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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Upon completion of The Shadow Collector, I was convinced that the next book in the series was called “The Soulmate’s Shadow.”

			Wrong!

			This story quickly told me its real name as I wrote it—so for those of you who have been waiting for “The Soulmate’s Shadow,” your confusion over this book’s title is warranted, but rest assured: The Shadow Children is the story you’ve been waiting for, and I am SO EXCITED for you to meet Pretty and Joe…and for you to see that every villain was once someone’s best friend.

			Massive thanks to my Street Team, my OG’s, and my Beta Readers who read endless drafts of this book, and sometimes even listened to me read it aloud (with voice acting and proper accents for Natalya & Chasek, of course!).

			Thank you to my ‘Great Love,’ James, who was my litmus test for every plot twist and character arc, often over our dinner table.

			HUGE thanks to my Editor, the inimitable Wendy Delmater Thies who knows what I am capable of and pulls it out of me. (Often kicking and screaming, but still). Neither The Shadow Collector nor The Shadow Children would exist without her immeasurable insight and expertise. Wendy, my gratitude is yours.

			Lastly, thanks to YOU for returning to Shadow Valley. I hope you get a little bit scared here…and fall a whole lot in love.

			Welcome Back

		

	
		
			PART I

			Sins of the Father

		

	
		
			ONE

			Joe Brophy

			There were a million ways to be haunted, and Joe Brophy knew them all. Take the Vestemere Cemetery. There was the typical graveyard quiet—the kind that made you want to whisper—and then there was this; a complete absence of sound. A sensory short-out that kicked in the moment you crossed the threshold and your footfalls would all at once vanish. Birds stopped mid-song. Leaves didn’t rustle, and even your breath ceased being soft noise. Haunted. The word crept within the corners of his mind whenever he came here…and despite any rational attempts to explain the strange silence away. Regardless of how even Shirlee, his wife, rolled her eyes that lone time he’d tried to tell her about it: “It’s your imagination, Joe. You’re being ridiculous.”

			It was not his imagination. It was—“Eerie,” he murmured and, just like always, his mouth moved, but the word seemed to stay only in his head. Silent. Haunted. The Vestemere Cemetery was a place where it seemed like some shadowy magician reached out from behind an invisible curtain, snatched up every sound.

			And did what with them? Joe wondered, yet somehow knew this too. The Silence Magician took those stolen sounds and secreted them into each of the names etched upon the markers and tombstones in here. A gift of noise to all those who could no longer speak for themselves.

			And did they, after all their living visitors left and went home? Did the dead take all that stolen noise and repurpose it into a chorus of voice?

			Was that even possible?

			Joe didn’t know. All he could say was that the invisible curtain he sensed here was real—and that you’d be able to see it if only you could touch it. Feel it if only your eyes would adjust the mere fraction it would take to summon it into view.

			He also knew that once or twice he had touched it, felt it slip between his fingers, cool as iced satin. Although if he ever confessed this too, he was certain Shirl would say, “It’s mist, Joe,” and in fairness he supposed any sensible person would (or should) scoff. Write him off as just spooked. Even nuts.

			“You wouldn’t though,” he said, to the lone crypt here in the graveyard. He fixed his eyes upon the black bars of its wrought iron doorway, the elegant fleur de lis striking him as somehow grim. “Did this gate steal all the sound once it swung shut, too?”

			The nameplate bolted outside the wrought iron door flared beneath a blinking, blue security light.

			“Or did you take all the sound with you?”

			The nameplate glowed. VINCENT MICHAEL HASLOM.

			“After all.” Joe stared at the name. “It is something you’d do.”

			The security light, cold and blue, blinked much like Vince himself used to do; slow and exaggerated. His wordless way of saying Fuck you.

			“Yeah, well, fuck you too,” Joe told him.

			The light pulsed and the nameplate flared, the birthyear there the same as Joe’s. Birth month just a handful of weeks older.

			Death date already several years past.

			Joe stared at the line between the two dates. He’d once read that the years beginning or ending one’s life mattered less than the dash in between. The life that had been lived. Yet with Vince—

			“You hid most of your dash from me,” he murmured, and it struck him then, that maybe Vince, like the Cemetery Silence Magician, had found his own secret curtain—one he concealed his whole life behind.

			“’Cause that’s something you’d do too,” he said, knowing that if Vince were alive, this notion would fascinate him. The mere hint of anything supernatural had always held him in a near-hypnotic thrall, and now Joe wondered—should he, his best friend, have recognized it as fixation, obsession, even way back when they had been kids? Well before Vince had hidden his life from him? “I always just thought it was creepy,” he muttered. “And that your bullshit horoscope charts were just a way to score girls.”

			The security light winked, a little protracted, a little too long…and so much like Vince, Joe’s skin prickled.

			Haunted.

			“Were you?” he blurted, to the nameplate. “Haunted?”

			The light blinked, secretive. Silent.

			Of course silent. Had he really expected to hear answers—or anything—in here? Irritated, he sneered at that cold, blinking light. “It wasn’t enough to have the only goddamn crypt in this place?” he said. “You had to be the only one who needs security too?”

			It was almost as if he could hear Vince reply: Get the architecture right, Simpleton. It’s a mausoleum, not a crypt.

			“Oh, get fucked, Haslom. As if where your bones are is more important than why you now need security here.”

			The blue light blinked, slow and deliberate. Disaffected.

			“Obstinate bastard.” Joe booted broken beer bottles away from where they’d been smashed at the crypt’s entrance, the stench of stale booze sour in his nose. “Look at this shit.” The busted bottles. Broken eggs. The visual circus of spray-painted rage all over the stately black agate. Words like KILLER and FREAK dripping down the stones like they bled. “What the hell did you expect?” he said, as if Vince really could hear. “You concealed dead bodies in the walls of your basement.”

			Another blast of vandalism flared as if in reply: HAIL SATAN.

			A chill crossed Joe’s heart. “Fuck, man.” The fight sailed out of him. “This wasn’t who you were.”

			But it was who Vince had become—and Joe knew it not through speculation and gossip like the rest of Vestemere, but instead through Owen, his son, who’d rapped on their door like a cop instead of their kid, asking, “Can I come in?” and irking Joe (yet saddening him too) by not just strolling in like the rest of their brood. Like he belonged. Like it was his home.

			Shirl, though, had been guileless. “Of course,” she’d said, then added, “I don’t think we have ginger ale, though.”

			Owen’s favorite—and something Joe would have made sure was there had he known their boy would stop by.

			Owen’s reply had been thoroughly cop: “This isn’t a social call. You two need to know why I’m back in town before it all hits the media.”

			That and every word after had dropped like poison darts on their kitchen table where all their other kids played nickel poker every Christmas. Devoured pan after pan of Shirl’s special mac ‘n cheese. Where the blue bowl of mashed potatoes had been set down and cleared off hundreds of times. Then, at last—

			“A dead body was in Haslom Hall?” Shirl echoed, staring at Owen.

			“Bodies,” their son corrected, voice unfamiliar. The cop he’d become after he’d left them.

			Left them. Joe had not looked at Shirl. Could not look at Shirl.

			She, though, had gaped at their boy. “Bodies,” she said, faintly. “Wh-who were they? How did they die?”

			“Murdered,” Owen uttered, abrupt, and Joe hadn’t really blamed Shirl for bristling at being stonewalled.

			“I gathered that,” she said. “I asked how.”

			It had unnerved Joe, the way Owen had coolly considered her. Their son, the cop. Their son, the stranger.

			“When did my boy become a stranger?” he asked Vince Haslom’s blue, blinking light now.

			It pulsed, slow and silent—then pinned him with a protracted stare. A glare that felt like it said, “Don’t you know?”

			And Joe did know. “I tried—” he began, but a wail cut him off. He glanced and a cop car flashed by. Then another.

			Then the quiet resumed…and the security light began blinking again.

			Joe stared at it, uneasy, and considered the rest of what Owen had said:

			“There’s evidence we need to hold back about Haslom out of respect for the family.”

			Meaning Rob and Sabrina, Vince’s two grown kids—and Joe’s quasi foster kids. “Thanks to the way you neglected them.” He glared at the crypt.

			If Vince were here, he’d say, Would you like a trophy, Simpleton?

			Joe flipped a middle finger to that blinking blue light.

			In that visit from Owen, his son had also said, “If I tell you one more thing, will it travel any further than here?” He’d circled his finger in an orbit around their kitchen table.

			“’Course not.” Shirl had stiffened, affronted.

			Joe, though, had frowned. “Son, are you investigating this?” Was that wise? Or even allowed? Haslom Hall—the so-called scene of the crime—had practically been Owen’s second home when he had been little…till one night he’d come back from a playdate unable to sleep, scared of something he’d seen there.

			“Assisting by special arrangement between the VPD and your local law enforcement here,” his son replied crisply.

			Shirl had stared at him. “The Vancouver Police Department is letting you work way out here?” It had been impossible to tell if she’d sounded surprised or annoyed.

			Either way, Owen had ignored her. “If I hear the following anywhere, I’ll know where it came from.”

			At this Shirl threw her chin up, and mother and son stared it out until—“The Haslom file remains an open investigation because more missing people remain unaccounted for,” Owen said.

			Joe squinted. “More people? You mean more victims? Or…” He’d had to swallow, deafened suddenly, by his own pulse. “Accomplices?”

			Owen canted his head—and Joe had twitched from the way the cop seemed to be taking stock. But then his son grinned and said, “What did I just say about telling you only one thing?”

			The humor had, (and still did), feel off. And it must have shown because Owen, watching him, had said, “You look shook.”

			“How could I not be?” Joe replied, remembering how relieved he’d been to sound flippant. “Murders in the local, gothic mansion?” Yet even as he’d said this, he could feel Shirl, staring at him, no doubt wondering why he wasn’t telling their boy, the one she always accused Joe of treating like a favorite, that he had once been best friends with the now-notorious local boogeyman.

			“I didn’t tell him because you made me promise to stop being your friend,” he informed Vince’s security light now.

			It blinked, then glitched again, freezing to stare at him.

			A frisson of ice slid under his skin. Still—“You owe me,” he grated. “You owe me for making that promise. You owe me for every truth I never demanded you tell me.”

			The light glared and the cemetery silence deepened, the quiet so complete it disoriented him. Made him dizzy.

			Haunted.

			Shaky, he inhaled, the breath expanding his chest as he stepped back, recalibrated, looking away from the crypt and instead over the tombstones and trees.

			A couple way over by the old Baxter plots appeared to be in deep conversation. Seeing them made Joe’s knees soften, childishly grateful to not be here alone. Although…

			“Am I alone?” He refaced Vince’s crypt.

			The security light stared.

			He stared back.

			The light did not blink.

			His spine twitched and, “Wink, dammit,” he hissed.

			The light glowed.

			His temper flared. “Goddamn you—”

			Another siren ripped by, and he flinched. Swore. Yet who he was pissed at, he truly didn’t know. Vince? The Cemetery Silence Magician? Or…

			Or just his own spooked self.

			“Ridiculous,” he imagined Shirl say, and knew it was true. Exhaling, he craned to see where all the cop cars were going.

			Red and blue streaks lit the sky in the vicinity of the school. Alarm speared his gut. Had something happened to a kid?

			No sooner did the thought cross his mind than did his cell buzz, a text. His oldest, Steve, with: You hear the latest?

			Before Joe could reply, Steve’s next message flashed: Human remains at The Crank.

			Joe gawped at the red and blue glow down the street. The Crank, nestled within the bottom of a basin just off the school parking lot, had been the local party spot for years. Accident? he replied, then held his breath. It wouldn’t shock him to hear that a fatality had finally occurred in The Crank. Kids had been doing stupid shit in that gulley ever since he and Vince had been young. Hell, before even.

			Ping! Steve replied: No. An old grave.

			“An old grave?” How old could it be? Joe was an Okanagan lifer, and there had never been any chatter about a cemetery being down in The Crank. So how the hell had someone come to be buried in a place where kids had been getting drunk and getting laid for as long as there’d been a town here?

			In his head, Vince replied: That place always has been the darkest note in a song, Brophy.

			He had forgotten how he used to say that. He glanced at the crypt.

			Graffiti blared back, sloppy symbols and scrawl defiling dignified agate that had once been immaculate. Sophisticated, even. Until…

			Until bodies had been extracted from within the walls of Haslom Hall.

			“Goddamn you, Vince.” Using his shirt cuff, Joe began chipping eggshells off the crypt. “First whatever evil shit you did, and now a fucking grave at The Crank? What the hell happened here, man?”

			The eggshells fluttered off the agate with no sound. Of course with no sound. Gritting his teeth, he kept chipping.

			A painted sentence emerged from beneath the smashed filth. Tidy letters, claret red.

			BEGIN AT THE BEGINNING

			He stepped back. The phrase, neat and legible, was unlike the other haphazard scrawl. It seemed…deliberate. Personal.

			BEGIN AT THE BEGINNING

			“This you?” he blurted, then immediately felt foolish—and could all but hear Shirl:

			“Ridiculous, Joseph.”

			Maybe. But then why was his heart now stampeding?

			Haunted.

			He read it again. BEGIN AT THE BEGINNING.

			He had never occupied Vince’s strange world of fortune tellers and seances. Didn’t believe any of that shit even worked. But if it did…? “I’d bring you back,” he whispered, spontaneous—and shocking himself.

			From within his imagination, Vince Haslom replied. You’d be wiser to ask if you should bring me back, Simpleton.

			Joe’s mouth kicked up, reflexive and wry. “I could handle you,” he said. “But…” His grin drifted. “This town would crucify me if they knew I would bring you back if I could.”

			The cemetery remained soundless.

			He spoke into its silence. “How do I bring you back, Vince?”

			That claret sentence felt like it flared.

			BEGIN AT THE BEGINNING

			“Which beginning?” he asked, staring at it. “How far back do I go?”

			His phone chimed, another text jerking him back to reality. Steve again? More about The Crank?

			No. An unfamiliar number, and a new message: Let’s begin with a baby.

			Begin? His eyes leapt back to the crypt: BEGIN AT THE BEGINNING.

			His phone flashed, another text:

			It takes as many months to bury a baby as it takes to build one.

			‘Bury’? Did this have something to do with The Crank? More sirens began to wail in the distance—and another text chimed, the message a fist of shock, gripping his throat:

			Do the math, Simpleton.

			“V-vince?” He stared at the screen. Stared at the crypt.

			Ping! A new message: Do the math, and you’ll know: WHOSE BABY IS IT, JOE?

		

	
		
			TWO

			Petticoat Hawke

			Petticoat ‘Pretty’ Hawke paused beside a weeping stone angel, its alabaster white as bone in the cemetery sun.

			Duncan, her young Public Works guide, was consulting his tablet. “Did you want a garden plot, or something in the trees?”

			Open concept, or cozy rooms? She hid a wry smile. “I’m not fussy.”

			He frowned like this was somehow the wrong answer. Pretty squinted at him, bemused. Why did it matter?

			He cleared his throat. “Mrs. Hawke?” His cheeks were as red as the apples in the surrounding orchards. “This plot…it is for your husband, right?”

			Ah. He must be a Dellis Hawke fan. No wonder he was concerned, and Pretty supposed his worry could be well-founded; Dellis was getting older, a bona fide Senior Citizen. Nevertheless, he was also still perfectly healthy—and more energetic than most men half his age.

			Unfortunately.

			“Don’t worry,” she said. “Dellis is fine.”

			“Oh, good.” Duncan exhaled…only to immediately look stricken. “I mean—”

			Pretty watched as the mental math took hold. If Dellis was okay, yet she was still purchasing a grave plot…she took pity as understanding kindled on his face. “I take it you’re a Dellis Hawke aficionado,” she said, bailing him out.

			Duncan brightened. “I have all his books.” He began listing them: “Fear Is Fuel, Feelings ARE Facts, and my favorite: FEAR: Face Everything And Rock!”

			Hands down the cringiest title of all.

			“And his strategies work,” Duncan added, and the sweet hope in his eyes…Pretty knew what was coming next.

			“So, no matter what might be wrong with you, Mrs. Hawke, make the fear work for you.”

			The presence or absence of fear did not change structural biology…or physiology gone woefully awry. She did not say this, though, for if there was one thing Dellis Hawke fans clung to, it was that Facing Your Fear Would Change Your Life!™

			Not that courage and grit didn’t help, but neither were medicine no matter how much money Dellis had made peddling otherwise. “I’ll be as courageous as I can,” she told Duncan. “But it’s always good to be prepared.”

			He nodded, but his slumped shoulders said it all. How could she—the guru’s wife!—admit defeat by buying a burial plot? Yet when he smiled and said, “Well I think you deserve to be fussy,” Pretty wanted to hug him.

			“Can I tip you?” she said. “Because talk about a grim job.”

			He looked faintly scandalized. “I’m a civil servant. I can’t be on the take.”

			The ‘Take’? She swallowed a grin. “Then how about a discount at my store?”

			“Your store?” He looked wary. “What do you sell?”

			“How do bespoke soaps, scrubs, or bath bombs sound? Twenty percent off.”

			“Ah.” His nose wrinkled. “I-uh-don’t have a girlfriend.”

			The apples were back in his cheeks. The sheepishness too. All of it was familiar somehow, and as she said, “I have an entire men’s line too,” she wondered who it was he reminded her of. “Don’t let the name Feeling Pretty fool you.”

			“After all,” he said. “Who doesn’t want to feel pretty?”

			She narrowed one eye. “Are you being a smart ass?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then make it twenty-five percent off.”

			He laughed, but then jolted as a cop car sailed by, lights flashing.

			“Weird,” she said. “Why lights and no sirens?”

			“So no one can hear them go on a donut run?” Duncan said.

			They swapped wicked grins. “Thirty percent off,” she told him.

			He laughed and linked arms with her. “I don’t want to sell you a grave plot.”

			“I don’t want to buy one,” she replied.

			He grimaced, then, “Come.” He steered her into an alcove of hyacinths and hydrangeas nestled amid—

			“Black peonies?” she exclaimed, at once entranced. “I have never seen this shade before.” They were elegant. Dramatic. As lustrous as black velvet.

			Duncan squinted. “I’d say these hydrangeas are blue.”

			Yes, she could see the hydrangeas were blue, but the peonies…she did a double take.

			There were no peonies. Her pulse kicked up.

			“Mrs. Hawke?” Duncan grasped her elbow. “You okay?”

			Dellis (of all people) awakened in memory’s ear. “Face your fear, Petticoat, and really—why be afraid? We never get more than our actions have earned.”

			Had she earned sickness? Delusions? Death?

			“Mrs. Hawke?”

			“Y-yes,” she answered, both his question and her own.

			“Here.” Duncan squired her to a bench.

			She sank gratefully as a now-familiar bout of dizziness spun everything counter-clockwise. Backward.

			“You okay?” He sank next to her.

			No, she thought, as another bouquet of black peonies bloomed at her feet. I’m delusional. Dying. “I…” She clutched the bench, disoriented by how cold it was despite the Indian Summer heat. “I think I’ve just spooked myself,” she said, faintly.

			“Mm.” Duncan nodded, big eyed. “If it’s any consolation, I’m always scared shit-er-witless here, too.” Again he looked sheepish.

			And again it was somehow familiar.

			“Has something happened to you here?” she asked.

			He snorted, soft. “You won’t laugh?”

			At how pale he’d become? At the way his eyes now skittered? “No,” she told him.

			He flashed a tight, grateful smile. “Little kids,” he said, mouth stiff and barely moving. “In white nightgowns. They appear out of nowhere in here.”

			It was such a cemetery cliché, she wanted to laugh.

			“See?” He read her face. “Now you do think I’m bonkers.”

			“No! I…” Her eyes slid, involuntarily, to the lone crypt in the cemetery.

			Someone was crouched there. A mourner? She hoped so. “I had a friend once,” she said softly. “He definitely wouldn’t have thought you were bonkers.”

			“Oh yeah?” Duncan brightened.

			“Oh, yeah,” she replied. “He believed in all that spooky stuff. He would have wanted every detail. You…you’d never get him to shut up.” She laughed, yet her eyes became misty.

			Duncan, oblivious, laughed too. “Think your friend knew any legends about this cemetery?”

			Vincent had become the legend in this cemetery. “Probably,” she said, and as the lump climbed back into her throat, she again sought that lone mourner. I’m sad too, she told the figure, silent.

			“Do you miss him?” asked Duncan as she recognized, then, who stood before Vincent’s crypt.

			“Yes,” she said, staring at Joe Brophy. “I…miss him a lot.”

			The black peonies reappeared, a midnight spray of silk. She closed her eyes, but Duncan said, “Look!”

			Her lids popped open as a cardinal soared past.

			“They say cardinals are messengers from the spirit world,” he said.

			Vincent, is that true? She watched the cardinal. Is that you? “I’ve never heard that before,” she said quietly.

			Again, apples pinked Duncan’s cheeks. “I learned it from a friend just like yours—she was also into woo.”

			Pretty could only imagine what Vincent would say if he heard anyone refer to his precious Esoterica as ‘woo.’

			“I miss her,” said Duncan, softly. “She’s right over there.”

			Pretty looked—and winced. Weeping willows had no place in cemeteries. Graveyards were sad enough already.

			“I usually bring her flowers,” Duncan said. “Mina loved daises.”

			Mina. Pretty had known her too. She had worked at the local Chamber of Commerce until (if local gossip was to be believed) she was killed in an alleged botched kidnapping attempt up in Haslom Hall—an event which had then led to all the bodies being discovered between the walls in its basement. Shuddering, she gazed beyond the cemetery. Up the hill to where an eave of Haslom Hall poked out like a sinister arrow, warning people away.

			How much of that gossip was true? Her eyes slipped back over to Joe. Would he know?

			Duncan said, “I was looking for somewhere I might belong when I met Mina, online. She…she said she’d been looking for someone just like me. She convinced me that somewhere was here.”

			He looked so pained…Pretty grasped his hand. “Was it a dating site?” she asked.

			He half laughed. “Eh. Let’s just say it was more like a support group.” His mouth jerked. “Ever heard of ‘What’s My Name’?”

			“Duncan,” she said, mock-serious. “A dating site? I’m married.” This, though both truth and lie, still conjured the grin she had hoped for—and again the way he lit up rang familiar bells in the back of her mind.

			Unless this, too, was yet another delusory symptom. Or maybe Duncan’s sweet innocence just reminded her of all the kids who worked for her at Feeling Pretty. Her ‘Bubble Posse.’

			“Mina loved my nightgown kids story too,” said Duncan, shepherding her out of her thoughts. “She could be such a kook.”

			“And also such a sweet girl,” Pretty added, then winced. ‘Girl’? Then what was she? A damn crone? “Woman,” she corrected. “Mina used to snap up all my Lime Rickey bath bombs quicker than I could make them.”

			Duncan laughed. “Sounds like her,” he said, but then he too stared up the grade beyond the cemetery, eyes on that arrowed eave of Haslom Hall. “Her kooky woo killed her,” he said, quiet. “Her thrall with the occult. With Vince Haslom. With …with that place.”

			Pretty grimaced. It had killed Vincent too—but not before it turned him into a killer. Sighing, she sat back, and as her back met the bench, the cemetery fell so quiet her skin quivered. Again, her eyes reflexively strayed across the graveyard. To the person who, once upon a time, had quelled all her fears.

			Joe Brophy appeared to be facing off with Vincent’s crypt.

			Good luck, she thought. On the rare occasions when Joe and Vince fought, it had always ended up in a stalemate; both boys too stubborn to back down…thus leaving her to smooth it all over—which she typically did by bawling them both out. So, now…Don’t make me come over there, she thought, and it made her smile—till another cop car, this time siren wailing, tore up the street.

			Duncan leapt up. “Where are they—oh! Looks like they’re all up by the school.”

			“The school?” Pretty jumped too, anxiety alive in her belly. Her Bubble Posse were all still students at the local school.

			Duncan shared her worried eyes. “That’s something else Mina used to say,” he uttered, voice tight.

			“What’s that?” Pretty asked, quickly checking her phone. Had any of her Bubble Posse messaged her?

			“About kids,” Duncan said. “It was something Vince Haslom had apparently told her himself.”

			Pretty looked at him, sharp.

			“He told Mina that Vestemere was lethal for children.”

			“What?” Her eyes shot back to Joe. Had he ever heard Vincent say that?

			“That’s why seeing those little nightgown ghosts freaked me out so bad.” Duncan’s voice had become reedy and thin. “Vince Haslom once told Mina that kids have been sacrificed here.”

		

	
		
			THREE

			The Crank

			The skeleton, curled like a seashell there in the dirt, had a tiny spine that reminded Owen of a broken string of pearls.

			Chasek Nikoslav, crouched beside him, hovered a palm over the bones. “I cannot sense,” he muttered, jaw tight.

			“You sure?” Owen tossed a glance over to where the lead investigator, a young woman named Huang, squinted at them, her expression not hostile, but clearly confused. This was her crime scene, she was thinking. So why had her Sergeant given some random cop from Vancouver permission to examine it? And who was this sidekick he’d brought, this dude in Armani who, when she’d asked, had titled himself “Criminal analyst,” with just enough pause between words to make them sound like two different things—like he was both criminal, and analyst?

			Chasek said, “I cannot tell if it’s ours.”

			Yet the size of the bones fit: not much bigger than a toddler.

			“Yes, but I cannot sense if he was killed before or after you and I were born,” Chasek murmured, plucking Owen’s thoughts. “There is someone who can sense the past and would easily be able to tell us, though.”

			—Ne— Owen answered, in both Chasek’s second, spoken language and his second, unspoken language; mind-to-mind.

			The other man snorted. “You once told me that Natalya was tougher than I knew.”

			“And you said she’s tougher than she should have to be,” Owen replied. “And we’re both right.” He stood, knees cracking and heels sinking into dirt loosened by the work of a hoe now barred from business by police tape. The area, colloquially known as The Crank, had been rebranded as The Future Home of The Vestemere Multiplex! (Proclaimed by the enthusiastic billboard staked at the top of the gulley)—and was now Officer Huang’s crime scene.

			And she, still eyeing them, said, “What was it you said you wanted to look at this scene for?”

			“I—well, we,” Owen indicated Chasek, “took a course a few months ago.” Same lie he’d told the area Staff Sergeant he’d been meeting with when the call about this skeleton had come in. “On evidence erosion. Decomp.” A notion that kept time with the sweet, terrestrial scent of fall rot drifting up out of all this excavated soil. Like the spirit of something ancient and wise.

			“Ah.” Huang brightened. “Well, most people would think baby bones decompose faster than adults.” Her tone was that of someone pleased to hold expertise Owen, a more seasoned detective, did not. “But when it comes to decay, bones are bones.”

			And only a cop would know (or want to know) such a grim goddamn detail like that.

			“However.” Huang turned to face Chasek. “Textiles disintegrate every bit as slowly as bone—yet there’s no fabric, no shoe leather, not even wisps of fibres in this pit.”

			That was debateable; every scoop of this soil would now need to be sifted. Owen did not contradict her, though. Instead he let her ask Chasek—“You thinking sex crime?”

			Owen surveyed his girlfriend’s brother. What insight would the Criminal Analyst offer?

			Chasek’s expression was as threadbare as the skeletonized corpse. “Ne,” he said, the Czech negative falling, flat and stark, into the unearthed grave.

			Owen cocked his head.

			“It was worse than that.”

			Huang flinched. Owen did too.

			“This child was murdered by someone he trusted.” Chasek crouched again, near the bones. “By someone he loved.”

			Well, fuck. Although why be surprised? Most children were killed by someone they loved. Hell, weren’t kids always hurt by people they loved?

			The way Huang’s heels sank into the disrupted soil…coffin nails, thought Owen, staring at them.

			Huang seemed disquieted too. Speaking to Chasek, her voice was thin. “What makes you say that?”

			“Because someone wanted to comfort him after they killed him.” Chasek pointed. “Look for his thumb.”

			Owen squatted, searched.

			The little bones, curled fetal, had a perfect array of tiny fingers blooming next to the skull.

			“It’s behind the teeth,” Chasek murmured, then stood again. “Someone tucked it into his mouth after he died. Someone wanted to soothe him.”

			Owen rose too, but his eyes stayed with the bones. He knew who, in his own twisted way, had loved their missing children.

			If, in fact, these bones belonged to one of their missing children.

			“Natalya would know,” Chasek murmured.

			Owen cast him a thought—No, she won’t— which was likely washed out by Huang who said, “Once the M.E. comes to collect these remains, I guess I’m off to archives, combing through the lists of missing kids.”

			Was she telling them that or asking what to do? Despite her poise and polish, she did look awful young to be working even a historical homicide and, beyond that, Owen felt a little sorry for her, stuck out here on this excavation site with two rubberneckers who’d lied about why they wanted to be here. But wasn’t that typical small town law enforcement? Notoriously underfunded, embarrassingly understaffed, and routinely having to get creative, use what little resources they had in ways that went well above and beyond ‘duties as assigned’?

			He’d been establishing himself as one such resource when the call about these bones had come in. The Sergeant he’d been speaking to had popped his phone onto speaker as the caller, a reporting constable, said, “Some hoe operator thinks he unearthed a skeleton out in Vestemere.”

			Owen’s head had jerked up at the name of his hometown.

			“Human remains?” The Sergeant had tossed a dubious grimace Owen’s way, but the constable said—

			“Yes, sir. There’s a skull. And…” His throat cleared. “It’s a kid.”

			At this, both Owen and the Sergeant had sharpened.

			“Possibly an infant, judging by the pic I had hoe guy text me,” the constable added.

			“Where in Vestemere?” The Sergeant asked, tone clipped, yet the look that he wore…adrenaline junkie. Owen recognized the expression for the way he often wore it himself.

			“Uh…locals call it The Crank,” said the cop.

			The Crank, the local party spot, now being demolished (although more prim residents said ‘replaced’) by the construction of a new pool, gym, and running track the town had been waiting for as long as Owen could remember. Hell, probably for as long as his parents could remember. “Mind if I take a peek at the scene?” he had asked once the Sergeant ended the call.

			The Sergeant’s brow furrowed. “What for?”

			Because I want to know: Where did all the children go? The question slithered under his tongue, but the decomposition lie slid out, seamless as a Beach Boys harmony.

			The Sergeant did not bat an eye. In fact—“Decomp? You’ll learn a hell of a lot more looking at it than hearing about it. Go ahead. Matter of fact, while you’re there, offer a little informal direction to the lead I’ll be assigning this file. She’s good, but green.”

			Now, facing Huang, Owen said, “It’ll narrow how many missing kids you have to comb through if you determine how long these bones have been buried. Request a forensic anthro consult. Argue for it if you’re told it’s beyond your budget. Then get these bones off to the lab and have them pull DNA. Cross-reference—”

			“—the result with data bases,” she said.

			“Good work.” Thanks to sites like 23andMe and every other like it, curiosity had effectively killed more than one cat; both the missing and the guilty had been discovered, a dark freebie tossed in with all the ancient ancestors and genetic diseases Owen personally thought most people would be better off not knowing about. He added, to Huang, “Now put a call in for back up to cordon off your crime scene.” He paused. “And will you mind if I check in periodically as you work this? I-uh-feel invested now.” It was far from the harmonious bullshit he’d brewed up to get him and Chasek out to this scene in the first place, but…

			“Yes!” she enthused, then immediately looked sheepish. “Uh…” She toed soil. “I’m going to level with you.”

			Makes one of us, he thought, and waited.

			“I’m trained as a sniper,” she said, and the way she lifted her nose…

			Easy, rookie. Owen bit back a grin. Every cop had a specialty (or wanted one), but every cop also had to pay their dues at the local level before moving up those elite ladders. And Huang likely knew that, yet still had attitude as she said—“So catching a murder? Possibly from the damn dark ages…?” She threw a hostile look to the bones.

			Owen also gazed into the pit, eyes tracing that little broken strand of pearls. Where did all the children go? Chasek was wrong. Natalya wouldn’t know. “Come,” he told him, then led them back up to where they had parked, in the school lot at the top of the gulley. “Natalya can’t sense her Shadows right now,” he said.

			Chasek lofted both brows.

			“He is pounding phantom music through her head.” ‘He.’ Vince Haslom. Her dead father. Demonic spirit.

			Chasek absorbed this then said, “Neither she nor I can sense through music. Yet—” He frowned. “She can still hear me.” He tapped his temple, indicating the way he and Natalya often spoke, mind-to-mind.

			“Yeah, well, it seems he allows her to sense some things.”

			“Zloduch,” spat Chasek.

			“Does that mean demon or asshole?” asked Owen. “Because either would suffice.”

			Chasek grunted.

			“So it looks like we’re stuck investigating our missing kids like mere mortals.”

			Chasek shot him a look. “Natalya and I are mortal,” he said.

			A ‘but’ was audible at the end of that statement. They were mortal but. Owen chased the now-familiar chill off his shoulders. But what? he wondered. What were they besides mortal?

			“I don’t know,” Chasek answered, aloud.

			Owen flinched. Was there anything this bastard couldn’t sense?

			“Very little,” Chasek replied, and leaned back against his Maserati.

			A Maserati. In the Vestemere High School parking lot, where every other ride was either some duct-taped shitcan or mommy’s borrowed SUV. What part of unobtrusive had Chasek failed to understand when Owen had called him to meet here?

			“Forgive me,” the other man said, dry. “I didn’t realize I was supposed to walk.”

			Owen slow-blinked. Chasek flashed him a tight smile. “I cannot sense Shadows of the past like Natalya,” he said. “But down there,” he flicked a finger down to the bones. “I was hearing one word, over and over.”

			“Oh?” Owen beckoned it.

			“Pepik,” Chasek said, and did not look at him.

			Owen frowned. He was working on learning Czech, Natalya (and Chasek’s) second, spoken language, but was by no means fluent.

			“It is a nickname,” said Chasek. “Pepik, commonly used for….” He examined his shirt cuff. “…for men named Joe.”

			Owen rocked back.

			Chasek looked at him. “Whoever is buried down there.” He flicked a hand to The Crank. “Ask Pepik. Your father. Ask Joe.”

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Joe

			WHOSE BABY IS IT JOE?

			“What the hell?” He re-read the other messages, gaze stalling upon the one that said Simpleton. No one other than Vince had ever called him ‘Simpleton.’

			Nonsense. Scores of people say it. Simpleton. 

			It was irritating, how even his own inner voice seemed to be fucking with him. He replied to the message: Who IS this?

			His phone pinged immediately, and he pounced.

			Yet it was Shirl, asking: Did you hear about The Crank?

			He wondered how she knew. “Small town, small town, we live in a small town,” he muttered, butchering the lyrics of the familiar old song, yet feeling it thoroughly. Small towns either kept secrets very well or didn’t keep them at all…and had memories longer than lifespans. In a small town your past entered the room before you did; every mistake you’d ever made when you were young continuing to define you even as you grew old. Haunted. One more meaning for the word. He refaced the crypt.

			BEGIN ATTHE BEGINNING.

			“Okay,” he said, then threw it a challenge. “Take me back.”

			His phone startled him, vibrating. He brought up the text:

			CHIEF DID U HEER ABOUT THE CRANK?????

			Shadrick ‘Shades’ Wilson was the only person Joe knew who texted the same way he talked—all in excitable caps. Half grinning, he replied: How did YOU hear?

			POLIS SCANNER

			Police scanner. Of course. “Yet, you, my high-strung pal, are the last person on Earth who should have a police scanner.”

			His inner Vince said, What he needs is remedial spelling lessons, Brophy.

			“Dick,” Joe replied, and could almost see Vince kick a dry eyebrow up.

			Shadrick couldn’t count his testicles and get the same number twice.

			“Bullshit, Simpleton,” he shot back. Shades had beaten all the odds; from high-school struggler to fully licensed mechanic, Joe’s foreman, who regularly outworked everyone at Classy Chassis—including him, principal owner and head restoration tech.

			Shades sent a new text: WHO WOOD BURY BONES IN THE CRANK CHIEF????

			“Well how would I know, Shades?” Joe muttered aloud, yet couldn’t look at the crypt. Convinced, suddenly, that Vince really was standing there, steepled fingers against that devil’s grin. Tell him I said, ‘Boo!’ Brophy.

			“Shut up,” Joe grumbled and sent, I have no idea. Normally, he never bothered much with punctuation over text—but with Shades he always hoped a little would rub off.

			Again, he heard Vince: You are way too benevolent, Joe.

			“Ah, you. Always wit’ da big words.” The vocabulary of a forty-year-old philosopher by the time they’d turned sixteen. He swore the bastard used to read the dictionary every night, just to come up with a word Joe would not understand.

			No, that was you reading the dictionary. Trying to keep up.

			“Up yours,” he retorted then cringed, feeling foolish. Feeling sad. Playing make-believe with a friend who was not only dead, but who had stopped being his friend long before he ever died. “Fuck, man.” He stared at that blinking, blue light. “You used to just theorize about killing people. You never actually did it.”

			Correct. You did.

			Joe flinched, and—

			“Joe?”

			—and his breath kicked out. It took a full second before he could turn.

			She’d cut her hair. Why that struck him first, he didn’t know. Still, Pretty’s hair had once fell all the way down to her fanny; rich waves of coffee splashed with just enough cream. And unlike every other ’80s hairspray queen, you could run your fingers through Pretty’s hair without getting your hand stuck in a stiff, crunchy bird’s nest. “Hey,” he mumbled, tongue-tied. Just like the first time he’d seen her, at the sunset of sixteen.

			Up till now he hadn’t seen her, not in years. Despite their small town (or maybe because of it), they kept to different orbits.

			She considered him, then the crypt. “Joecent and Vinceph,” she said softly.

			A wistful smile caught his mouth. Way back in high school, their old Calculus teacher, Slats, had been the first to blend their names. “Vinceph!” she’d bawl. “Joecent! No sense calling you separately. Because if one of you little bastards has skipped, the other will be right by your side.”

			And here they were, together again. Sort of.

			Pretty pointed to the scrawl on the agate. “Hail Satan?” she said.

			He used to shrug his flannel shirt off whenever she got squeamish, drape it over her shoulders. Now he watched her wrap her arms around herself.

			“Did…you know?” she asked.

			About the bodies? The murders? “God, no,” he burst, far too loud in the deep quiet. Still—“I was—am—shocked.”

			Her head bobbed and her eyes, that deep, summer green…how many years had it been since they’d looked each other in the eye?

			“This…wasn’t who he was,” she said, gesturing to the crypt.

			She was right, but… “Pretty,” he said, softly. “You know it was.”

			She frowned.

			He said, “It was you who always warned him to stop playing with all that dark shit he was into. His tarot cards and Ouija boards. Don’t you remember how you bawled him out that time he invited us to a séance?”

			“Yes, but…” Her eyes skimmed the crypt. Landed on Satan. “Vincent did have boundaries.”

			True. Haslom always had steered clear of anything openly Satanic. No Black Magic or blood sacrifices, Brophy. Joe could still hear him now. Those are doors you keep shut.

			You should have kept them all shut, you creepy bastard. Look where it brought you.

			Silence roared, and as it drowned him, on impulse he said, “Pretty?”

			Their eyes caught.

			“Do…do you find it quiet here? Like too quiet?”

			Her frown signaled confusion. Vince returned to his ear. Stop being a lost canine with her, Simpleton. For God’s sake, Fido, explain yourself. Speak. “It just…” His face heated. “It’s always seemed like sound somehow…disappears in here.” He tossed in a shrug, like it was all just offhand…yet wished he could tell her the rest of it: about the invisible curtain. The Silence Magician.

			About the word Haunted.

			She said, “Quiet?” and he braced himself. Would she call him ridiculous, like Shirl?

			Except— “The cop cars,” she said, slowly. “They blew past a few minutes ago and their lights were all flashing, but….” Again she looked confused. “No sirens.”

			Yes, there had been sirens. He didn’t say this though. She looked spooked enough—and once upon a time he had promised never to scare her.

			It was at least one promise he’d like to keep.

			Her voice continued, soft as the now settling twilight. “Maybe the cemetery is quiet because it wants you to listen,” she said.

			He automatically searched for the Silence Magician. What do you want me to hear?

			“Joe?” she murmured.

			He faced her.

			“Why didn’t you stop him?”

			Him… “Vince?” Since when was he Vince’s gatekeeper?

			“He would have listened to you,” she said, and the way she tossed her chin up…

			“Is that so?” he replied, testy. “Well, he also would have listened to you.”

			“Yes, but…” She toed the errant shards of glass around the crypt, making them crunch. “You were his—”

			“Friend,” he said, clearly. “Not his father.”

			“I was going to say his True North.”

			And he was mine. He flicked a look to that blue, blinking light.

			It seemed to be watching them.

			“We lost touch,” he muttered, jaw tight.

			“Lost touch?” She laughed, cold and unkind. “Is that Joe-speak for you screwing up yet another relationship?”

			He stared, and not just because this was a shot below the belt. More because the Pretty he once knew, once loved, had never had it in her to be a bitch. “People change,” he said quietly, both to her and about her.

			The point landed. Her cheeks flamed, the same claret red as the spray paint on the crypt. Still, she smiled, oh-so-sweet. “How are the kids?” she asked.

			Anger flared and that blue light flashed as though startled. Irish temper, Brophy, he imagined Vince say.

			What about it? he shot back, then delivered a kill shot of his own. “Owen’s home,” he told her and smiled, poison mean.

			The bitchy sneer fled her face and the way longing, love, lit those green meadow eyes…. Dammit, Pretty. He looked away. Don’t do this to me. Don’t do you to me.

			“Owen,” she echoed. “I haven’t seen him in years. And he’s home now? Moved home now?”

			“If you can call it that.” The terse was in part to how thrilled she sounded. Mostly, though— “He’s not here because it’s home,” he said, tightly. “He’s here because there’s a girl.”

			She looked surprised, and it was tempting to shock her further, to tell her how Owen’s girl was none other than Vince’s long-lost daughter. Instead—“On his days off he’s here,” he said. “The rest of the time he’s still policing out in Vancouver.”

			“But…that’s a five-hour commute even in good weather.”

			She sounded like a worried mom. Or how a worried mom should sound. Shirl though, upon learning that Owen had returned home, had merely lofted dry eyebrows. “I thought he’d met his quota of reckless decisions by now.”

			“Yeah, well, love makes you reckless,” he muttered, more to Shirl than to Pretty.

			“Mm,” she said. “So does lust.”

			He glared, and again she smiled, sweet—but then did a double take at the crypt. “What…what the hell is this?” She reached, snapped something off the agate.

			A mass of fliers were stuck here and there amid the graffiti, tacked up like oversized, ugly confetti. Joe hadn’t paid them much mind save for a Dungeons & Dragons poster. (People still played D&D? How was that even tangentially related to Vince?). There was also a church invite from some Revivalist group here in town. (Which, hung up next to ‘Hail Satan,’ was a sincerely shitty way to drum up business, if you asked him).

			The leaflet Pretty had ripped down read, Dellis Hawke Book Signing!

			The date and locale were crumpled in her fist. “Vincent is spinning in there,” she grated, jutting her chin at the crypt.

			Interesting that she was more concerned for Vince than her husband…who had once been their schoolteacher. Joe’s eyes returned to Begin At The Beginning.

			Pretty, reading him, said, “What?” back to combat again.

			He considered the way she poked her chin out. That sulky pout on her mouth. He used to tell her she was cute when she was mad and had meant it—even though it used to piss her off even more. “You’re gorgeous,” he’d add. “You make my heart stop.” Every compliment more lavish than the last, till finally—“I love you,” he’d say, and also mean every word. Now, though—“I didn’t say anything,” he answered.

			Her narrow eyes said bullshit and he enjoyed it a moment. Then said, “I’m sure Hawke would be thrilled, knowing he made Vince spin in his grave.”

			“That’s my point,” she spoke through clenched teeth. “They hated each other.”

			An understatement. Joe flicked another look at the crypt.

			As the blue light glared, another cop car blew by, its siren an audible razor.

			“What is going on?” Pretty craned to see.

			Joe stretched too, but something else caught his eye.

			A mass of black flowers, clustered at the base of the crypt. He’d not noticed them before and now, confused, glanced around.

			They were everywhere. Flanking the benches. Bunched up next to the markers. Black, fluffy flowers. His brows soared. Who the hell planted black flowers in a graveyard? Town Council? Had to be. Jesus, he thought. Politicians. Did they ever get anything right? Although…

			Although, in their own way, the flowers were beautiful. Darkly beautiful. Like something lovely that had become sinister. Or something sinister that was nonetheless lovely. A prickle met his shoulders, and when his cell rang, he flinched.

			Pretty’s phone also went off.

			He answered his first—“H’lo?” and heard her say, “Hey.”

			The blue crypt light blinked as if it kept time.

			Owen, in his ear, said, “Hey. I need your OG Okanagan expertise.”

			“Oh?” Joe replied, slow, because Owen’s tone—phony light—lit his radar. “What’s up?”

			Pretty too said, “What’s up?”

			The security light blinked. Owen said, “Could we meet up on Main? I’ll buy you a burger.”

			Now a bribe? Pretty, beside him, said, “What do you mean police yelled at you?” then gasped, a quick uptake of breath. “They found a body?” she yelped, and Joe immediately began shrugging off his flannel shirt, old reflex wanting to comfort her. But then Owen said—

			“Dad! That a yes?”

			Shit! “I-yeah. Yes,” he answered, and quickly pulled his shirt back into place. What the hell was he thinking?

			The blue crypt light winked, and Pretty said, “What are you doing anywhere near some old grave?”

			It was a question Joe could easily ask himself and, somehow disoriented, he stepped away from Vince’s crypt. “I’ll want fries with my burger,” he said.

			“Figures.” Owen affected a sigh.

			Joe grinned, relieved by the jousting. “What do you need?”

			“Ah,” Owen exhaled, and in that single syllable became a cop. “Some insight on a new case I’m consulting on.”

			The Crank bones. Joe knew it in the sixth-sense way all parents had with their kids.

			Pretty, still on her phone, also said, “Bones?”

			Joe’s neck prickled, and, “Be right there,” he told Owen, as Pretty said, “Do not move. I’m coming.”

			The crypt, before them, spoke too. Words that reclaimed Joe’s eye. Begin At The Beginning, it said.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Pretty

			Pretty typically avoided the school. Like on Adult Literacy nights when she coached her mentee, Shades Wilson, at the local library instead of in the school’s student lounge. Or in December, when the drama troupe performed Dickens; she always donated a door prize…but had it delivered instead of dropping it off.

			To her, Vestemere School was the equivalent of what the cemetery was to Public Works Duncan.

			Haunted.

			Yet tonight she threaded her Lotus amid all the vehicles already jammed into the lot; locals, their faces tense and worried, wondering if the rumors were true: Had human remains really been unearthed in The Crank?

			Judging by the row of cop cars barring access to the gulley below, yes. Their red and blue strobes turned the school grounds into a criminal’s sort of carnival…and prompted her to keep the engine running as she cracked her car door. Where was Taylor? The teen, the only person who could compel her here, had called to say that not only were there bones in The Crank, but also—“Skirts, I need help.”

			Sighing, Pretty searched for her. She loved all the kids she employed at her store, and she tried hard not to have any favorites. Nonetheless, she (and they) all knew Taylor was her girl.

			Her girl who’d been here when the bones were discovered—and now had been shaken down by these cops. Why? And who on Earth was buried down there in The Crank? Her belly looped, and she pulled out her phone. I’m here! Her cell made its little whooshing sound as the text flew away.

			Three dots immediately hopped onto the screen, and she exhaled, a breath that physically hurt from how she’d had it locked in her chest all the way over here. And when Taylor’s reply—BRT—flashed, her knees swam. Be Right There. Meaning at least she hadn’t been detained by these cops. She replied, SYS, then grinned, half wry. BRT. SYS. Text-speak, now common lexicon, would have seemed like something straight out of a sci fi movie way back when she’d gone to school here. In fact, her Bubble Posse would laugh if she told them about her old retro landline; its long cord wrapping her this way and that as she spun in an orbit, whispering into the receiver. Prompting her Dad, Wally, to bark, “Quit stretching that cord out! Who the hell are you talking to, anyway?”

			God forbid she admit it was a boy. The boy. The same boy she’d just left in the graveyard.

			Her Posse would be appalled at the notion of a communal phone tethered to a wall. And no Instagram? TikTok? No Snapchat?

			Nope. “And no dick pics, either.” Thank God. Talk about the last thing she (or anyone) needed at seventeen.

			Enough had happened at seventeen as it was.

			Her gaze crept to the school.

			It hulked there, red bricks and blackened windows, glaring at The Crank down below.

			“Get behind me, Satan,” she whispered, and had no idea where she’d picked up the old saying—or why it felt necessary to say it out loud. Scalp tightening, she continued searching the crowd. Where was Taylor? She tried peering beyond the barrier of cop cars, down into the infamous gulley below. Every small town had somewhere known only by nickname—and if you didn’t know the nickname, you didn’t really belong. When she’d first arrived here in Vestemere, all the high school mean-queens (who she’d privately nicknamed The Acid Wash Mafia) chattered endlessly about The Crank. None, though, would define it for her.

			It hadn’t been till Joe Brophy took her down there one sunny afternoon (because God knew her Dad would never have let her go there for a party) that she’d seen it for herself. She and Joe had used the same root-knotted footpath the cops barred access to now, fingers threaded together as he walked her over to a horseshoe of bare ground within a bend in the creek. “This is it.” He’d toed a circle of ash in the sand, the blackened ghost of a bonfire. “Told you it was nothing special. Look at this, though.” He’d guided her to where the water curved around that sandbar, forming the so-called ‘Crank.’ “It’s like the creek chickened out here,” he said. “Tried to run away from itself.” 

			Joe Brophy hid a
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