his brain had kicked into denial mode with such efficiency that he hardly noticed when the scratch had turned into a sharp pain. It was only after Sam had caught him in the bathroom blowing through his tenth straight tissue that things came to a breaking point. She had been, in a word, enraged. 

“I visited my father yesterday, Taggert. A seventy-five-year-old diabetic!”

“How could I have known I was this sick! I felt fine a few days ago. Besides, if it had gotten any worse, I was going to tell you.”

This was untrue. His actual plan, once it had become impossible to refuse his situation, had been to let the thing pass without telling her, a demonstration that what the media was bombarding them with on a daily basis was in fact a minor health set-back. If Sam got sick, all the better. She needed to confront how afraid she was. In the deepest reaches of his brain, the places he kept hidden from her but nurtured on his own, he knew he was doing her a favor. 

He needled at the dish for a few more minutes, all the while counting the clip clops of his wife’s slippers on their hardwood floor downstairs. By this time, she was likely shuttling her own meal to the coffee table just in time for any one of the shows she could enjoy without the pleasure of his cynical commentary. There were only so many Real Housewives of... jokes he could make in one sitting before Sam was ready to throw more than just the remote at his head. Yes, in many ways, this isolation was the best thing for their marriage.

Or at least the best thing for her. 

Tag swallowed the thought along with his overcooked beef as broth dribbled down his chin and onto his lap.  
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“I’m losing it.”

“Well, this time to yourself certainly hasn’t helped your appearance any. You look awful, Tag, like fucking roadkill.” 

Joseph–never Joe, not even to his own mother–was sitting in his back office, a sign that business was slower than usual, seeing as how it was one in the afternoon. Tag could spot the mountains of receipts and torn paperwork encroaching from either side of the webcam’s frame. 

“You don’t get it–she won’t even let me go out for a walk. I’ve been in this room since last Sunday.”

“That’s gotta be borderline abuse. I mean, what’s the spousal version of kidnapping?” Joseph’s words flew from either side of the cigarette he was lighting up. Tag rolled his eyes just enough for his friend to catch his intent. “Give me a break, okay? I’m in hot water over here. The shutdown is screwing with my bottom line. Did you know I had every author cancel on me last month? The whole reading series for October, down in flames. This hairline is brand new, I’ll tell you that.”

Joseph bent down to reveal the thinning patch of black and gray acting as a vanguard on his burgeoning forehead. When he glanced back up, his similarly salt and pepper-ed goatee filled Tag’s screen. Bits of an old sandwich hung on his friend’s whiskers above the lips. Had his appetite not already been gutted by days of illness, Tag might have been repulsed. 

“Well smoking out your first editions isn’t going to help,” Tag replied. “And I need to get back out there before my own losses get any worse.”

Their friendship had been defined in part by their mutual dependency: Taggert, adept as he was at tracking down rare books and other antiquities from people who initially did not seem keen to part with their wares, lacked the proper channels to truly make a profit from them while Joseph, terminally indelicate with other’s feelings, possessed that shark-gene necessary to peddle limited editions that would cost the average consumer half of their savings. 

“It’s been how long since you stopped showing symptoms?”

Taggert did the math in his head. “Two days. Temperature’s been back and forth, but I feel good. Really good.” This was an exaggeration–getting up to piss at night still left him winded and he had a bout of vertigo any time he turned his head too fast–but he was set on speaking his recovery into reality. 

“She needs to know that the time you’re spending up there in your makeshift ICU is time you guys aren’t making any money. Her proofreading K-Mart paperbacks isn’t paying the bills. At some point, you have to recognize that you’re both letting fear control you.” 

Tag sucked in air, a reflex he had developed anytime he was avoiding saying the quiet part aloud to his wife. Realizing, however, that she wasn’t there to hear his betrayal, he continued, although a bit cautiously: “Not my fear. Hers.”

Joseph threw his hands up. “Yours, hers, whatever. On paper, it still looks the same. And if you’re not scared, what’s stopping you from just walking out?”

Tag breathed in, trying not to notice the effort it took to swallow a modicum of the oxygen that he wanted. The truth was that he had tried to leave, had engaged via video chat in a louder than intended back and forth about what he called her “odd Florence Nightingale power trip.” 

Ten days, Tag, she had said. Just stay in there for ten days. Ten days of caring about the well-being of anyone other than yourself. Then you can bust out and do whatever the fuck you want. Sam had turned her camera off then, a sign he took to mean that she didn’t want him to see her crying. They had paused their communications for some time after that, save for the ritualistic food deliveries. He had promised himself to give her another day to calm down before making his case again.   

Joseph’s voice flung him back into the present. “Hello? Can you hear me? God, your connection is always dogshit.” 

“I’m here,” Tag reassured him, “it’s just not that easy. You don’t have someone who’ll put up with you enough to stick around; it’s a balancing act. I want to have a marriage after this is over.” 

“See if she sticks around when the checking account hits zero. See if any woman would stick around for that.”

“Jesus man, you can be a bit of a prick, you know that?” Tag said in a tone that failed to mask his agreement with his friend. 

Joseph smiled, revealing every crooked tooth in his mouth.

––––––––
[image: ]


Breakfast the next morning was served promptly at 8:00AM. He knew Sam liked to get a jump on her copyediting projects by 8:30 at the latest, meaning she would have at least a half hour of sipping her Chai tea latte in front of her laptop before video-conferencing with her team at the publishers. This meant a brisk but careful walk-run flight up the stairs with Tag’s single cup of herbal tea along with a rotating side of fruit (apple, orange, or banana). 

He had petitioned for coffee on the day his headaches and coughs had subsided, but Sam had held fast on no caffeine. For not the first time that quarantine, he had felt like a prisoner begging for rations. And for not the first time, Sam had responded like a good warden would: “No, and that’s final. Tea for now. Once you’re out and about, we’ll talk about coffee.” She had also mentioned something about the benefits of green tea vs coffee in terms of immunity benefits, but Tag had stopped listening at that point. 

This morning, staring at the luke-warm tea on the side table, he felt no desire for breakfast. Like most things he tried to enjoy during this bout of illness, it turned out that his morning meal was also contextual. Tea, coffee, a croissant perhaps, they were all things to hold in one’s hand while enjoying the clicks, clacks, spouting steam, and muffled conversation of the cafe. Being out, like a goddamn adult–that’s what he missed. Here, in their floral and pastel-laden bedroom that Tag had erroneously let his wife decorate (the deal had been for his study to be truly his study, complete with the dark-leathered trimmings and the required nautical painting), he was a child playing grown-up. And what was worse, attempting to recreate these moments of small happiness he had carved out in his otherwise stressful adult life was only reminding him just how forced and performed those moments of bliss were in the first place. 

Tag sat in his office chair, grimacing at the offending mug of tea and overly ripe banana in front of him, when the doorbell downstairs chimed. After a brief pause (perhaps to set down her own mug and to stop whatever cat video she was enjoying on her phone), he heard his wife journey from the dining room to the front door. The familiar clicks of the locking mechanism opening to the outside gave him the briefest imagined sensation of sunshine filling the downstairs entry-way. He waited to hear any hint of conversation pierced with Clarissa’s shrill laughter or even the ruffling of plastic that might have been a delivery of early morning groceries. Instead, there was silence, followed by his wife’s footfalls pacing from the door. Then, his phone sprung to life. A photo of Sam’s face filled the call screen. 

“What is it?” He didn’t bother with any niceties. They both knew what he was asking about. 

“I don’t know. Some kind of package. All it has is your name. Not even an address. Like someone just wrapped whatever it is up and plopped it on our porch.” 

“How big is it?” 

“If you’re asking if it’s a book, I don’t know. It’s big, heavy too. I’ll need to put it in the garage to air it out.”

This was her instated protocol for all in-coming packages since his illness: any missives from the outside were given time to “decontaminate” in the garage before gracing their household.

“If it’s for me, I’d much rather look at it now. It could be for work, and if that’s the case, I’ll need to get it unpackaged and stored away sooner than later...”

“No one’s opening it. Whatever it is, it’ll be fine to wait for 24 hours.”

Tag decided to push a bit further than he had planned for this morning. “But if I could get a leg up on getting back to work now, while I’m feeling better–”

“But you’re not feeling better,” Sam interrupted, exasperated. “At least not yet. And even if this is for work, I can’t just bring it in. Help me out here, Taggert. If we both get sick, what then?”

The sharpness with which she uttered his name reminded Tag that they were still in a stalemate from their previous row. He didn’t feel up to calming those waters just yet, so he met her coldness with just a hint of annoyance. 

“Well if it’s addressed to me, can you at least show me a picture?” He had never received a book through the mail, let alone had one mysteriously delivered, but he felt weirdly obligated to dig his heels in regardless. 

“I have a meeting to get to, but I’ll send up a pic later if I have time. For right now, it’s getting stored in the garage. How’s your breakfast?”

“Great,” he lied. “You know, I’ll be ready to come down and help out soon. You’ll be able to get more work done once you don’t have a patient to look after.”

Her sighing filled the receiver, sending a quick pulse of anger into Tag’s fingers. “Just one day, Tag, of you not fighting me. Just one.” 

The smallest hint of regret crept up his neck–he had pushed her a bit too far into a fight he wasn’t ready for. Sensing her immediate eruption, he forged a tactical retreat. “I’m sorry, Sam. Just starting to get restless. I am feeling better, but I know you said another week. Ten days. I can do ten days.” He could not do ten days, would not, but for now, he just wanted to see the package. “You go to work and send me the picture later. I’ll ask Joseph if he knows what it could be in the meantime.” 

“You do that. Lunch is at 12:15.”

Neither of them bothered to say goodbye before the call ended. 
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That night dinner came on time, the same over-cooked stew along with a tangerine plucked from the tree outside. Tag considered whether or not the addition of citrus was meant as a peace offering. He ate the olive branch, if that’s what it was, first, needing anything to brighten his palate before digging into the main course. Downstairs, he heard his wife stack some unknown ceramic atop an alien hard surface to the accompaniment of running water. 

While he ate, he stared at his phone, waiting for Joseph to return his call. As he did, he thought of the package, sitting amongst the other forgotten boxes of household supplies and dry goods they had decided to store in the garage like some overstock warehouse. The call never came. When he was finished, he rinsed the bowl in his bathroom sink as he had done the previous nights, then donned his mask and cracked the door open enough to slide the empty dish and silverware out into the hall. 

He was just about to crumple onto his mattress when his cell buzzed to life. Tag snatched the phone from the night stand, eager to see if his friend had decided to call him back, only to have his hopes crushed at the sight of his wife’s picture fill the screen. He let out one big gust of air, blinked hard, and pushed the accept button. 

“You don’t usually call for a review of the meal. Is this a new feature of dinner service?” he joked, hoping to charm her into a lighter mood.

“Tag,” Sam’s voice was low and harsh, “Tag, are you the one talking?” 

“What do you mean? You called me, babe. Who else do you think could answer this phone?” Tag replied, chuckling. The irony that it was Sam who had decided to lose her grip on reality and not the person doomed to stare at the same four walls was not lost on him. 

His wife’s response was in that same hard whisper, every syllable resembling a gasp of air. “That’s not what I mean. Was it you just now in the garage?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I haven’t gone anywhere, Sam. You should know that better than anyone.” 

“Jesus, okay, I get it, you’re sick of being in the room, but I’m being serious right now. I heard someone talking, and it sounded like it was coming from the garage.”

“Do you still hear it?” Already, Tag’s mind was piecing together the various strands of yarn that it would take for this scare to lead to his freedom. Tag, the Protector. This can work. “Do you want me to check it out?”

There was a pause on the other end of the line as his wife contemplated the offer. Eventually, he heard her footsteps make their way from the kitchen to the laundry room. “It’s fine. I don’t hear anything right now. It was probably the TV or something.”

“Sam, if you’re scared, there’s no point in not checking it out.”

“It’s fine, Tag, forget I said anything. Just forget it.”

“But–”

“I shouldn’t have called. I’m sorry. And I’m sorry that this has been so hard on you. I promise it hasn’t been a picnic for me either. I didn’t think this was going to be so difficult. I didn’t think it had to be.”

And with that, her voice cut out. Tag stared at the screen for a while longer, still not believing how close he had come to talking his way out of the room. Once that disbelief had passed, he pondered at how exhausted his wife had sounded. She’s losing it. Sooner or later, she’ll need me back. It’s only a matter of time.
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Tag was awakened by the earth collapsing beneath him. 

The first thing his brain was able to register was the vibrating empty flower vase set on the dresser across from him. Below, the bed was shaking as if someone had placed hydraulics under the mattress. The entire episode came and went too quickly for Tag to be truly afraid or even surprised. Rather, he scanned from one corner of the bedroom to the other, seeking any sign that what he was observing was actually real, that he wasn’t still locked in some deep level of dreaming. The thing to truly plunge him back into the waking world was the scream–it was high-pitched and bloody, a sharp wail followed by gurgling as if the source had been plunged into water.  

Tag leapt from the mattress on shaky legs and crept to the door. Automatically, his arm shot out for the mask but paused just before yanking it from the perch. Instead, he stood still, wanting to mine any sort of noise from the new-found silence that had smothered the house.   

After a few minutes more, he pulled back from the door and surveyed his surroundings. Nothing had been knocked over, and there were no glaring cracks in the drywall. Likely, whatever minor quake had woken him had barely registered on the Richter scale. His thoughts went back to the scream, to the possibility of Sam being injured, and that idea too seemed foolish. 

She must have been frightened by the earthquake, he reasoned. I’d hear from her by now if it had been worse. 

He considered masking up and going to check on her, playing the valiant husband breaking all the rules to ensure that his partner was safe, but no version of the scenario seemed favorable. All he could see was Sam’s twisted, angry face upon spying him out of his quarantine. No, he concluded. Better to wait it out. He opted for a phone call, knowing that she was unlikely to answer. At the very least, she’d have seen that he was calling to check on her. 

“Just wanted to make sure you were doing okay with the quake. Small potatoes, but it made me miss having you in bed. I love you, Sam.” And he did, in that moment, love her. I’ll get out of here soon, get back to work. Everything will go back to how it was. We’ll be normal. 

He was thinking through his normal life with all of its trimmings when he fell back asleep. 
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The next morning, 8:00AM came and went with no knock. A brief glimpse through the cracked open door confirmed it: no breakfast. 

Tag didn’t see this as suspicious at first: Sam was punctual, yes, but given the earthquake the night before and their argument that had preceded it, he didn’t expect the five-star treatment from his wife. 

I was sick of that tea anyways, he thought, as he settled down for another morning round of news articles. Once his browser was open, Tag heard a chime from below. Clarissa. She often popped by unannounced in the mornings for a socially-distanced chat once her kids had begun their day of remote-learning. The bell rang a second time before he heard the front door swing slowly open. A muffled high-timbre greeting swept through the downstairs and brushed against his door. Not in the mood to listen to his wife confront their neighbor’s passive aggressive taunts, Tag turned back to his laptop. 

For the next hour, he scanned a series of news articles and opinion pieces, scouring for just one that he might be able to show to Sam later on as proof that things were being blown out of proportion. The padded reverberations of the two women walking through the house played on as background music. 

During his attempt to read an op-ed on “The New Normal,” he couldn’t help but notice that Clarissa’s visit had seemed to alter his wife’s typical morning routine. He no longer heard the dulled throb of ditzy YouTube personalities or morning news banter. There were no scrapes or clacks to signal Sam hard at work fixing herself breakfast. Instead, Tag heard something new: stomping, loud and deep, moving from one end of the living room, which was directly beneath the master bedroom, to the other. The thuds emanating from these steps had the muted but bass-heavy womp of something wide and powerful ramming into a flat surface. He conjured up the image of an elephant making its way from one side of his house to the other, and then quickly dismissed it, paranoid that even the thought might make its way somehow to Sam. 

She sounds pissed, he thought. And to make matters worse, she seemed in the mood to ensure that Tag knew just how pissed she was. This was new behavior, but still not unexpected. His careless needling the other day had been a miscalculation. Between that and what must have been a frustrating visit with Clarissa, his chances at getting out today seemed slim to none.  

He was still planning out the series of off-hand comments and targeted shows of gratitude he’d have to drop to get back into Sam’s good graces this evening when his laptop lit up. With one click, Joseph popped onto his desktop. His evergreen scowl was replaced with a cheshire grin that only seemed reserved for moments of windfall. 

“Morning sunshine,” Joseph yelped, rotating back and forth in his office chair with disconcerting energy. 

“What’s got you in such a dapper mood?” Tag asked, conscious of his own frazzled and thinning hair that was likely revealing patches of scalp he’d rather no one see. He attempted to run his hands through the mess in an effort to cover the gaps. 

“Who loves you, you bastard? I wanna hear you say it.” 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” 

Joseph’s beaming face faltered only slightly. “Don’t be coy with me. Thanks to my generosity, you’re back in business.”

Tag finally stopped fretting over his grizzled appearance and focused on Joseph’s screen. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You didn’t receive any mail yesterday?”

In the midst of the quake business from the night before, Tag had forgotten all about calling Joseph to ask about the package. “So that was you.”

“Well, sort of. I had some kid come in wanting to denote a book. Didn’t even want cash for it: he just said he wanted to get rid of it and that my shop was the first place he found on the web. And the book is legit. He only let me glance at it, but I know enough to know it’s something rare. I figured I’d do you a solid and send him your direction, see what you thought about it. Told him some line about needing my colleague to do the appraisals and that he works from home.”

Tag massaged the bridge of his nose, trying to piece together the disparate bits of data he was hearing. “Who even was this guy?”

“Never seen him before. The kid looked like some new-money techie dipshit. You know the type, right?”

Tag gave a nod, thinking of all the Tesla-driving nouveau-riche he and Joseph had duped in the past just so that these same schmucks could line their office shelves with books that cost the same as a small house. “I’m aware, yes.”

“Well, he mentioned getting the book from his grandfather’s will. He said he wanted it out of his place as soon as possible.”

“Who’s the grandfather?”

“Didn’t say, but I was curious so I looked into it. Only geezer I know who bit the dust recently was some energy mogul who lived up in the hills. Real old money, like slave-labor-likely-paid-for-some-of-this-guy’s furniture-old money. And if it’s the same person, you’re in for a nice surprise.”

“Why’s that?” Tag asked, not bothering to hide his annoyance at how long Joseph was dragging this out. 

“This particular old geezer had a side hobby in rare editions. He has a lot of plaques in a lot of very large museums and libraries. So imagine what kind of off-the-wall stuff he saved for himself? And if this kid is attached to this estate, my guess is that this first book is just a taste of the larger nut. What I’m really trying to say is: don’t fuck this up.”

Tag swallowed hard, a mix of excitement and dread congealing in his stomach. Never had such a great opportunity seemed to come at a worse time. Whatever black magic he would need to conjure to get out of this prison, he would have to do it soon. 

“So you gave him my address?” Tag didn’t mean for the question to sound as accusatory as it did. 

“Yup. Thought I was doing you a favor. I figured if Sam sees how valuable you being back at work can be, she’d give a little.”

“Sam saw it alright. It’s in the garage now.” Tag thought for a second before asking, “Did the kid mention anything about the book?”

“Not really,” Joseph replied, clearly annoyed that Tag wasn’t showering him with gratitude. “Just said he wanted it gone. I didn’t want to spook him anymore than
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