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Whisper Killer 4

Something more dangerous than Jack is on the move.

Christine has been kidnapped by an unknown group.

When Jayson and Nick take an overnight bus to rescue her, the bus is hijacked by men in masks. 

And Jack—the demon inside Nick—may not be the only hidden killer on board. 

At midnight, the hijackers search and question every passenger. They are looking for a stolen weapon of supernatural origins and for a hired hit man they claim is among them. That person might be an ally... for the moment. Jack needs to find the killer first and play along until it is time to take him down, stop the hijackers, and get back on the road for Christine.

But that is only the start of the bloodshed.

A powerful, foul being walks among them.

There is more at stake than saving their kidnapped friend and the innocent passengers. 

Evil Never Bleeds

The gripping fourth book in the 

#1 bestselling saga

The Whisper Killer.

◦

A new horror thriller from the author of

The Scream Collector and Whisper for the Dead
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Foreword

Somehow we are on the 4th book already. The Whisper Killer started as a single standalone novel with no intention of ever having a sequel. It was a story unto itself with a beginning and an ending. Yet, to my surprise, it wasn’t done. The ghosts of the mind sometimes move the pen on its own. I never really let go of Jack. He stayed around in the back of my head, and—on rare occasions—talked to me.

One night, long after midnight, Jack came to me with an idea for a sequel. The story took shape and soon became whole. A year later, a third book appeared. That one, Whisper for the Dead, took a lot out of me. After it was published, I thought I might collapse from exhaustion. All was done. But it wasn’t. Things weren’t finished. There was more, and I seem to get no rest. Now, we face a fourth volume. Jack simply won’t die. Even worse, he won’t stop talking.

Maybe that’s a good thing.

Maybe it’s not.

Regardless, here we are. There is more to this world we live in than shifters and demons, good people, bad people, thieves, vampires, werewolves, greedy CEOs and politicians. Something else lurks in the shadows. There is a reason bad people seem to get away with everything. Something below may be pulling the strings.

Tonight, a new being knocks on the door.

Let’s answer, shall we?

—Rod Little
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She handed the deck to Christine. 

“You deal. And let’s see who gets here first, 

Jack or Death.”

Christine dealt the cards.
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Part I

The Road to Nowhere

One does not steal from the dead.

— The 4th  Rule of Law
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Chapter 1
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The animation of colors dazzled Olivia’s wide round eyes, the many sounds tingled her ears. At nine years of age, this was her first circus. By most standards, it was a small fair, more of a traveling carnival than a full-blown Barnum deal. But to her, it was magic. She clung to her older brother’s hand and let him tug her through the maze of people, balloons, popcorn sellers, games,  barkers and clowns of every shape. One giggled at her as she passed. She smiled and waved, then realized it was an automated clown mannequin. Still funny, though. She liked it.

“Slow down,” she begged. “I want to see something.”

Her thirteen-year-old brother was not interested in her wishes and pulled her forward mercilessly. His focus was at the other end of the midway and the long line of shooting games.

On the way, she ogled a cotton candy machine and marveled at its strings of rainbow-colored sugar as long as she could until the ever-moving crowds of people blocked her view. She enjoyed the pings and pongs and all the moving lights. And for once, she didn’t have to wear a dress. Mom let her wear jeans and a blouse for this. That was fun. She felt comfortable. She might even get dirty just for kicks.

Near a closed tent, they passed two teenagers vaping, thinking they were clever in hiding the vape gadget deep in one teen’s sleeve. It smelled of cherry. She wondered why they did that, puffing smoke from a sleeve. Soon, a brightly lit wheel of chance caught her attention, and she forgot the vapes. Even that lasted only a second before she was yanked from it.

Her brother finally stopped at a row of dart boards and shooting games. He stepped up to one with rifles chained to a counter. Two players were already competing. If you hit three geese with your seven shots, you got a stuffed prize. Five geese, and you scored a skull headband of your choice. He told her that looked cool; she didn’t agree. He wanted to play. When he tried to drop her hand, she scolded him.

“Mom said you gotta hold my hand till she gets back. She said so.”

Henry rolled his eyes and wrested his hand from her fingers. “Don’t be such a big baby. You’re not six anymore. I wanna play this game. I need both hands.”

“Mom said.”

“I can’t hold your hand and play the game at the same time, nitwit. Be normal for once, Olive. Stand here and watch me. Stand right here. Don’t wander off.”

“Alright.”

She watched her brother redeem his ticket for a tethered popgun. He aimed it at a row of moving cardboard geese and missed the first one. The plump man behind the counter looked bored and unimpressed by the shot. His desperate tangled comb-over, a sad attempt to hide his bald spot, made her laugh. She covered her mouth. It wasn’t nice to laugh at people.

Two balloons popped behind her. She turned around to see what had happened. Some boys were running away and laughing. Her eyes went to a man carrying a bag with a goldfish in it. She liked goldfish. She didn’t realize she had taken several steps in its direction.

Then a shadow fell over her, tall and wide, suddenly very close. She started to look up to see who it was but was blocked by a gloved hand. It covered her eyes and mouth with the smell of something acrid and strong. It smelled like a hospital. In an instant, she was whisked away into the shadows, taken from the carnival and spirited into an empty tent. And from there, out the back and into the night. A wet cloth was shoved over her mouth and nose. She felt dizzy.

Hours later, she came to on the back seat of a moving car. The seat vibrated, and streetlights swept past the moving window. Clumsily, she tried to sit up.

Life was in motion. She didn’t know it yet, but the colors of the carnival were to be the least amazing part of her night. Incredible changes were about to reshape her youth. The ending had begun.
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Chapter 2
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Five people were killed on the same night, at the same time, within minutes of each other, and no guns were triggered. No poison was dispensed, no knives used. It was not suicide. They were murdered. Cold, calculated murder. And the killer also died soon after, bringing the body count to six. And yet this crime was committed without conventional weapons.

Nick finished the riddle and asked, “How did it happen? How did they die?”

“I don’t get it,” Jayson said.

“Think about it.” Nick held up a palm. “The clues are all there.”

It was night. The bus continued to bounce over a country road that would lead them to the next Podunk town, and the next, and then, hopefully, back to the highway. Nick and Jayson had chosen this bus for its itinerary through a secluded route. It was the smartest way for them to travel, but they hated it. As always, they were trying to go unnoticed. Now they sat in the back of the bus while the demon Jack slept inside Nick’s head.

“It’s a riddle,” Nick said.

“So, how did they die?”

The man sitting to the left of them smiled. He had figured it out. He knew but didn’t say a word.

“Think about it, man.”

Raindrops began to splatter the windows. Nothing severe, a summer sprinkle. It was ten past eleven, less than an hour to midnight, and many of the passengers had already dozed off. The few still awake were reading books or listening to music through earbuds. One row up and across from them, a middle-aged woman was wearing too much makeup for an overnight bus trip. She kept fanning herself incessantly with a bamboo fan, despite the air conditioning running at full blast. Nick thought the bus ride was a little too cold. Why she felt the need to fan herself was a mystery to him.

“She’s got the hot flashes,” Jayson whispered. “I read about them once.”

Nick rolled his sleeves down. “It’s too chilly. Can’t they turn the air conditioning up?”

“You mean down?”

“What?”

“You turn the power down to get less air con,” Jayson said. “Turn it up to get it colder.”

“No. Turn it up for warmer. Like turn up the temperature. Right?”

Jayson gave it a thought. “Now I don’t know. Which is it? Turn the air conditioning up or down?”

The bus hit a bump and jostled them an inch off their seats. The fanning woman grumbled, closed her eyes and fanned harder. The bus was dark, with only a few tiny overhead reading lights burning through the night trip. Two people whispered to each other somewhere near the middle of the bus. Otherwise, they heard only the sound of the engine rumbling through the night. The patter of light rain on the roof soon joined.

“You give up?” Nick asked.

“It’s a land shark attack,” Jayson said. “It can happen. Happens all the time, you just don’t hear about it.”

“Be serious.” 

“Sure... I give up.”

“The answer is a bus crash,” Nick said. “A truck swerves and hits the bus head-on. The bus driver is thrown through the window, and four passengers are killed. Then the killer, the driver, dies.”

“Probably one of those self-driving Teslas. They crash all the time. You couldn’t pay me to get in one of those. All A.I. sucks. They crash more than any other car, did you know that?”

“He did it on purpose. It was murder.”

“That’s the joke? Sick joke, man. Especially considering... you know, where we are.” He waved a hand at the interior of the bus.

“It’s not a joke, man. It’s a riddle. A brain teaser. Jack told it to me.”

“Good for Jack. If anyone shouldn’t be teasing brains, it’s Jack. And by the way, there was a murder weapon. It was the driver.”

“But not a conventional weapon.”

“Whatever.”

Nick looked at his watch. 11:19 p.m. “How long do we got left to go? Fort Morgan at five a.m., right?” 

“Yeah. I think we’ll make Boulder by late breakfast and Denver by lunch.”

They had only been on the road for three hours and already both were antsy to get off and walk. And this was only the first leg. After Denver, they would need to rent a car to go to the Utah border where Christine was being held for ransom. A long trip, the worst kind. Nick hated traveling.

He looked out the window at the filmstrip of trees flipping by. “Where are we, anyway?”

“You tell me. You wanted the window seat,” Jayson said. He reached over his friend and rubbed a finger on the window. Dots of rain slid behind the glass. “We’re in between two loser towns... which are in between two other loser towns. I haven’t seen another car in, like, forever.”

“Strange route for a bus, man.”

“We won’t hit the highway for an hour or so, at least. It’s boring as hell, but it’s good for us. We don’t want anyone noticing us, right?”

“Yeah. I guess so.”

It was always best to stay out of sight when Jack was involved, unnoticed and lost in the crowd. He had a habit of leaving problems, even dead bodies, in his wake. It was best not to be on a witness list if something bad happened.

“You think...” Jayson didn’t finish his thought.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You were going to ask if I think this is a waste of time, right? You think Christine might already be dead.”

Jayson shrugged. “It’s been three days.”

“Two. We’re on schedule. She’s not dead. We have the money, and we’re making good time.”

“I hope so. Really. But she’s so particular. She never misses a check-in. How did she manage to get kidnapped?”

“She’s in trouble,” Nick admitted, “but not dead. Someone has her tied up or locked away or whatever, but it takes a lot to kill a woman like that.”

“I think it only takes a bullet.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I do.” And Jayson did. He knew how smart Christine was. She couldn’t be outfoxed, not easily. Whoever had taken her, they were smart and dangerous. Maybe even supernatural. “I hope we can find her in time. Before... you know.”

“Yeah. Me too.”

“That was a weird email, man.”

It might not have been sent by her, but it was bad news, regardless. She had sent them an email to meet her in the desert, where she claimed a house existed, though none showed on G maps. The next day, another email popped up with a ransom demand. Kidnappers claimed to have her and wanted ten thousand dollars, and they insisted it be delivered by Jack.

They knew who Jack was.

That was the most startling part of it. Few people knew of the demon or his whereabouts. Even fewer knew where he was hosted. Only a small circle were aware of Nick at all. The kidnappers seemed to know. These people knew what was inside him.

“They don’t want money,” Nick said. “They want Jack. The money is a distraction.”

“I agree. That’s too small. Ten grand.”

“They asked for a small amount so we could get it. Big enough to maybe be real, but not too big for us to be able to get it together. They know we don’t have access to millions.”

“Yeah. But they figured that with Jack, we could put together ten thousand or so.”

“They’re smart. They know what they’re doing. And I don’t think we do.”

“Why do you say that?”

“We’re on a bus in the middle of the night going into some unmapped land. Just the three of us. Does that sound smart, Jayse?”

Even worse, they didn’t have the money. Each of them carried a thousand dollars. Jack said he could get the rest at the last minute, if necessary, before they were to rent a car and drive out to the house. But he also thought it didn’t matter. The money was a feint, a con, a way to get them out there with hopes of an exchange of some sort—but money wasn’t the point of it. He doubted anyone would even ask for it when they showed up. 

“I hope Jack’s right,” Nick said.

Jayson disagreed. “I hope he’s wrong. I hope it is a simple ransom.”

“Nothing is a simple ransom, man. No matter what the deal is, this isn’t going to be easy. And I wonder if any of us will get out alive.”

“Thanks, man. Like my stomach isn’t already tied in knots. There are cannibal butterflies eating each other in there.”

Nick rubbed the back of his neck. “They probably want to kill me and Jack.”

“The cannibal butterflies?”

“No! The kidnappers. Some of Christine’s friends don’t agree with her working with him. Some do know about us. They don’t like the arrangement.”

“You’re starting to annoy me with logic. Let’s talk about something else.”

“We need to make a plan before the desert,” Nick said. “If Jack has one, he hasn’t told me. I think he’s winging it. So, it’s up to you and me.”

“We need to get some guns.”

“Really? You really think guns will help against the supernatural?”

Jayson lowered his voice and leaned in. “Who said anything about the supernatural? What the fuck, dude?”

“You think normal people are out for Jack? Get real, man. Whatever we’re headed for, it’s not normal.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s supernatural or—”

A loud pop jolted the bus, and it swerved. They felt the thump and vibration of a flat tire near them at the rear end. A flat on a car would have been worse. The bus handled it well. Most of the bus didn’t feel it, but Nick and Jayson felt it from their back seat, and the driver did too. He slowed down and careened the bus to a roll on the side of the road while trying to call for help.

Nick looked out the window. Trees lined the road and bent against a wind that was picking up force. A storm might be coming, but the bus was alone. He saw no other signs of life. No other vehicles, and no houses or lights. The land was dark. The bus headlights were all that lit the empty road.

“Hell of a place for a flat,” Nick said.

The elderly man sitting across from them roused himself. “Ain’t just a flat,” he said. He pulled a pair of eyeglasses from his pocket, put them on and nodded to Nick and Jayson.

“What do you mean?” Jayson asked.

The man looked older than seventy. He ran a hand over his balding head and scrunched his nose as he peered out the windows, first checking the left side, then the right side. “Tire was shot out.”

“Shot? Like with a gun?”

“That’s usually how you shoot tires, son.”

“How do you know it’s not just a flat?”

“I know a gunshot when I hear it, son. I was a cop for thirty-five years.”

“Someone shot out our tire?” Nick didn’t like the sound of that. “A deer hunter? By accident? Do they hunt around here?”

“Hunter? Nope. It’s damn hard to hit a moving tire,” the cop said. “I doubt it was a hunter, unless it’s a fine coincidence. But hunters don’t tend to aim low. They aim high.”

The bus lurched to a stop. The driver kept the engine running and told everyone to stay in their seats while he went outside to check the tire.

Nick asked, “So? Could it be some kids having fun? Shooting bottles or something?”

The cop nodded. “Could be. If we’re lucky. They’d have to be good shots.”

“Or really stupid idiots,” Nick said, “if they’re out here shooting at cars and buses for fun. What do you mean, if we’re lucky?”

The cop didn’t answer. He stared out the window, eyes moving back and forth over the road.

Jayson nudged Nick. “We’re never lucky, man. Right? I mean... like, never.”

Nick shrugged. “Sometimes we’re lucky.”

“I don’t think so.”

“A bad spot to be stuck, but it’s not the end of the world. Help will come.” Nick checked his phone. No bars. “I can’t get a signal.”

The cop heard him and checked his own phone. “Nope. That’s not good.”

“Kinda expected, though, right? I mean, we’re in the middle of nowhere in the rain.”

“Should be one bar,” the ex-cop said. “Always one bar, even in the sticks. Only reason for zero is someone’s got a jamming device. A jammer.”

“Jammer?” Jayson held up his palms. “Meaning...?”

The man extended a friendly hand. “Vince Brownfield. You can call me Vince. Since we might be here awhile, guess we should get to know each other. This might be a long night.”

Jayson shook his hand. “Jayson. And this is Nick.”

Nick waved. “Nice to meet you. Long night? Why do you say that?”

Vince clicked his tongue. “Someone shot our tire out, son. And now they’re jamming our phones. They don’t want us getting help. Which means maybe we ain’t getting help. In my experience—and I’ve got more years of it than I’d like to count—this adds up to a problem. Two plus two still equals four, even in this newfangled tech world of tek-toks and hoolahoos. And problems usually add up to a bad night for travelers like us on a bus ride through the buttcrack of nowhere.”

“I told you,” Jayson whispered. “Never good luck.”

The bus driver, a graying man with far too much belly, returned from checking the tire. His face and clothes were damp from the increasing drizzle of rain outside. He addressed the passengers.

“A flat, but no worry,” he said with a taut smile. “No worry at all. I’ll get some help out here faster than you can say triple A.” He settled into his driver’s seat and tapped on his phone, sending a series of text messages. He called back, “Soon as a signal crops up, these will hit home at the company depot. I also sent out a 9-1-1. Not to worry. Settle back, folks, and rest your eyes. A few minutes, half hour tops.”

Vince Brownfield grunted.

“What are you thinking?” Jayson asked.

“I am wondering how the driver is going to react when the next shoe falls. Because sure as rain is wet, there will be a next shoe, guys. Keep your eyes open and buckle up.”

Jayson and Nick waited for an explanation.

Vince answered their puzzled looks. “Well, people don’t shoot tires on buses in the middle of nowhere unless there’s a second act to follow. They have a reason. My guess is they want something on this bus.”

“Something?”

“If we’re lucky, it’s just a bag of money in the baggage compartment below us.”

“You keep saying that. We’re never lucky,” Jason repeated.

“Can’t be sure,” Vince said. 

At that moment, a black sedan pulled up beside the bus. It drove past and parked in front, blocking the road. Its red blinkers flashed on. Four men in raincoats and hoods stepped out and took inventory of the road, then the bus. They made their way toward it.

“And here comes the second act,” Vince mumbled. “Hear that? It’s the other shoe come a-falling.”

One of the men outside knocked on the bus door and asked if they needed help. The bus driver opened the door. “Sure do. Blew out a tire.”

Two of the men entered the bus, while the other two stayed outside and walked around to the back, ostensibly to check the tire.

When the two men were standing at the front next to the driver, they pulled back their hoods. If they had faces, they weren’t showing them. Both men were wearing masks: a rabbit and a bear. Rabbit took a handgun out of his coat and pointed it at the passengers. Several people screamed and gasps went up. Bear also pulled out a gun, but his was a short-nozzle automatic rifle.

Vince motioned with two fingers toward the window. Nick looked. The two men outside also produced automatic rifles from under their coats. They were walking the perimeter like soldiers at a camp. They showed no interest in the flat tire.

“I don’t think they’re from triple A, and I doubt they’re here to help,” Vince whispered. “Damn that second shoe.”

Rabbit told everyone to shut up and calm down. His voice sounded young and squeaky, maybe in his twenties but high and trebled like a teen. He was a skinny guy. Bear, on the other hand, was huge. He could have been a football player or a bouncer. The man did not move an inch while his partner spoke to the frightened travelers.

“I promise we won’t hurt you,” Rabbit said. “As long as you follow our instructions, stay calm, and don’t get in the way, you’ll be fine. Don’t try anything foolish.” He turned to the driver. “You, however, need to check out.”

He aimed his gun at the driver’s forehead and put a single bullet in him. The driver’s head whipped forward and hit the windshield once before his body slumped against the wheel. The horn blared, and several passengers screamed. Rabbit shifted the driver’s body off the horn. A clean shot, only a little blood spatter now stained the front window.

The screaming continued louder, and the bus erupted in prayers and shouts until Rabbit swung his gun back toward the passengers. That stifled all the commotion and put a stop to the chatter. An unholy silence settled in. The passengers sat dumbfounded, afraid to speak or move.

“As I said, I won’t hurt any of you people as long as you stay quiet and fully cooperate.”

Jayson elbowed Nick. “Umm... we need help.”

“I know, I know,” Nick said. “Jack, I think it’s time for you to wake up.”

Yeah?

“Jack. Now. Wake up.”

Are we there yet?
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Chapter 3
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In a house that could only be described as haunted, on a stretch of wild land nestled between mountains and desert where not a single human would want to live, a drop of water leaked through the roof. The rain had passed, but puddles and runoff remained to torment the rotting wooden structure. More storms would come, it was that time of year. 

The old woman, custodian of this place, shuffled down the hall to prepare a bowl of raisins for her guest. She preferred not to think of her guest as a prisoner, but a short-term visitor. A means to an end. She would never do harm to her temporary tenant.

Tenant, yes, I like that word.

As the oldest living woman in the world, she knew many people. She knew many things. At this crucial point in her life, she knew how to get what she needed. She felt pain in every joint, every day. Each breath, each step, each movement brought varying degrees of discomfort. Old age was not a kind spirit. Daily, she cursed it and all her bad decisions that had led her here.

Back from the kitchen with the raisins, she looked at the stairs leading to the second floor. The three men who had abducted her guest were still there, standing like idiots with blank faces wondering what to do next. They were anxious to be dismissed.

Young bucks. Always in a hurry...

She handed the bowl to the closest one. “Take these upstairs. She’ll be hungry when she wakes up. Won’t be for a spell, but do it now.”

The young man took the bowl and wrinkled his nose. “Raisins?”

“Yes. You have a problem with that? I’m not running a hotel here. You rather I fix Beef Wellington? Go. Get it done. Sooner you do it, sooner you can skip off, which is what both of us want.”

The man took the bowl of raisins upstairs while his two cohorts drifted closer to the door. They feared her, and rightly so. She didn’t mind. She knew she was a hideous sight. She also knew her reputation within the communities, both real and supernatural. Rumors were that she could do things, wicked things. Almost half the rumors were true. A third, anyway.

After a few minutes, the man upstairs could be heard shutting and locking the trap door. He could have been mistaken for a bull as he clomped back down the rickety steps to the downstairs hallway. He looked to his friends for direction, one of whom had his hand on the doorknob of the screen door, eager to make his escape.

She had exhausted her bag of tricks in getting the tenant here and could not have any interruptions after the men left. They were part of her network of hunters, but this task was hers alone. It had nothing to do with them. She had made that clear to her group. She now made it clear to them.

“When you leave, you shall not come back. No matter what. You hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Ain’t no reason for you to come back to this place. I’ve got it from here.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She raked through a mental checklist. Everything was done. Right? When she was sure, she dismissed the men with strict orders not to be in the valley when the sun fell. No one in the group was to come here unless called by her.

The men didn’t need to be told twice. They bolted out the door and drove away fast in their jeep, eager to get back to civilization before the next storm hit.

Amused by the obduracy of youth, she headed for the cellar to fetch some tea leaves. Every step brought her a new shiver of pain. Her knees felt like dead leaves crumbling to dust. And soon she, too, would be dust. She looked forward to it.

*   *   *
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Several states away, another person was feeling pain, this one much younger. The preteen girl had been chained to her bed by a man who claimed to be her new father. Soon after, a woman with a round face came in and pronounced herself to be the girl’s new mother.

“Why do I need new parents?” she asked. “Where are my mom and dad?”

“Your folks are gone, dear.”

That made no sense to the girl. “How?”

“Don’t worry,” the woman said. “We’ll take good care of you. Rest a bit until the drugs wear off. You’re tired, dear.”

“Drugs? Like medicine? Why am I chained to the bed?” 

“For your protection, my love.”

“What does that mean?” She rattled the chain. It scraped her ankle. “It hurts.”

“Sleep,” said the man. “We’ll talk later. This is your new home now. You’ll get used to it. In time, you’ll learn to love it. I know you will.” He stepped into the hallway.

“I want to go home.”

“Shh,” the woman said with a finger on her lips. She closed the door on her way out and locked it behind her.

The girl looked around at the room lit only by a small clown night-light. A poster of two unicorns hung on the wall. Two ugly dolls sat lifeless on a white dresser. The sheets and pillows on the bed were pink. This was a girl’s room, a child’s. Was this meant for her, or was she in their daughter’s room? The clown light flickered. The window was boarded over with plywood. She tried to get up, but the chain on her ankle pulled her back and hurt. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t how adoptions went. She knew it. She wasn’t stupid. Even clueless children know when they’ve been kidnapped.

*   *   *
[image: ]


Closer to the state where Jack was headed, men in high positions of authority were being guided by a being from the underworld, one so vile even the best hunters could not approach it. While it whispered ideas for ruining the lives of many, the eyes of these rich and powerful men dilated. These CEOs and politicians, millionaires and billionaires, all were excited by endless wealth. What they had was never enough. Yet, they doubted they could get away with some of the creature’s agenda.

“People aren’t that gullible,” one man pointed out. “There is a limit.”

“Let me take care of that,” the dark creature said. “Hate is a powerful aphrodisiac to so many.”

“Still...”

“Trust me,” it said. “I’ve done this before.”
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Chapter 4
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Rabbit lowered his gun and raised his hand in a sign of peace and a promise that he might not hurt anyone else. An odd promise, given the dead driver at the wheel. Bear still had his gun trained on the rows of passengers, all wide-eyed and pale. Rabbit shushed the group and waited for them to stop whispering. The bus went silent. He had their full attention.

“Stay cool and listen to me.” Rabbit’s whiny voice was muffled under the mask. It sounded less than imposing, especially as he was not a big man, five foot eight and nearly a hundred and twenty pounds. “I am looking for someone on this bus. If I get him, I am leaving, and all of you will remain untouched. You can stay alive to reach bumshuck Colorado, or wherever the hell you like, and get on with your bland nine-to-five lives.”

The passengers looked at each other. That sounded fine to them. But who was he searching for? Suspicion rattled through the rows. Suddenly, everyone was a suspect. 

“AKs or Ms, automatics,” Vince whispered. “Those two outside, they’ve got big power in their hands. These guys are pros, whoever they are.”

Nick looked out the window at the complicated rifles in the hands of the two men outside. They also wore masks, but the type of animal was indiscernible under their hoods.

“There is a hired assassin on this bus,” Rabbit disclosed. “He is on his way to assassinate a congressman and his campaign manager in Boulder.” He held up a finger to silence the buzz of shocked murmurs among the passengers. “Shh. No, no, shh. Listen to me. We are here to stop him. If I can find him, we’ll leave. No one will get hurt. And that’s a golden promise, solid as they come.”

Jack watched everyone’s reaction.

Well, that’s a lie.

“You think he’s lying?” Nick asked. 

Jack didn’t answer. His silence said what everyone was thinking: We’re all dead.

Vince answered instead. “Sure, yeah, won’t hurt anyone... those are some real neat famous last words before the bullet hits you.” He saw the look on the boys’ faces and softened his tone. “I may be premature. Don’t listen to me.”

But Jack agreed. He’s smart, that one, the cop. I like him. Stay close to him.

A woman spoke up from the third row. “So, who is it? Take him already and be gone. Let us be.”

“I’d love to,” Rabbit said. “I would love to. But the sad truth is I don’t know what he looks like. So, if the one I’m looking for will please stand up, we can be on our way. Eh? A little cooperation?”

The passengers looked at each other again, trying to guess who might be the killer they sought. Jack studied their reactions. Two people in particular hooked his attention: a man in row five who was not looking around at all, and a woman in row seven who instead looked at her watch, then in her purse.

“I’d like to speak to the killer,” Rabbit continued. “Whoever you are, listen to me. We work for the same people as you do. We’re part of the same group. The hit has been called off, and we’re here to take you back. Simple as that. We’ll explain on the way.”

Another lie. This isn’t how you call off a hit. And this event will expose the assassin’s identity. Stupid. That’s the best story they could come up with?

“Maybe true,” Nick said.

Up at row five, the young man in the Hawaiian shirt trying to be Corey Hart. What’s his deal?

“Corey who?”

Eighties singer. Never mind. He’s wearing sunglasses at night. Why is that?

“He’s blind, Jack. I saw him walk on the bus with a white cane.”

Fair enough. Then it’s the woman in the seventh row we need to watch. My sawbuck says she’s the killer. She keeps checking her watch and her purse. She’s worried about the schedule for the hit, and she’s making sure the gun in her purse is ready to take out the Rabbit Man. That’s my guess.

“I don’t know, Jack.”

Vince asked Jayson about Nick. “He alright? He’s talking to himself.”

“Uh, autism,” Jayson said. “He has quirks.”

“He going to be okay?”

“Are any of us?” Jayson asked.

“Good question. The smart money says no.” Vince checked his phone again. Still jammed.

“You’re an ex-cop, Vince. I don’t suppose you have a gun on you?”

“No, I do not. And I’m not sure one gun would do it. Those two outside have some serious artillery in their paws. These boys came to play for real. They ain’t joking around.”

Came to play. I do like him. You better let me up front, Nicholas. Things might get sticky.

Nick did not argue. They needed Jack in control for whatever might come next. Nick slid back and let the centuries-old demon come forward. 

When Jack was settled in, he turned to Jayson and tapped his knee with a fist. “Relax, old bean. You look like you might hurl.” 

“Jack?” Only Jack ever called him old bean.

Jack spread his hands. “In the flesh, baby.”

“What should we do?”

“Nothing. Sit tight for now.”

Vince put his phone in his shirt pocket and leaned into Jayson. “I thought his name was Nick.”

“Part of the autism. He likes to be called Jack in scary situations.”

“Aha. Well, this qualifies as such,” Vince said. “I’m a little scared myself, I don’t mind telling you.”

“Shh.” The woman with the fan shushed them. Her knuckles were white as she clenched the folded fan in her lap. She was hanging on every word Rabbit was saying up front, as if he were a college professor with the keys to the test. She studied his every word. “He said to be quiet.”

“Well,” said Vince, “he is the man of the hour, but I doubt he’s letting us all go.”

“Shhhh.”

Vince jerked his head toward her and rolled his eyes. “The crazies always fall in line first.”

Jayson understood and hid a smile.

Rabbit had questions for each passenger, presumably to flush out the hired assassin. He moved to the first passenger. “Let us start with you. Tell me your first name. Where are you headed and why? Traveling alone?”

Each passenger answered the questions in turn. Rabbit was only interested in those traveling alone, which narrowed it down to eight people. Everyone else was traveling together in groups of two and three. The killer would surely be riding solo.

“It’s that woman in row seven, numskull,” Jack said. “But this moron is only looking for a man. What an idiot. It’s the broad in seven.”

Vince heard him and looked forward. He scratched his chin. “She looks innocent enough. Why her?”

“I’ve got an instinct for these things.”

“You in law enforcement, too?” 

Jack raised a brow. “Decidedly not. But I know a duck when I see one. And that broad is quacking to me like a mallard in heat.”

Vince frowned.

“The autism,” Jayson said to explain the change in Nick, who was now Jack. “He gets weird when he’s nervous.”

“My ex-wife was that way. She was nervous a lot. Crazy a whole lot, too. She’s dead now.”

“Ah, okay.” Jayson didn’t know what to say to that: Sorry for your loss, or good for you. Instead, he said, “I see.”

Rabbit was working his way down the rows of the bus and getting more and more perturbed. He didn’t like the answers he was getting. He passed over the blind man and questioned the man sitting behind him.

“I’m traveling with my daughter,” the man said, pointing to a scared twelve-year-old sitting next to him. “We’re going to see her grandma in Cutler Creek.”

Rabbit grunted and moved on. He questioned the woman Jack favored as the killer they were after. She was traveling alone but looked scared and had good answers. She also had a bit of a southern twang that sounded fake to Jack.

“Why, I’m just on my way to a job interview in Boulder. Secretary. Been outta work for, oh... I don’t know... two months? Please don’t hurt us. Can’t you be a peach and just let us all go?”

Rabbit hesitated then moved on. He was fixated on the man behind her in a motorcycle jacket, beard and ponytail. He looked perfect for the part.

“She’s good,” Jack said. “The broad really looks scared all of a sudden. That came on fast. Thirty seconds ago she was damn near aloof. Good girl, you can act. Let’s see what else you can do.”

“Her?” Jayson craned his neck to get a better look. “That lady? You sure?”

“As for Mr. Hell’s Angels, he looks like a psycho, but he’s no trained killer. He’s definitely not a pro. Mark my words.” 

“I believe you,” said Jayson. If anyone knew about psychos and killers, it would be Jack. He had been one longer than anyone.

“Look up front. Bear is too quiet. He’s the one I’m worried about.”

The man in the bear mask wasn’t moving. He stood at the front of the bus with his gun aimed into the center at no one in particular. He did not fidget or twitch, a solid statue. A true defender of the cause.

The cool ones are the real psychos.

“What do I say when he gets to us?” Jayson asked. There were many rows of passengers before Rabbit would reach them at the last row, but already he was nervous. His leg bounced up and down.

“Tell him the truth. We’re traveling together to see a friend. Sort of the truth.” Jack studied the bus. “I don’t think he’ll get to us, though. I have a feeling our killer will strike first.”

“Why? He already passed her. She’s home free.”

“Because the next step is to search us. And she has at least one weapon on her, I guarantee it.”

“Speaking of which...”

“Yeah,” said Jack. “I have two knives on me. That won’t sit well with them.”

Vince had been listening to them and moved his jacket open just enough so they could both see. He had a hunting knife inside the lining. He nodded. They understood.

“We might all three be in trouble,” Vince said. “He might peg one of us as the sniper monkey, shiv jockey, whatever the plan was.”

“Maybe me,” Jack said. “He might pick me. You’re too old to be the hired killer.”

“He’s younger than you,” Jayson whispered.

“But I’m inside Nick. He’s younger than all of us. Healthy and able-bodied.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“What does that mean?” Vince asked. “And I’m not too old to whip that kid’s ass, the one in the ghoulish rabbit face.”

“Inside joke. And no offense intended,” Jayson said. “Jack just gets weird in a crisis, I told you.”

“You’re too young, both of you. He knows a pro would be in his forties or fifties, lots of experience, maybe ex-military.”

“Maybe ex-cop?”

“Shit. Yeah. If he searches us...”

“Maybe toss your badge.”

“Won’t help. I’ve got stuff all over me that says Wayne County Sheriff's Department. Hell, it’s sewn onto my jacket.”

“I think that clears you. A killer wouldn’t wear distinguishing patches.”

“Pray these guys know that.”

“Doubt they know shit,” Jack said. He already had a very low opinion of Rabbit and Bear.

Rabbit moved on to the next row, then the next, but the few passengers traveling alone didn’t fit this man’s profile of what he expected in a hired assassin. He was getting frustrated, and it showed. His voice rose, and his movements were erratic. The hand with the gun moved quickly from person to person and waved unsteadily. He looked like a nervous bank robber. By contrast, Bear stood calm and motionless at the front by the dead driver. His gun remained in steady aim at the rows of passengers.

Damn, that one creeps me out.

The two guards outside continued to roam the perimeter. No other cars passed on the road. It was a poorly traveled stretch, but having no cars at all seemed too lucky for the hijackers. Vince speculated they might have put up a roadblock and that there may even be more men involved further down the road.

“I agree,” said Jack. “This is a big operation. Why do you think they really want this hired gun?”

“It ain’t just to call off the big hit, I tell you that much. They’ve got something else brewing. I can smell a rat from six yards away.”

Rabbit was now in an argument with a man in a fisherman’s hat only five rows from Jayson and Jack. Indignant, the man seemed unwilling to answer Rabbit’s questions or cooperate.

“None of your damn business,” the fisherman said. “You got no right to march onto this bus and harass us. No right at all. Maybe I’m alone, maybe I’m not. Maybe I’m going to Area 51 to pilfer an artifact, or maybe I’m going to the Grand Canyon to jump in. You don’t need to know. It’s my damn business.”

“Or maybe you’re going to kill the congressman. Is that it?”

“Maybe I’m going to stumpf your wife.”

“Answer the question, man, or I’ll—”

“Go fuck yourself.” 

The fisherman reached into his pocket for something, and Rabbit fired a bullet into his chest. A second bullet knocked his head against the window and caused the glass pane to spiderweb. Several people screamed. The passenger one row up moved away, as far as she could without changing seats. A young couple ran toward the front but was stopped halfway by Bear’s gun leveled at them. They stood frozen.

In a deep voice, Bear said his first two words. “That him?”

Rabbit searched the man, checked his hands and pockets. He had been reaching for a phone, not a gun. There were no guns on him. A great deal of fishing lures, but no weapons.

Rabbit shook his head.

Bear let the young couple take a vacant seat farther from the dead body. They scrunched as close to the window as they could.

It took another ten minutes for Rabbit to reach the back row. He seemed unconcerned with Jayson or Nick, still in their early twenties and looking every bit like stupid teenagers. However, he fixated on Vince and had a string of questions for him.

“I am traveling alone to see my sister and her family in Greenway,” Vince said. “I’ll tell you right now I am a former cop, but I’m not carrying. No guns, no bullets. And I don’t have a beef with you as long as you let everyone go at the end of all this.”

Nick wondered about their new friend. He might actually be the killer they want, Jack.

“No. I have an instinct for these things. He’s not the one they want. The killer wouldn’t admit to being an ex-cop. He might be an ex-cop but wouldn’t say so.”

Thinking that was directed at him, Rabbit turned and barked, “Shut up, punk. I don’t need your opinion.” He faced Vince again, his gun very close to the man’s head. “Were you a dirty cop?”

“Do they come any other way?” Vince asked.

That was an odd answer for a cop, present or past. It threw Rabbit off-balance. He tilted his head and studied the man.

“I’m kidding,” Vince said and chuckled. “Just saying what’s on your mind. No, I was not a dirty cop. I knew a few, but I was clean. I am not your ninja assassin.”

Rabbit seemed to be thinking it over. He paused a very long time, then told Vince to show him his hands. Vince raised his hands, both empty. Rabbit examined them for a few seconds, then swiveled and marched back to the front of the bus to stand with Bear next to the dead driver.

“One of you is lying,” Bear said. His voice was disturbingly baritone; he was maybe ten years older than Rabbit. “So, on to Plan B. We may need to shoot all of you to be sure.”

“I thought you had a new mission for the killer,” a middle-aged Black woman said from the third row. “You said he has a new mission. New orders. Makes no sense to kill him, if that’s true. So, what do you really want? You want him dead?”

Rabbit and Bear scanned the passengers once more but didn’t answer her. Their masks turned slightly left then right as they reviewed every passenger. They had missed something. Someone had lied to them. Someone wasn’t what he seemed.

“You sure they’re even on this bus?” a teenage boy asked from halfway back. “Maybe you got the wrong bus. Or maybe he got off already.”

Still thinking, Rabbit and Bear did not say a word. Their guns remained raised, pointed at no one in particular, a threat for everyone to stay seated.

“Not a he,” Jack muttered. “It’s that woman. Look at her. Even now, she’s not flustered.”

Rabbit and Bear were too far away to hear him. Bear whispered something in Rabbit’s ear. They went back to ogling the passengers and considering their next move. Outside, the two armed men were patiently waiting, their rifles in hand. They didn’t seem bothered by how long all of this was taking. Jack suspected that this had all been anticipated. All four were waiting for something.

Vince grunted and rubbed his chin. “What are they doing now?”

“Biding time for the guest of honor,” Jack said. “That’s my best guess.”

“You think someone else is coming?”

“Absolutely. Lex Luthor is on his way, should be here soon. These thugs are low-level pawns softening us up for the Big Man.” He turned to Vince and Jayson. “Well, I’m rarely wrong.”

“That’s true,” Jayson said to Vince. “He’s like an idiot savant with these things.”

“Really?” Vince took a better look at Nick’s boyish face. “Does he even shave yet? Is he like the raining man or a mental patient with special gifts?”

“Idiot savant,” Jayson repeated, stressing idiot.

Jack grunted. “Hmm. I’d be offended, but you know how much I admire accurate descriptions. I am what I am.”

A car finally pulled up beside the bus. It was another black sedan. An aging man pushing on his seventies or eighties stepped out of the back seat wearing a black suit and a homburg hat. He removed the hat, revealing a bald scalp, and threw the stylish chapeau into the back seat, then closed the door and looked up at the bus. He was sporting eyeglasses with thick black frames, which he now took
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