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Chapter 1

Four strips of blue painter’s tape secured the light purple paper cards to the laminate edge of Table 4. If a sheet shifted even a quarter-inch during a multi-card sweep, the dauber ring landed off-center, obscuring the grid line and ruining the card’s visual rhythm. Precision was non-negotiable.

Patricia Rodriguez smoothed the back of her hand across the six-on-one layout, flattening the tiny air pockets that always bubbled up under St. Jude’s industrial air handling. Her thumb hooked into the heavy canvas belt draped over her hips—a custom leather-and-glitter job stitched together from an old postal mail-bag and fitted with six elastic holsters. Inside slept her primary arsenal: two magenta daubers, one electric blue, one safety orange, and two backups filled with dense violet acrylic ink that dried faster than rubber on warm asphalt.

Around Table 4, the atmosphere smelled of predictable decay. Decaf coffee brewed in a forty-cup aluminium urn on the back table, casting a burnt, nutty cloud over the stale popcorn oil and the lingering menthol breath of fifty senior citizens who had spent thirty years sitting in the exact same folding chairs. The blue carpet beneath Patricia’s orthopedic sneakers was threadbare, worn down to gray backing along the central aisle where the runners marched back and forth carrying payout envelopes.

Two tables over, Eudora Vance dropped her heavy tote bag onto the floor with a wet thud. Eudora’s setup was a mess—loose wooden charms scattered across a dirty felt mat, half-drained cups of lukewarm diet soda dangerously close to her paper sheets, and four cheap, leak-prone daubers rolling free without caps.

“You’re in my draft, Eudora,” Patricia called out, her voice flat as iron, not bothering to lift her eyes from her card alignment.

“The register fan is pointed this way, Patricia. I can’t move the air vents,” Eudora replied, her tone soaked in that honeyed fake softness she used whenever she wanted to hide the fact that she’d claimed two extra chairs for her oversized handbag.

“Then tilt the blades up. You’re fluttering my corner borders.”

Patricia didn’t wait for an answer. She reached into her utility pouch, drew a silver dollar minted in 1974, and set it firmly on the top-left corner of her primary card. Next to it went a chipped porcelain flamingo no larger than a thumb, its pink paint faded to the color of dry salmon. Ritual was grease in the machine of luck. Without ritual, a player was just another sucker throwing five-dollar bills into the parish donation basket and hoping for a miracle. Patricia didn’t do miracles. She did statistical probability and muscle memory.

At seven sharp, the microphone at the front stage let out a piercing high-frequency squeal. The feedback sliced through the low rumble of knee replacements, gossiping widowers, and the crisp rustle of paper game sheets.

The hall fell silent.

Behind the dark mahogany caller’s podium stood Father Thomas. He was new. Monsignor Callahan had handled the Tuesday night calling for seventeen years until his abrupt retirement three weeks ago—a sudden departure the parish newsletter had blamed on “exhaustion,” though nobody had seen the old man pack up his rectory apartment.

Father Thomas didn’t look exhausted. He looked like he had been pressed out of black wax and ironed on high heat. His Roman collar was a stark, gleaming plastic band against a cassock so clean it lacked a single crease across the shoulders. Dark hair was combed back flat against his skull, shine-slicked under the flickering overhead fluorescents that buzzed at sixty hertz.

“Good evening, St. Jude’s,” Father Thomas said. The sound system carried his voice with an oily, resonant weight that vibrated down the iron legs of the folding tables. “Welcome to our Tuesday night Warm-Up game. Before we begin, let us center ourselves in the presence of that which bestows all reward.”

Patricia’s fingers hovered over her belt. Her right hand rested on the ribbed rubber grip of her magenta dauber. She didn’t bow her head. The new priest’s smile was too wide. The corners of his thin lips pulled back so far that the skin across his cheekbones turned white, revealing teeth that were unnaturally square and uniform, like a set of freshly poured acrylic dentures that had never touched real food.

“Standard Warm-Up,” Father Thomas continued, placing his pale, thin hands flat on the edges of the clear plastic bingo hopper. Inside the sphere, seventy-five hollow white balls sat in a motionless pyramid. “Hard-way line only. No diagonal free spaces. Payout is seventy-five dollars.”

He flipped the switch on the hopper base.

The motor didn’t start with the usual clattering roar of a twenty-year-old vacuum pump. Instead, it emitted a smooth, low-pitched hum, like a transformer box sitting in the rain. The white balls began to lift, tumbling inside the sphere in a fluid, hypnotic vortex.

Father Thomas reached into the top chute. His hand moved without the usual dramatic flourish Monsignor Callahan used to show the room he wasn’t palming anything. He drew the first ball, turned it to the camera mounted on the wooden frame, and set it into the reader track.

The digital display mounted high on the gym wall flashed to life with a sharp, buzzsaw hum.

“First call of the evening,” Thomas announced. His voice remained steady, flat, and perfectly pitched. “Under the B… B-four.”

Patricia’s magenta dauber descended instantly. Thwack. A perfect, crimson-edged circle covered the top-left corner of her third card. No ink bleeding. No messy edges.

“Under the I… I-twenty-two.”

Thwack. Second card, bottom row.

“Under the O… O-sixty-seven.”

Thwack. Fourth card, middle column.

The room locked into its familiar, rhythmic cadence. The heavy, collective breathing of sixty people focusing on seventy-five grid squares created an acoustic wall that drowned out the traffic on Oakridge Avenue outside. Ink cap off, dauber down, paper pop, eye sweep. Left to right, card one to card six. Patricia worked the paper with the mechanical efficiency of a line worker stamping metal blanks.

“Under the G… G-fifty-one.”

Patricia didn’t mark G-fifty-one. None of her sheets had it. Her eyes darted across the board, cataloging the open lines. She needed N-thirty-eight and I-nineteen on card two for a three-call payout. The math was running smooth in her head. At the current call rate, the average win hit between fourteen and seventeen numbers. They were at call seven.

Then the register fan above the snack bar choked.

The long, rattled blow of cold air died mid-spin, the blades grinding against the metal casing with a dry screech before coming to a dead halt.

The light in the hall didn’t dim, but its texture changed. The warm, yellowish glow of the overhead fluorescent tubes flattened into a harsh, stark white that cast deep, purple-tinted shadows under the folding tables.

A sharp, bone-deep cold rolled through the floorboards. It didn’t seep in through the doors or windows like a winter draft; it rose directly out of the concrete foundation beneath the threadbare carpet. Patricia felt the chill bite through the soles of her orthopedic shoes, crawling up her ankles like icy water.

Beside her, a plastic cup of lukewarm decaf stopped steaming. The thin wisps of vapor collapsed straight down onto the brown liquid, flattening like wet paper.

“What in the world…” Eudora muttered three feet away, wrapping her knitted cardigan tighter around her shoulders. “Did somebody leave the basement loading bay open?”

Patricia didn’t answer. Her nostrils flared.

The smell hit her a second later—cutting right through the thick layer of greasy popcorn and stale menthol. It was the sharp, metallic tang of an electrical arc, mixed with the acrid, suffocating reek of rotten eggs and scorched copper. Burnt ozone and pure sulfur. It coated the back of her throat like thin oil, forcing her to swallow hard against a sudden rise of bile.

On stage, Father Thomas didn’t pause. He didn’t adjust his collar. He didn’t blink.

His pale hand dipped into the rotating plastic sphere, his fingers disappearing into the tumbling white balls. When he pulled his hand out, the ball he held wasn’t white.

It was a dull, light-absorbing black, smooth as polished slate, devoid of any visible printed number under the stage spot.

Father Thomas brought the sphere to his lips, his wide, square-toothed smile stretching even further until the skin near his jaw line looked strained to breaking.

He leaned into the microphone. The speaker cone rattled, casting a low, subsonic rumble through the gym floor that vibrated through Patricia’s teeth.

“Under the B…” Father Thomas purred. His tongue flicked out, moistening his upper lip with a dark, thick shine. “B-zero.”

The room froze.

The low hum of hushed breathing and paper-shifting vanished instantly.

Patricia’s right hand, poised three inches above card two with the magenta dauber ready to drop, locked solid. Her eyes snapped from the stage to her card, then to the illuminated digital board high on the wall.

B-zero didn’t exist.

Bingo balls ran B-one through B-fifteen. Fifty years of playing three nights a week across four counties was written into Patricia’s spine. The grid was mathematical law. Five columns, five rows, seventy-five numbers. B was one to fifteen. Always. Without exception.

On the digital master board mounted to the brick wall, the display glitched. The bright red LEDs forming the letter ‘B’ flickered wildly, the segment lines burning out one by one until only a single, jagged vertical dash remained. Beneath it, where the number should have lit up, two zero-shaped light clusters pulsed with a sickening, dim orange glow that hummed like a hornets’ nest.

Nobody called out. Nobody laughed. Old Harold, who usually cracked a stupid joke whenever a caller stumbled over a number, sat frozen at Table 1, his half-eaten maple donut suspended two inches from his open mouth.

Father Thomas didn’t correct himself. He didn’t offer a lighthearted apology about a misprint or a rogue ball from an arcade set. He set the matte-black sphere squarely onto the master tray. The wood where the ball touched let off a faint, thin trail of white smoke that coiled upward, smelling faintly of burnt varnish.

“I repeat,” Father Thomas said, his voice dropping an octave into a gravelly, metallic baritone that didn’t sound like it was coming through the PA speakers at all, but rather bouncing off the insides of Patricia’s skull. “B-zero. Mark your cards accordingly.”

Patricia looked down at her paper sheets.

On the central square of card three—the FREE space where an embossed golden chalice usually sat printed in yellow ink—the paper was changing. The purple ink of the chalice was darkening, turning a slick, oily black that bled outward into the surrounding grid squares. The paper fibers shrank, blistering away from the laminate table top as if exposed to a open flame held just beneath the wood.

A tiny, pinpoint hole opened in the center of the card. A thread of thin, sulfurous smoke curled up from the paper, rising three inches into the freezing air before dissolving.

Patricia’s stomach dropped into a tight, hard knot. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a quick, shallow thumping that ran counter to her forced, steady breathing.

“Father,” she said.

Her voice wasn’t loud, but in the dead, cold silence of the hall, it sounded like a glass bottle breaking on concrete.

Father Thomas turned his head toward Table 4. The movement was wrong—too fast, too precise, his neck pivoting while his shoulders remained perfectly square to the podium. His eyes locked onto hers. The irises weren’t brown or blue under the harsh lights; they were a dull, flat yellow, surrounded by blood vessels so dark they looked like ink lines drawn across his whites.

“Is there an issue with your card, Mrs. Rodriguez?” he asked softly. The tone was polite, but his jaw remained locked in that terrifying, wide-open bite.

Patricia didn’t back down. She stood up, her thighs bumping the underside of Table 4, making her wooden lucky flamingo wobble on its faded base. She kept her right hand clamped tight around the rubber grip of her magenta dauber.

“There’s no B-zero on the standard card,” Patricia said, her voice crisp, carrying the dry, unyielding authority of thirty years at the United States Postal Service intake counter. “And there’s no black ball in an official thirty-six millimeter bingo set. You’re miscalling the rack.”

A low collective gasp rippled through the surrounding tables, but it sounded muffled, as if the entire room were underwater.

Father Thomas leaned over the podium. The shadow cast by his head didn’t fall across the mahogany wood behind him; it stretched forward across the floor, long and thin, creeping down the center aisle toward Table 4 like a stain running down a clean sheet.

“The house sets the numbers, Patricia,” the priest whispered. Even without the microphone, his voice echoed clearly from the back corners of the room. “The house has always set the numbers. Look at your board again.”

Patricia didn’t look at the board. She kept her eyes glued to his pale, motionless face. “Call a real number, Thomas. Or put the bag down and let us get the Monsignor back up here.”

Father Thomas let out a sound—a dry, rattling click from deep in his throat that might have been a laugh if there were any warmth behind it. He reached back down into the clear plastic hopper. The white balls inside weren’t tumbling anymore. They were spinning in a flat, dark ring around the center axle, casting a high-pitched, metallic whine that vibrated through the metal legs of Patricia’s chair.

“Next call,” Father Thomas said, his voice dropping even lower as the temperature in the room plummeted another five degrees. Frost began to lace the outer edges of the metal exit doors behind the stage. “Under the Brimstone…”

He pulled a second black ball from the chute.

“B-fourteen.”

Patricia’s eyes darted involuntarily down to card three.

Square fourteen—right below the charred, smoking hole of the free space—was already marked with her magenta ink. But the ink wasn’t pink anymore. It was boiling. Tiny, iridescent bubbles popped on the surface of the paper, releasing a fresh hiss of sulfur steam that smelled of scorched flesh.

Her skin prickled. Every instinct honed over sixty-eight years of dealing with neighborhood drunks, angry postmasters, and crooked union stewards yelled at her to grab her bag, kick over the folding chair, and head straight for the double doors on Oakridge Avenue.

Instead, Patricia unclasped her glitter-encrusted belt, set her hands flat on Table 4, and locked her jaw.

Something rotten was sitting in St. Jude’s. And it had just ruined a perfectly good six-card layout.




Chapter 2

The bottom third of the paper cup had gone soft, leaking a dark ring of sour, lukewarm coffee onto the manila folder resting on the steering wheel.

Mark Sanchez pinched the bridge of his nose, pressing his thumb and forefinger into the corners of his eyes until red sparks bloomed behind his eyelids. The sand-grained burn of forty-eight hours without sleep had settled deep into his skull, turning every movement into a slow, grinding effort. Outside the squad car, Oakridge Avenue lay buried under a blanket of wet November fog that smelled faintly of river mud and rotting leaves.

He wiped his thumb on his trousers, leaving a grease smear against the dark wool, and clicked his pen.

The Polaroid clipped to the top left margin of Arthur Pendelton’s file was three years old. It showed a broad-shouldered man with a thick neck, a sun-bleached mustache, and the kind of square, calloused thumbs that spent forty years turning wrenches in an auto body shop. In the photograph, Arthur was smiling next to a blue ribbon at the county fair, his eyes narrowed against the glare of afternoon sun.

In the missing person narrative below the photograph, Arthur was seventy-two years old, resided alone at 414 Elm Street, possessed a clean medical history free of cognitive decline, and had vanished into thin air seven days ago.

Mark adjusted the small goose-neck lamp clipped to his clipboard. The weak yellow light cast long, nervous shadows across the dashboard.

The official summary from Detective Sergeant Higgins at the precinct was a single paragraph of careless, bureaucratic dismissal. Subject likely experienced a sudden geriatric fugue state or voluntary departure. No signs of foul play at residence. Case suspended pending new leads.

Higgins hadn’t bothered to check the dry cleaner’s security camera across the street. Mark had. He had sat in the cramped back room of Oakridge Cleaners for four hours yesterday, staring at a grainy, monochrome screen until his eyes watered. At 6:48 PM last Tuesday, Arthur Pendelton had walked past the cleaner’s neon sign, wearing his red flannel jacket and carrying his blue plastic tackle box full of bingo markers. He had crossed Oakridge Avenue, pulled open the heavy oak doors of St. Jude’s Community Center, and stepped inside.

He had never stepped back out.

Mark tapped the pen against the steering wheel, the plastic clicking in a steady, hypnotic beat. St. Jude’s had three external exits. The main entrance faced Oakridge Avenue, covered by the dry cleaner’s camera. The fire exit on the south side was chained shut from the inside—Mark had checked the brass padlock himself yesterday afternoon under the guise of a fire safety compliance walkthrough. The rear loading dock opened onto a narrow gravel alley that terminated in a ten-foot chain-link fence without a gate.

A man seven decades old with double knee replacements did not scale a ten-foot chain-link fence in the dark without leaving a scrap of flannel behind.

Mark turned the page. Below the timeline sat three separate typed witness statements from the seniors who had sat at Arthur’s table that night. None of them made any sense.

Mr. Pendelton stepped out for fresh air during the Warm-Up game, one statement read, signed in a shaky, arthritic cursive by an Alice Gable. He said he was going to buy a cherry soda from the vending machine near the kitchen.

Arthur left early because his stomach was playing up, read another, signed by a man named Harold. He went out the front door before the jackpot.

Arthur didn’t show up last Tuesday, read the third, signed by Eudora Vance. He hasn’t played bingo in a month.

Three people sitting at the same five-foot folding table, giving three mutually exclusive accounts of a man who had clearly entered the building and never left. It was either the most coordinated, incompetent lie Mark had encountered since his transfer from the city, or the entire room was suffering from a collective decay of basic perception.

He rested his head back against the vinyl headrest. The springs inside the cushion gave a dry, metallic squeak.

The city homicide unit had been loud—a constant wall of ringing desk phones, slamming filing cabinets, shouting sergeants, and the distant, screeching tires of the Interstate. Oakridge was quiet, but it was the kind of quiet that sat on a man’s chest like a wet wool blanket. Here, the silence had edge. It gave a man too much room to think about the two years he couldn’t fix, the precinct internal affairs board that had stripped his badge down to a county deputy’s shield, and the cold, flat reality that he had been dumped in this dead-end river town to rot out his remaining service years.

He looked up through the condensation-beaded windshield. Across the street, St. Jude’s Community Center stood like a dark brick monolith between a closed hardware store and an empty gravel lot.

It was an old building, built in the late 1920s with municipal bonds that had dried up before they could finish the bell tower. The red brick had turned the color of dried liver over decades of soot and rain. A high, narrow stained-glass window sat above the double oak doors, depicting Saint Jude holding a wooden staff, the lead caving slightly in the center so the saint appeared to lean forward, staring down at the asphalt with a pinched, severe expression.

A faint, amber light glowed behind the lower basement windows—the high, narrow panes set level with the sidewalk grate.

Mark glanced at his watch. 7:12 PM. The Tuesday Warm-Up game was twenty minutes underway.

He reached for his coffee, took a swallow, and immediately winced as the sour acid burnt the back of his throat. He set the paper cup into the molded plastic holder, pulled a metal flashlight from his utility belt, and checked the battery cap. The aluminum felt icy against his knuckles.

A sudden, sharp burst of static hissed from the dashboard radio.

Mark reached out and tapped the channel knob. The squad radio was turned off. The display screen was black, yet the speaker in the center console crackled again—a dry, rhythmic popping sound that rose and fell like a breath drawn through wet gravel.

…B-twelve…

Mark froze, his hand suspended an inch above the dashboard.

The voice coming through the unpowered speaker was thin, stretched, and distorted by heavy electrical hum, but the cadence was unmistakable. It was the clinical, measured tone of a public address caller.

…I-twenty-four… N-thirty-one…

Mark slammed his palm down on the top of the radio casing. The speaker gave a harsh, metallic squawk and went silent.

The air inside the Crown Victoria suddenly felt thin. A draft, sharp and cold as an open freezer door, seemed to pull through the floorboards around his boots. It didn’t smell like the river fog or the stale damp of his car’s heater core. It smelled like the back of a furnace room after the pilot light goes out—burnt dust, sharp ozone, and a faint, sickening trace of scorched fat.

Mark rolled his window down two inches. Cold air rushed in, cutting through the claustrophobic heat of the cruiser, but the smell outside was the same. It seemed to bleed directly out of the basement grates of St. Jude’s, rising in pale, wavering ribbons against the yellow glare of the streetlamps.

He unbuckled his seatbelt. The nylon strap snapped back against the B-pillar with a loud thwack.

He reached over, picked up the manila file, and tucked it into the heavy canvas door pocket. He took his service weapon—a standard Glock 17—checked the seat of the magazine with the heel of his palm, and released the slide catch to ensure a round was chambered. The cold steel felt grounding, a hard piece of physical geometry in a night that was slipping sideways at the edges.

He stepped out of the cruiser.

The night air hit his face like a wet rag. The fog was thick enough to turn the streetlights into dim, orange halos suspended ten feet above the dark street. There wasn’t a car moving on Oakridge Avenue. The shops were dark—the hardware store, the dry cleaners, the small bakery with its paper sign announcing an indefinite closure.

Mark crossed the street, his rubber-soled boots making no sound on the damp asphalt.

As he reached the curb directly in front of St. Jude’s, he stopped.

The double oak doors at the top of the concrete steps were shut tight. The heavy brass handles were dull with tarnish, but around the keyhole of the right-hand door, a tiny plume of white frost had formed on the wood. It fanned out like a crystalized spiderweb, stark and pale against the dark varnish.

He reached up, touching his fingers to the stone balustrade. The concrete was freezing—far colder than the forty-degree night air warranted. His breath bloomed in thick, ragged clouds in front of his face.

From somewhere deep within the lower level of the building, below the concrete foundation and the old steam pipes, came a sound.

It wasn’t a gasp, or a call, or the sound of two hundred bingo cards being shuffled at once. It was a low, rhythmic vibration—a deep, subsonic thrum that traveled up through the soles of Mark’s boots, rattling the small bones in his ankles and setting up a sharp, needle-like ache behind his left ear.

He grasped the heavy brass handle of the front door.

The metal was so cold it pulled at the moisture on his skin, threatening to stick. He squeezed down on the thumb latch. The mechanism gave a loud, iron clack that echoed down the empty street, and the heavy oak door swung inward into the dark.

The entrance hall smelled of floor wax, wet wool coats, and stale, buttered popcorn.

Mark stepped inside, letting the heavy door swing closed behind him. The thrumming in his ankles stopped immediately, replaced by the familiar, dusty warmth of an old public building. The radiator against the east wall hissed, a thin jet of steam escaping from its rusty release valve.

He stood in the vestibule, his eyes scanning the space out of pure habit.

To the left sat a glass-enclosed coat check room, empty save for twenty wooden hangers swaying slightly on a brass rod. To the right was a bulletin board covered in faded flyers: a parish bake sale from three months ago, an announcement for AA meetings on Thursday nights, and a large, laminated poster with neon-pink lettering that read: TUESDAY NIGHT BINGO - $500 JACKPOT - ALL ARE WELCOME.

Ahead lay the wide stairwell leading down into the basement hall.

Mark walked to the top of the stairs and looked down. The basement was brightly lit by long tubes of double-capped fluorescent lights suspended from the drop ceiling. Below, rows of long, brown laminate folding tables stretched from the base of the stairs all the way to a raised wooden stage at the far end of the room.

Around those tables sat nearly two hundred people, almost all of them silver-haired, bundled in cardigans, windbreakers, and heavy knitted shawls.

The silence down there was unnatural.

Two hundred people sitting shoulder to shoulder in a room decorated with faded crepe paper streamers and metal folding chairs should have produced a constant rustle—the coughs, the clatter of plastic chips, the scrape of chair legs on linoleum. Instead, the room sat dead still. Nobody moved. Nobody turned to look at the six-foot-two detective standing at the top of the stairs in a dark rain jacket.

Every head was bowed, every pair of eyes fixed firmly on the colorful paper sheets laid out on the tables before them.

At the far end of the hall, standing behind a high mahogany podium on the stage, was a priest.

He wore a dark cassock with a high white collar. He was tall, thin, with pale skin that seemed to catch the harsh glare of the fluorescent lights like oiled parchment. His back was perfectly straight, his hands rested flat on the edges of the podium, and his head was turned down toward a clear plastic sphere filled with rolling white ping-pong balls.

Mark slowly descended the stairs, his hand resting lightly on the handrail.

The air got colder with every step he took. By the time he reached the bottom landing, his skin was prickling under his shirt. The temperature difference between the top of the stairs and the bottom was at least fifteen degrees—a sharp, artificial plunge that felt less like winter and more like stepping into a commercial meat locker.

He moved quietly down the side aisle, keeping his shoulder close to the concrete wall.

He scanned the faces at the tables as he passed. Mrs. Gable sat at Table 2, her hands folded over a vinyl purse, her eyes wide and glassy, staring unblinkingly at a green card in front of her. At Table 3 sat Harold, his lower jaw slack, a small dribble of saliva hanging from his lip, his right hand holding a green dauber three inches above the paper, completely motionless, like a statue caught mid-stroke.

None of them looked up. None of them seemed to notice the cold, or the fact that their breath was condensing into faint white vapors above their heads.

Mark kept moving until he reached Table 4.

Situated near the center aisle was a woman in a red sweater, her short, dark hair styled in sharp, immaculate waves. Unlike the dazed, frozen patrons around her, her body was rigid with tension. Her right hand was clamped around a magenta-colored dauber so hard her knuckles were yellow. On the table before her lay six bingo cards, and in the center of one of them—right over the free space—was a small, black, smoking hole.

Mark paused three feet from her table.

The smell was stronger here. The sickly, metallic stench of scorched grease and sulfur rose directly from that tiny, burnt hole in her paper card.

The woman didn’t look up at him, but her shoulders tightened further. Her left hand, resting flat on the table, was pressed down so hard against the wood that her fingers were white. Beside her paper cards sat a small wooden flamingo on a faded green base.

Up on the stage, the priest spoke.

“Under the Brimstone…”

The voice wasn’t loud, but it slammed through the basement with the force of a wooden mallet hitting a hollow drum. The speakers mounted in the upper corners of the ceiling vibrated, a high-pitched feedback whine singing through the air.

“…B-fourteen.”

A sharp, collective shift went through the crowd. Two hundred hands moved in absolute unison, dipping down to stamp their cards. The sound was a sudden, dry thwack-thwack-thwack that sounded like a flock of small birds hitting a windowpane.

Mark looked back down at the woman at Table 4.

Her hand was trembling. The magenta dauber hovered over square fourteen on her card—a square that was already stamped with bright pink ink. As Mark watched, the pink ink inside that square began to bubble.

It didn’t just fade or dry. It boiled.

Tiny, iridescent black beads formed on the surface of the paper, releasing a thin thread of gray smoke that curled up into the freezing air. The paper around the number began to shrink, yellowing at the edges as if an invisible cigarette was being pressed into the fiber from beneath.

The woman didn’t stamp it again. She unclasped her fingers from the dauber, set her hands flat on the table, and braced herself, her jaw locked tight, her dark eyes fixed on the stage with a look of cold, furious hatred.

Mark took two slow paces forward, bringing himself level with the edge of her table.

“Ma’am,” he said, keeping his voice low, trained to cut through panic without raising the alarm of a crowd. “I need you to step away from the table.”

Patricia Rodriguez didn’t turn her head immediately. She kept her gaze locked on the priest on the stage.

“Get out of here, deputy,” she whispered. Her voice was thin, rough with age and dry air, but it possessed an edge of flat, unyielding anger that caught Mark off guard. “You’re ruining the game.”

“Ma’am, there’s smoke coming off your card,” Mark said, leaning down slightly, his eyes tracking the priest on the stage.

Father Thomas hadn’t pulled another ball. He was standing perfectly still behind the podium, his long, pale hands flat against the dark wood, his neck turned at an impossible, sharp angle as his yellow-tinted eyes tracked Mark across the room.

“I know what’s coming off my card,” Patricia said through her teeth. She finally turned her head, her sharp, dark eyes cutting into Mark’s tired face with the intensity of an interrogation lamp. “And I know what happened to Arthur.”

Mark’s breath caught in his throat. The exhaustion that had been dragging at his limbs vanished, replaced by the cold, sharp focus of a hunter who had just felt the trap spring.

“Arthur Pendelton?” Mark asked, stepping closer, his boots crunching slightly on a stray piece of gravel on the linoleum. “You know where he is?”

“He’s not anywhere you can reach with that gun on your belt,” Patricia said, her voice dropping to a harsh murmur that barely reached his ears over the hum of the overhead lights. She gestured with a quick, tight jerk of her chin toward the stage, where Father Thomas was slowly raising his right hand toward the hopper. “Look at the caller, detective. Look at his shadow.”

Mark lifted his eyes to the stage.

The fluorescent tubes directly above the podium were bright, casting a clear, hard light down onto the priest’s dark cassock. Behind him hung a large, velvet curtain that concealed the back wall of the stage.

The shadow cast by Father Thomas should have fallen straight behind him, short and wide against the floorboards.

Instead, the priest’s shadow was stretched ten feet tall against the red velvet curtain. It didn’t match his posture. While Father Thomas stood with his hands resting quietly on the mahogany wood, the shadow on the curtain had its arms raised high, its fingers elongated into thin, hooked claws that twitched and flexed in time with the mechanical thrumming beneath the floor.

And the shadow had two distinct, pointed humps rising from the top of its head.

Mark felt the skin on the back of his neck pull tight. His mind, trained by nine years of forensic procedure, mugshots, ballistic trajectories, and blood spatter mechanics, seized up. It looked for a logical vector—a second light source, a projector hidden in the ceiling, a distortion caused by the curved glass of the hopper.

There was no second light source.

“That’s a trick of the angle,” Mark said, though the words sounded hollow even to him, falling dead into the freezing air between them.

“It’s not a trick, you idiot,” Patricia snapped softly, her glitter-encrusted dauber belt jingling faintly as she shifted her weight. “He’s calling numbers that aren’t in the cage. He’s taking the room down ten degrees a minute, and if someone hits five in a row on these black cards, they aren’t taking home a toaster.”

Up on the stage, Father Thomas’s jaw dropped open.

It didn’t open the way a man opens his mouth to speak. The bottom jaw dropped down three inches, the skin at the corners of his mouth stretching so thin it turned gray, revealing two rows of teeth that were far too long and far too bright under the white light.

“Next call,” the priest rattled. The sound didn’t come from his mouth; it vibrated out of his chest, thick and wet.

“B-zero.”

The room dropped another ten degrees.

A sharp, crackling sound echoed through the hall as frost instantly bloomed across every metal folding chair in the room. The seniors at the tables didn’t flinch. Their eyes remained glued to their cards, their hands trembling slightly as the paper began to smoke in unison across two hundred tables.

Mark reached down, his fingers closing around the cold leather of his holster strap.

“Patricia,” he said, using the name from the precinct register. “We’re leaving. Right now.”

“I’m not leaving my card,” Patricia said. Her voice didn’t shake. She picked up her magenta dauber, her knuckles white, and pressed the rubber tip flat against the smoking hole in the center of card three. “I paid five dollars for this sheet, and nobody makes a fool out of Table Four.”

Mark looked at her, then back at the stage.

Father Thomas was leaning over the podium, his dull, yellow eyes fixed directly on Mark Sanchez. The shadow behind him on the velvet curtain reached its long, clawed fingers out toward the hall, its silhouette blocking out the light until the top half of the stage was plunged into pitch darkness.

The investigation into Arthur Pendelton was no longer a cold case.

Mark unclipped his holster.




Chapter 3

The sudden pop of static from the overhead speaker shattered the unnatural stillness, killing the bone-deep vibration that had frozen the air in the room. Plumes of frost hanging above the long wooden tables dissolved back into greasy droplets, dripping onto the yellowed linoleum floor with tiny, rhythmic splats. Up on the stage, Father Thomas’s lower jaw snapped upward with a wet, heavy crunch, sealing his unnatural, tooth-filled maw back into a tight, pious curve. The shadow stretched across the velvet backdrop folded in on itself, shrinking down to a stubby, harmless grey oval beneath the pulpit lights.

“Apologies for the technical hitch on the call line, ladies and gentlemen,” Father Thomas announced, his voice rolling out from the speakers like warm lard poured over cracked asphalt. “The humidity in the subterranean utility room plays tricks on the electronic hopper. We will take a ten-minute intermission for refreshments. The snack bar has fresh egg salad and hot coffee.”

The collective exhale of two hundred senior citizens rustled through the hall like dry autumn leaves scraping across pavement. The momentary horror vanished from their faces, swallowed whole by the ritualistic urge for caffeinated brown water and greasy pastries. Metal chair legs scraped against linoleum. Heavy vinyl handbags clicked open in unison.

Patricia clamped her fingers around Detective Mark Sanchez’s wrist, pinning his hand firmly against the leather snap of his service holster before he could draw the weapon. His forearm felt like a steel bar, locked tight with frantic adrenaline, his knuckles blanched white against the gun grip.

“Put that away,” Patricia ordered, keeping her voice down in the lower register reserved for church pews and funeral parlors. “You draw a firearm in here during coffee break, and Harold from Table Six will break your kneecaps with his quad-cane thinking you’re trying to cut the line for jelly donuts.”

Mark’s eyes darted toward the stage, where Father Thomas was calmly wiping down the clear acrylic cylinder of the bingo hopper with a yellow microfiber cloth. “His jaw dropped four inches. The shadow on that curtain had horns.”

“I saw a priest who needs a better dentist and a hall with terrible wiring,” Patricia replied without blinking, her grip tightening until her nails dug into his jacket sleeve. “And right now, you look like a manic cop about to ruin Tuesday night. Go buy a bag of peanuts, sit down, and keep your eyes open while I handle an overdue account at Table Three.”

Table 4 was sacred territory. Patricia had occupied the corner seat facing the main exit doors for twelve years, ever since her late husband, Frank, had failed to return home from his night shift at the freight yard. Her domain consisted of a faded green felt mat, a vinyl-bound pouch containing fourteen distinct shades of high-visibility ink, and an unwritten border treaty with the surrounding tables.

That treaty was currently being trampled into the dirt.

Across the narrow aisle separating Table 4 from Table 3 sat Eudora—sixty-six years of pure malice wrapped in a teal polyester tracksuit, her perm dyed the exact shade of an overripe eggplant. Eudora was hovering over her plastic tote bag, her bony, liver-spotted shoulders hunched in a defensive posture that usually signaled one of two things: she was hiding a double-stamped card, or she was stealing someone else’s luck.

Patricia stepped away from Mark, leaving the bewildered detective standing in the aisle as a wave of seniors shuffled past him toward the hot dog rollers. Her gaze remained locked on the corner of Eudora’s tote bag, where a bright magenta cap poked out from beneath a ball of tangled yellow yarn.

“That’s my dauber, Eudora,” Patricia announced, stopping right at the edge of the folding table.

Eudora didn’t flinch. She picked up a Styrofoam cup of lukewarm decaf, taking a long, deliberate sip before looking up with eyes as pale and watery as boiled onions. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Patricia. Magenta is a public domain color.”

“Magenta with a custom glitter sleeve and a chipped plastic base isn’t public domain,” Patricia countered, closing the distance until her knees pressed against the steel edge of Eudora’s table. “You snatched it off my card tray when the lights flickered during the B-four call.”

“You’re seeing things in your old age,” Eudora muttered, her hand darting down to shove the magenta cap deeper into the yarn ball. “Maybe the cold snap got to your head. Father Thomas said it was just the basement humidity.”

“Father Thomas is a liar, and so are you.”

Decades of dealing with cheating rivals at parish raffles had refined Patricia’s reactions into something fast and merciless. She reached straight into the open tote bag, her fingers diving past the yarn, past a half-eaten sleeve of peppermint candies, reaching for the familiar ribbed contour of her stolen marker.

Her knuckles brushed against something else.

It wasn’t smooth plastic. It felt heavy, cold as river ice, and coated in a thin layer of grit—until her skin made solid contact with the casing.

The object felt like a thick lead cylinder, roughly the size of a standard dauber tube, but completely devoid of any branding from the regional bingo distributors. As Patricia’s thumb curled around the dark casing, an intense, violent wave of heat radiated directly through her skin.

The ambient smell of stale popcorn and pine disinfectant vanished, replaced instantly by the sharp, metallic reek of burnt hair and wet sulfur.

Patricia tried to open her hand, but her flesh seemed to stick to the dark cylinder as if frozen to sub-zero metal—except the sensation wasn’t cold. It was raw, blistering heat. Searing agony shot straight up her palm, traveling along the tendons of her wrist and locking her fingers into a tight, agonizing claw around the tube.

Underneath her skin, the dark grease coating the cylinder bubbled. A viscous, tar-like ink leaked through the seams of the cap, oozing across the lines of her hand. Where the dark liquid touched her skin, her epidermis turned an unnatural, bright crimson before swelling into raised white blisters.

A sharp gasp caught in Patricia’s throat, but she refused to scream. Giving Eudora the satisfaction of a scene was worse than the agony spreading up her nerve endings.

Across the table, Eudora’s watery eyes widened, but not with surprise. A thin, yellowed smile stretched across her wrinkled face, revealing gums that looked strangely dark, almost black in the shadow of her chin.

“Hands to yourself, Patricia,” Eudora whispered, her voice carrying a rasping, hollow metallic undertone that sounded like dry gravel grinding in a steel drum. “You never know what people keep in their purses these days.”

With a desperate, violent wrench of her forearm, Patricia tore her hand free, yanking the dark tube out of the bag along with her stolen magenta dauber. The black cylinder hit the floorboards with a heavy thud, rolling beneath Table 3. The black grease remaining on her palm continued to sizzle, tiny wisps of grey smoke drifting up from her scorched flesh.

Patricia thrust her burned hand deep into her cardigan pocket, her fingers balling into a tight fist against the cotton lining to suppress the intense, rhythmic throbbing. She glared down at Eudora, whose smile remained fixed, unblinking, and horrifyingly static.

“Keep the magenta,” Patricia choked out, her teeth grinding together so hard her jaw muscles throbbed. “You’re going to need more than luck for what’s coming to you.”

She turned on her heel and strode away from Table 3, her boots striking the linoleum in a rigid, rhythmic march. Mark was still standing near the podium, looking like a guard dog caught in a thunderstorm, his dark eyes tracking her movement across the crowded hall. She flashed him a sharp, warning glare that clearly communicated one instruction: Stay where you are.

Pushing through the double doors at the back of the hall, Patricia entered the narrow corridor connecting the main floor to the administrative offices and restrooms. The air in the hallway was thick with the smell of floor wax, old dust, and the lingering stench of burnt ozone that the overhead exhaust fans were hopelessly failing to scrub.

She shoved the heavy wooden door of the women’s restroom open with her uninjured elbow.

The room was empty, illuminated by a single flickering fluorescent tube that buzzed like an angry wasp against a cracked ceiling tile. The air inside was bitter cold, carrying the sharp dampness of old iron pipes and standing water.

Patricia rushed to the row of white porcelain sinks lined up beneath the mirrored wall.

She pulled her right hand out of her cardigan pocket. The palm was a grotesque mess. The tar-like black ink had settled deep into the natural creases of her skin, turning the surrounding tissue a mottled, inflamed purple. Small blisters had already burst, leaking clear fluid that hissed whenever it touched the dark residue.

Grabbing the cold water handle with her left hand, Patricia twisted the brass tap all the way open. A jagged stream of icy water gushed from the spout.

She thrust her burned palm directly beneath the spray.

The relief lasted less than a second.

The instant the cold water hit the black ink, the liquid reacted with a sharp, violent sizzle, like water splashed into a fryer of boiling grease. Plumes of dense white steam erupted from the basin, coating the mirror in a thick film of moisture that smelled overwhelmingly of rotten eggs and copper pennies.

Patricia gritted her teeth, holding her hand under the jet despite the searing heat radiating from the chemical reaction.

The black ink didn’t wash down the drain. It peeled away from her skin in thick, rubbery ribbons, floating on the surface of the water pooling in the porcelain bowl. Instead of spiraling down the open bronze drain, the dark ribbons began to move with a strange, deliberate intent against the swirling current.

The liquid spread across the smooth white porcelain, adhering to the glazed surface like wet enamel.

The black grease ate into the glaze with a high-pitched, acid-like hiss. Thin, web-like cracks radiated outward from the center of the basin, turning dark and jagged as the dark ink burned its way deep into the ceramic substrate.

Patricia leaned over the sink, her breath coming in shallow, ragged rasps as she watched the black
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