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			Praise for Howls from the Scene of the Crime

			“HOWLS FROM THE SCENE OF THE CRIME is a thrilling and tense anthology that reads like your favourite true crime podcast blended with a wide range of speculative elements and subgenres such as small town western, sci-fi horror, body horror, the cosmic and inexplicable, the occult, among others. With morally grey situations and characters who often have good intentions attached to terrifying actions, these stories explore possession, lost traditions and cultures, revenge, grief and loss, cycles of violence, the grotesque and monstrous as a part of us rather than as separate, the dead and undead, and the way when the living fail the dead, the dead must rely on one another. What strikes me most is the way many of these stories criticize the systems of law and justice that fail us, the emergence of vigilantes due to this lack, and comments on incarceration—the wrongly convicted and the wrongly freed. And beneath the search for justice, there is the underlying darkness of how sometimes crime is glorified and how horrific that reality is—how villains become idolized and swarmed with admirers that can’t seem to understand their monstrosities, of crime becoming entertainment rather than danger.”

			—Ai Jiang, author of Linghun and I Am Ai

			“Soaked in spite, desperation, and unvarnished need, these stories expose the ragged edge of our social contract, the frayed ties that no longer bind, and the surreal justifications for our most intimate betrayals. Lock your doors.”

			—Andrew F. Sullivan, author of The Marigold and The Handyman Method

			“The stories here take old crime tropes and twist them. Among new takes on police procedurals and heists and serial killers, there are sentient jail cells and houses that beg to be robbed. This anthology is a thrill to read with all its surprises, the wide variety of stories and nuanced explorations of the world of crime. Howls from the Scene of the Crime takes you on a wild tour of underworlds and overworlds both terrifying and strange.” 

			—Ivy Grimes, author of Star Shapes and Grime Time

			“Howls from the Scene of the Crime illuminates the often-unexamined facets of crime. While cross-examining suspect, motive, victim, and transgression, these stories, above all, give voice to the enduring trickle of impact. Of cycles of injustice, of long-guarded curses and cults. Of unmoored rage and insatiable revenge. All buried within the uncanny and inexplicable, inflicting fear in the familiar and the unknown alike.” 

			 —Chelsea Pumpkins, editor of AHH! That’s What I Call Horror: An Anthology of ‘90s Horror and co-host of Cutthroat Queens Podcast

			“Your favorite community of writers is back with a fabulous anthology that will change the way you see crime fiction. Jessica Peter and Timaeus Bloom have selected a wonderful variety of diverse tales ranging from horror through dark science fiction and the weird. Beautiful presentation and illustrations, a must-buy!”

			—Chisti Nogle, Bram Stoker Award® winner and author of The Best of Our Past, the Worst of Our Future

			“Choices and their consequences sit at the heart of both horror and crime fiction. The stories in this collection expose the connective tissue between the genres, where every desperate act, one last score, or even the most minor transgression has the potential to push perpetrator, victim, or witness into an inescapable darkness.” 

			—Patrick Barb, author of Pre-Approved for Haunting

		


		
			Opening Statement

			Cynthia Pelayo

			Crime. Crimes. Crime scenes. 

			Howls from the Scene of the Crime takes us to places where bad things are done to people, and where people do bad things to each other.

			Why are we so fascinated with crime? Perhaps it’s because it stirs up questions and concepts that we have been examining for as long as humans have existed: fear, death, ethics, morality, spirituality, and more.  

			And what is a crime? It’s an act that causes an offense, and in fiction that offense is very often homicide, the killing of a human being by another human being.

			I came to crime by way of Edgar Allan Poe, in what is generally considered the very first crime story. “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” was published in 1841 in Graham’s Lady’s and Gentleman’s Magazine and it’s widely considered to be the very first detective story. In it, we are introduced to Monsieur C. Auguste Dupin who is brought on to solve a very strange case. In this story, we also first see characteristics later applied to literary detectives, including analytical power. Of course, the character of the detective has gone on to be adapted by many authors since, from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s iconic Sherlock Holmes to Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple, into what is considered the Golden Age of Detective Fiction with writers such as Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett exploring crime in cities and across scenarios.

			In the mystery genre, we very often see crime explored in a realistic way, with no supernatural elements. Crime and mystery stories very often explore what is real and what can be true, and with regards to murder, this typically has to do with people killing other people. Yet, this is the HOWL Society, so we know that horror will be brought into focus by this group dedicated to exploring and enjoying the horror genre.

			In these stories you’ll often find typical crime and mystery tropes—the detective and red herrings, for example—but you will also find things that creep and stir panic and terror. 

			In “Motive Factor X” by Joseph Andre Thomas, Thomas explores tension and dangers and dynamics of power expertly in scenes reminiscent of Thomas Harris’ The Silence of the Lambs. R.H. Newfield’s “In the Shadow of Stars” is where we begin to see our entry of supernatural elements into crime where a bounty hunter tells us they prefer bounties of a more “unearthly flavor.” “Around the Riverbend” by CB Jones starts off with many of the mechanisms in place that one would expect would lead to a typical robbery, but when the scales are stacked against you, what can you do? Ashe Olivier Deng’s “Unforeseen Parameters” explores humanity and technology and given we’ve seen how technology advancements are creeping into territories of danger, we know that things may not always go well, regardless of the original intent. 

			Now, should we speak of the dead? Can we? Michelle Tang’s “A Fate Finer Than Death” begins with telling us not everything we know is true. Now, “Selling Drugs to The Funny Kids” by Nathan Schuetz is an absolute fever dream, and reminds me that bad things very often happen because of company and conditions. Let’s not forget the private detective, and the grim secrets they must uncover and ghastly truths they must reveal, because we have that too here, in Christopher O’Halloran’s “The Rage at Being Born.” We have a story with a sheriff and dynamite by L.T. Williams, “Black Lung, Black Heart;” reminders that what was done was in fact a crime in “Chosen” by TJ Price; and there’s so much more. 

			We have tales with vampires, such as Carson Winter’s “The Speakeasy” and stories where you hear and see sirens and flashing lights and you wake up in a motel room with something beside you that you didn’t expect, like “Old Joe’s Money” by Christopher Buehlman. We are told of houses that beg to be broken into in “Break and Enter” by Mary Sanche, and we find rashes that are more than rashes in “Cartoons” by Donyae Coles. There are murmurs of deals at the crossroads in “Fuel and Fodder” by J.W. Donley; dim bookstores and crime scene photos in Peter Ong Cook’s “I Told You Not to Look;” instructions, or “A Private Detective’s Checklist For How Not to Die,” by Gwendolyn Kiste where we’re told “Don’t run from the truth. You need to go whichever way the evidence will lead you.” 

			In Jennifer L. Collins’ “Greyhounds and Grace,” the question is raised “Do you talk about the crimes you try to commit? The ones you get away with?” “Consummation” by RSL is a story of a confidential informant and madness. In ways, “The Devil You Don’t” by Dustin Mendel, brings us back to our fascination with serial killers nearing the end of this collection. “A Rain of Ruin From the Air” by Lindsey Ragsdale is told with a sense of urgency and panic, and we conclude with “Deathbed” by M. Halstead that ends with questions we should consider in terms of the state and crime and deaths.

			Overall, Howls from the Scene of the Crime takes the traditional formula of a crime story and plays with form, with shape and structure, and most importantly with the elements of horror, including creatures and the supernatural.

			Ultimately, however, this is still a series of crime stories. Take caution as you enter these crime scenes, for bad things happened there.

			—Cynthia Pelayo
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			Cynthia Pelayo is a Bram Stoker Award® and International Latino Book Award winning author and poet. She lives in Chicago with her family.
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			Motive Factor X

			Joseph Andre Thomas

			The oven clock reads: 3:08 AM.

			Fuck, I think, pinching the bridge of my nose. I place a kettle on the stove and open a teabag. It’s raining outside. Pitter-pattering echoes through the house. I’d gone to bed last night around eleven, but sleep never came. I wish this was out of the ordinary. It’s gotten to the point that one-two hours of broken rest is a decent night. It’s getting to me—the divorce, custody, dating

			(or lack thereof)

			the lawyers, work. My mind is a ratking of anxieties held together by thin cobwebbing; one little snip and the rodents will scurry everywhere.

			I have a full day of clients tomorrow. I should pop a halcion and force my eyes shut; instead, I go to the cupboard and tear open a fresh pack of Oreos. Does the insomniac therapist who knows she has a comfort-eating issue really have an issue?

			I take the tea and cookies into my home office. I flick on the desk lamp, creating a dim little tent of light in the middle of the room.

			Sitting right at the edge of the desk, I’m greeted by a collage of my daughter at our favorite summer spot, Lake Mansfield. I don’t recall having moved it off the mantlepiece, but the sights make me smile: Tabitha cooking hot dogs; Tabitha helping Mark, my ex, set up our tent; Tabitha in a yellow swimsuit, hesitant to dive off the dock. In each photo, she flashes some variation of her big-toothed smile ringed by curly, dirty blonde hair. In one corner is an awkwardly-close selfie of Mark and Tabitha, their smiles and matching hair dominating most of the frame. They look so alike; my genes—black hair, hazel eyes—feel distant, unimportant. Tabbicat’s grown so fast. It’s hard to believe she’s already almost ten; harder still to believe we’re putting her through the divorce dance at this age.

			The tea and cookies are fine, but a glass of Macallan would go great right now. After a phone call blowup on Mark’s birthday, however, I promised myself no more non-social drinking. That means no more liquor in the house

			(“… a temptation avoided is a temptation resisted!”)

			which I think makes me the first therapist in history to take her own advice.

			“Sorry.”

			A voice from the shadows makes me leap out of my chair, knocking it backwards against the wall and rattling my diploma frames. My UMass degree falls to the carpet with a soft thunk.

			“Who’s there?”

			“Sorry,” repeats the voice—a man’s. The far end of the room—the client session area—is dark, but I make out a hulking shape in the low moonlight sitting in a chair. “I’m late.”

			I take a beat, collect myself.

			It’s 3 AM. There’s a man in my office.

			In my home.

			I resist the urge to panic, to call out. Instead, I sidle back towards the door. “Who—who’s that?”

			The man grumbles in response. I only make out the word: “Bad.”

			I reach the door and turn on the light, illuminating a large man slouched in one of the brown leather meeting chairs by the window. He’s in his fifties with gray hair and a paunch belly. He’s messy, unshaven; the stubble around his chin is darker brown than the hair on his head. He’s wearing a sweat-stained white dress shirt and orange-blue tie. He’s big, well north of two-hundred. He stares out the window at the rain.

			“Hello, Terry,” I say.

			His mouth breaks into an oblong smile. “Hey doc.”

			Terry Soltaire—a recent addition to my roster. He was referred to me about a month ago from a downtown colleague. We’ve had two meetings, but he’d no-showed on an afternoon session yesterday.

			I’m frozen for a moment, drawn to the open door. I feel my back pocket for my phone but remember it’s on my bedside table. Is he drunk? Having an episode? I consider running for the phone, but it’s likely he’d be able to catch me before I was able to get through to anyone.

			If he is having some kind of mental episode, he may be genuinely—albeit highly irregularly—looking for help. This is a fact of the job: client line-crossing. Calling at awkward hours. Asking for favors. I’d once had a client show up to his session on Valentine’s Day in a tuxedo with a dozen red roses. All relatively par for the course for therapy.

			Breaking into my home in the dead of night? Uncharted waters.

			I breathe and straighten myself. Calm. If I spook him, set him off, a bad dream could become a real nightmare. I cross the room in four measured steps and sit across from him. Don’t look at the clock. It’s the middle of the day. I’m a professional. Just another session with just another client.

			“What’s on your mind, Terry?”

			He scratches at the armrest, staring out the window, shaking his head. “It’s bad,” he repeats. “Bad.”

			“What’s bad, Terry?”

			“It’s picked another one.”

			“‘It’?”

			“If you’re American going into the bathroom, and American on the way out, what are you in the bathroom?”

			“I don’t understand. What’s picked another one?”

			“European.”

			He laughs loudly at his own crappy joke, startling me. Annoyed, morose, and euphoric all within about a minute—emotional whiplash. Definitely having an episode of some sort.

			“I’m sorry about missing my appointment. I had a busy evening. So much to do.” He grins. “Work—so much setup for so little punchline.”

			“It’s alright, Terry,” I say. “But I have to tell you that it’s not appropriate to show up at my house at this hour.”

			He cocks his head, studying me. “You said you’d be available day or night if there was an emergency.”

			“That usually means a phone call. Breaking into my house after midnight is not what I had in mind.”

			“I didn’t break in.” Terry shakes his head. “The back door was open. You should be more careful. Even here in the suburbs. A woman living alone? You never know what kind of crazies might show up.”

			Yeah. Never know.

			I’m fairly certain he’s lying about the door. Since Mark moved out, I’ve been extra careful with locks. I study Terry for a moment, then take my notepad and place it on my crossed legs. Just another session with just another client.

			“Is there an emergency, Terry?”

			He leans forward, steepling his fingers on his knees. “Factor X has picked another one.”

			“What do you mean, Terry?”

			“I don’t like that. ‘Terry’.”

			“You don’t like… Terry?”

			“I don’t like you using my first name like that. It’s one of those, like, disarming techniques. Pedantic. Establishing dominance.”

			“I’m just being friendly.”

			“They teach you to be friendly. In school.”

			“I don’t want to be rude, Terry, but it’s late.” I try my best to sound firm, assured, not frightened. “I need to sleep.”

			“I need you to fix me.”

			“Fix… you?”

			He shakes his head. “I never asked for help before, really putting myself out there. Dangerous.”

			“Well,” I say, shifting in my chair, “fixing people isn’t really what we do. Therapy is an ongoing process. I’d be happy to continue this conversation during our regularly-scheduled sessions.” Or report this to the Massachusetts Psychological Association.

			Terry shakes his head violently, bringing his hands up, pulling at his hair. “You don’t understand. This is—is real.”

			“I know that, Te—I know it’s real. I also know it’s not generally good decorum to—”

			“I know this isn’t ‘good decorum’. I’m not crazy,” he spits, like I’m the one being unreasonable. “You don’t understand. I don’t have a choice. I need you to fix me. Now. Tonight. I thought maybe because you’re so good. Thoughtful. Smart. Maybe you could do something for me.”

			Under normal circumstances, I would express surprise at that. I’ve seen Terry Adames Soltaire for all of two sessions, one in which he barely spoke and left after fifteen minutes, the other in which he complained about his coworkers at the Parks & Recreation office. Outside of his job—he’s a park patroller—and the fact that one of his coworkers chews with her mouth open, I know little about this man.

			“If you can’t fix me,” he continues, “I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

			“‘Fixing’ isn’t the kind of language we use.”

			“I’ll have to give it up. The work. The whole project for nothing,” he mutters to himself. “If I tell you, all of the work will be—poof. Smoke. Life, family gone. Judy and the girls will be so disappointed in me. I’ll need to skip town.”

			“What’s the emergency?”

			“Factor X wants someone new,” he says slowly. “It makes sense. They remind me of the first. Well, not the first-first, but it all gets mixed up in my memory.” He’s dug his nails into the leather of the armchair. Under normal circumstances I’d ask him to stop and breathe. I somehow think that would have the opposite effect tonight. “Same hair, about same height. Makes sense. But I don’t want to.”

			“What is ‘Factor X’?”

			“I did back then—wanted it. Wanted them,” he continues, ignoring me. “The first—all of them. I saw us together. Wanted to see them tied up. Thought about… opening them. The blood. Playing with the blood.”

			OK, enough playtime. I need to get out of this room. Now.

			“Knew about the husband. Planned for him. That’s why I brought the gun. Didn’t plan to use it, mind. But they made me.”

			I run through excuses to get up from the chair, this room. Phone call? Bathroom?

			“The kids, though… I didn’t plan for them. Sloppy. Would’ve tied them up, left them in the basement, but I’d used all the wire on Celine and her husband. Had to do little Jeff, then Sarah started wailing. What was I supposed to do?”

			Jeff? Sarah? The names

			(Celine)

			(Jeff)

			(Dalton)

			(Sarah)

			hit a pause button on my racing mind.

			Terry notes my face and smiles widely. “You remember. It was good work, in the end. But a learning experience.”

			Memories of headlines from my childhood—“Family of Four Slaughtered in Apparent Random Attack”—“Bodies of Daughter, Six, and Son, Eight, Discovered in Garage Freezer”—“The Vampire Strikes Again!”—hover behind my eyes. My palms begin to sweat.

			“Knew I had to take a break after that one, of course. Mama Soltaire didn’t raise no fool. It’s not easy to ignore Factor X, but I had to be careful. Five whole years.”

			(not five—four years, nine months)

			The first break of the Berkshire Vampire murders. The looming threat that tormented my city for two decades. That was the name given to a serial killer, one of uncommon patience, who struck for the first time in Pittsfield almost twenty years ago. He killed an entire family of four, the Fourniers. Bound them up, shot the father, choked the wife, and bled-out their two children.

			It happened when I was in high school. I recalled the face of adorable Sarah Fournier, whose picture had been all over the news. Her buck-toothed, smiling school photo, with that pretty, messy blonde hair, had been such a sharp contrast to the crime scene images that leaked, the ones we’d passed around the school more furtively, guiltily than weed. Her lifeless body crumpled up in the freezer. I’d been obsessed with following the story in my youth. Everyone had been. “If you’re not home by curfew,” my mother would say, wagging a finger in my face, “the Vampire will get you!”

			He can’t be serious.

			(can’t he?)

			“This isn’t funny.” My voice cracks despite my efforts.

			“No joke.” A thin smile crosses his lips. “I know jokes. Want one?”

			“No.”

			Even the possibility that he’s telling the truth makes my blood run cold. The Vampire had never been caught. Serial killers are creatures of brutal impulse. Not usually patient; they need to kill. The Berkshire Vampire had been different. After the Fourniers and his prolonged cooling off period, he struck again: an immigrant couple from Peru, the Valdezes. Two years later, a man in his mid-twenties working at a Texaco, Ted Lasceaux. (He “didn’t really mean that one,” he wrote it in a grammatically-disastrous letter to police. “He was just for fun.”) Six years after that, another family of four, the Takahashis. Yuna Takahashi had been three.

			That had been seven years ago. Despite some leads and arrests, no suspect was ever charged. The media now treated the killings as a thing of the past, suggesting that the Berkshire Vampire had likely either passed away or been arrested for an unrelated crime.

			My hands begin to shake at the prospect that I might be sitting across from 

			(“America’s Greatest Unsolved Serial Killer!”)

			the demon that haunted my childhood.

			His stare is hard and sharp now. Confident in my discomfort. “Dalton Fournier, the father, had a nice Swiss watch,” he says. “Silver. Pricey. I took that, but it was never in the news. They do that sometimes, the police. Leave information ‘tactically unreleased.’ Control the narrative, make you slip up. You’ve got to be careful with them—wily.” He sneers. “Like with Mariana Valdez. They said I raped her—disgusting. I would never do that. I’m married. I’m not a cheater. I finished on the floor by her legs, near the wire bindings. Misinformation. They do that, too. Try to get your emotional reaction. Gotta be careful. Why so many of us don’t last long.”

			(us?)

			My hands are shaking now, the notepad slipping from my fingers. There isn’t a chance that this is real, I tell myself. This is just a man. A disturbed man trying to frighten me, but just a man—not that monster.

			His eyes soften, and he raises his hands. “I’m not here to hurt you. Just want help. Everyone deserves help, no matter who. Isn’t that your Hippocratic Oath?”

			My eyes move to a small statue on the window sill nearby, a bronze bust of the head of Melanie Klein. It’s equidistant between us; in a quick motion, I could snag it and glance him across the head.

			He follows my line of sight to the statue and exhales, disappointed. “Please be reasonable.”

			Reasonable—it takes effort not to laugh at that. “How do you think I can help you?”

			“Help me to understand why I do it.” He looks down at his hands. A low tone slips into his voice. Remorse? “I’ve tried to understand so long, but nothing changes. I always go back—back to Factor X.”

			“You keep saying that, Factor X.”

			“On the news they said I’m ‘broken.’ ‘Soulless.’ But I wrote a song about a sandwich.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Actually, it’s more of a wrap.”

			(Christ)

			“Soulless people don’t like jokes.” Terry chuckles. “No—not broken. I’m just incomplete. Unfinished. I know it’s bad, but I have an… unfinished soul. There’s a spot there that’s not filled in. I think I’m okay sometimes, but it never sticks.”

			I nod and pretend to take notes. His increasingly circuitous language brings back memories of the letters. The Vampire shifted modus operandi between murders to make them seem random. They might never have ever been connected if not for the poorly-written, rambling confessions he’d sent to police and radio stations. Their tones varied wildly

			(like his speech right now)

			from braggadocious and taunting to sad and regretful. Many of them contained armchair psychoanalysis of himself. Like he was reaching out for help.

			(like he’s doing right now)

			The only constant between the letters had been jealousy; the killer insisted the public must know that this was him, all him. If memory served, he had even named himself; one of his letters had included a list of suggested nicknames: the Pittsfield Demon, Blunt Rage, Carrion Creator.

			What, I wonder, was the point of making the crimes seem like random attacks, only to admit to them all in those letters?

			(ego)

			“Those were big deal crimes, Terry,” I say. “So much media attention. You really had the world terrified. The FBI was involved, I hear.”

			Terry nods, smiling. “The FBI only gets involved for serious crimes. Didn’t think it would happen so quick, but they were very impressed by my work.”

			“You must really have been putting yourself at risk. Why did you do that?”

			He nods. “I didn’t—don’t—want to. Factor X chooses.”

			“I can’t help you if you don’t tell me. What is Factor X?”

			“Factor X…” Terry’s eyes go glassy; he turns his head back to the rain-swept window. “Leather Apron Jack had it. So did Dr. Holmes. Bundy. Ridgway. I wish I could speak to them—someone who understands. Factor X is like a disease. No, a gene. Maybe we have an extra gene, something that fills in the rest of our souls. A mold to complete what’s unfinished.”

			I’d stopped pretending to take notes somewhere and actually wrote all that down. Somewhere along the line I’d started taking him seriously. “Have you ever tried to stop?”

			“Each time. I want to stop. But it’s—it’s an addiction. Like an alky or some pathetic junkie. I always go back.”

			“Why do you think that is?”

			Terry leans back in the chair, his eyes wandering around the room. Then he says, “You’re divorced.”

			At first I think he’s asking a question, but then I recall volunteering this information at our first meeting. For the first time in my career, I wish I’d trained as one of those cold, quiet psychoanalysts who never feels any need to share personal information.

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Why am I divorced? That’s… complicated. And personal.”

			“Did he hurt you?” Terry looks at me severely. “Some men can be like that.”

			Do they now? “No. We grew apart. It happens.”

			“Was the divorce your idea or his?”

			“I’m not going to answer that question, Terry.”

			He nods. “I understand.”

			I place the notebook to the side. “Terry,” I say. “Can I be honest with you?”

			He shrugs.

			“I have to tell you that I’m frightened right now. It seems like you know that you’ve… transgressed. I’d like to ask you a favor: would you leave my home and let me consider what you’ve told me?”

			“You’ll call the police.”

			I shake my head. “You’re still my client. I’m bound by professional confidentiality.”

			“Confidentiality doesn’t extend to capital crimes.”

			(“Experts Suspect Culprit May be Familiar with Police Tactics”)

			“I don’t feel safe right now, Terry. I won’t be able to help you if I feel unsafe.”

			Terry looks at me for a long, stony second, then says: “OK.”

			“OK?”

			“OK.” He slaps his knees as though remembering he needs to be elsewhere. “I’ll get outta your hair.”

			The relief floods out of me like a wave as he gets to his feet, retrieving a crumpled varsity jacket from the floor. He’s taller than I’d noted before, six-two-or-three.

			“Thank you, Terry,” I say, willing my voice to remain steady.

			“I wish you could’ve helped me. I really hoped you would.”

			“I’m sorry about that.”

			“I thought you’d wanna know the punchline.” He moves towards the door, but before leaving he wanders over to my desk and picks up the collage of my daughter. My back stiffens. “Probably for the best. No one likes it when you explain jokes.” He turns the collage to me. “I noticed this last session. She yours?”

			“Yes.”

			Terry smiles. “Real sweetheart. Loves camping, loves the outdoors. She loves to swim, doesn’t she?”

			I do not respond.

			“Sad about the divorce. Why doesn’t she live with you?”

			I do not respond.

			“She should be here. I think you’d be a good mother.”

			I do not respond.

			“I’ve got daughters myself,” he continues, placing the collage back on the desk. “Can’t get them to do any of that stuff. Such a shame. Lots of missed memories. Glad you haven’t missed anything.”

			I just stare at Terry as he walks out of the room. At the doorframe, he pauses.

			“You know, she reminds me a bit of her—Sarah. You notice that?”

			With those words, Terry Adames Soltaire is gone.

			My impulse is to ask him what he means by that, but my blood—my body—is dunked in liquid nitrogen. I don’t move from my chair until I hear the back door slam shut, then drop the notebook and race to the desk. Tabitha’s smiles stare back at me, tinged now with venom.

			(Sarah Fournier. Ten, blonde. “An active girl who lit up every room she entered!”)

			“They remind me of the first.” Terry’s words echo through my memory. “… Same hair, around the same height. Makes sense.”

			Tabitha.

			I’m in my bedroom seconds later dialing a number I know by heart. Mark, the disorganized motherfucker, could never be bothered to set-up a voicemail message, so the phone rings endlessly until—

			“Hello?” comes his groggy voice, after the eighth ringtone.

			“Mark, check on Tabitha.”

			“She’s sleeping.”

			“Please, Mark. Just get up and check on her right now. Please.”

			“Alright, okay,” he says, huffing.

			I chew my fingernails, wander from the dark bedroom back into my office. I feel blood pulsing in my temples. I put on a windbreaker; no matter what Mark tells me, I’m ready to run out the front door and drive like a madwoman until I’m holding my daughter. I pace behind the desk, awaiting Mark’s response, and hear a crunch. I look down to see I’ve stepped on my UMass diploma. Funny to think I might have cared about that an hour ago.

			Then I hear Mark walking back to the phone saying fuck fuck fuck fuck to himself. “Tabbi’s not in her bed. Where is she?”

			I nearly collapse against the wall, the strength vacuumed out of my muscles. “I don’t know. I don’t know.”

			“What the fuck! Did you take her?” Mark’s voice is frantic. “Did she run away? What’s going on?”

			Mark’s questions continue over the phone, but I pull it away from my ear, distracted. How did Terry know who my daughter was, what she looked like? I reach out and grab the collage of Tabbi.

			(“I noticed this last session.”)

			The pictures. They have one thing in common.

			✦

			According to the GPS, it’s a thirty minute drive from Pittsfield to Lake Mansfield. I make it in a little over ten, despite rain devouring the windshield. Thank Christ there’s almost no one on the road at this hour. During the drive, I call the police and rattle off every detail I can recall about Terry Soltaire. He had indeed jimmied the back door lock to get in. The words sound unreal pouring out of my mouth—“A client broke into my house tonight claiming to be the Berkshire Vampire”—like I’m hearing some bizarre, alternate reality recording of myself.

			The dispatch operator tries to keep me on the line, asking questions, but when I near the lake, I hang up on her mid-sentence. I tear into the gravel parking lot and ditch my car with no regard for the chalk parking spots.

			“Tabbi!” I scream before I’m even out of the car.

			I repeat her name over and over, moving towards the lake. The world is pitch black, the sole illumination moonlight peering out from behind the clouds above the rain-flecked water. In my haste to leave, I forgot a flashlight, so I’m forced to use the shitty light on my phone. In the rain, I can barely see four feet ahead of me.

			I slip on the pathway down to the beach and land hard on a knee. I pull myself upright and feel blood dribbling down my ankle. There’s no pain. My body is numb.

			“Tabbi!”

			I scream her name so many times my voice goes hoarse. There’s no response. My head begins to pound. In this stretch of Massachusetts, there are dozens upon dozens of lakes. The maniac could’ve taken

			(killed)

			her anywhere.

			Then I hear a soft noise, like moaning.

			Again.

			And again.

			“Tabbicat?”

			My eyes adjust to the darkness, and I scan the moon-daubed lake. There’s the sandy beach. There’s the dock where I took the picture of Tabbi about to dive.

			There’s a shape on the end of the dock.

			My phone light strobes across the wet sand as I sprint forward. I reach the shape and nearly explode in tears at the sight of Tabitha, my Tabitha, bound to the edge of the dock, her mouth covered in duct tape. Her eyes are red from tears, from terror, her bobbed, blonde hair a mess.

			 I rip the tape off her mouth. We both start blubbering and crying and hugging. She’s never felt so real as she does in this moment. I just keep repeating: “Thank you thank you thank you.”

			When we pull away, questions come pouring out of Tabbi’s mouth, but I don’t respond. Something else has caught my eye. Paper taped to Tabitha’s pajama top. A note. Typed.

			I remove it, hands quaking.

			pete and repeat go into boat and pete falls out

			whos left in the boat?

			hahaha

			mother always should have custody

			I reread that line again and again until I can make sense of it. Tabbi’s bawling recedes in the distance, becomes a hideous, surreal phonic backdrop, as realization strikes.

			(“They remind me of the first.”)

			Mark’s face comes to mind, as does my memory of Dalton Fournier’s—the father of the first victims of the Berkshire Vampire.

			(“Well, not the first-first.”)

			My heart plunges. Tabitha grabs at my pajama bottoms as I pull out my phone and dial the number I’ve dialed more than any other. The trees across the lake sway in the rain.

			And the phone just rings and rings and rings.

			✦
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			In the Shadow of Stars

			R. H. Newfield

			He slinked into our saloon, a stumble already about him, and though his clothes were clean, the wind that pushed in from behind reeked of blood. His eyes danced across the room, across glares filled with suspicion, yet when they met all of ours, he stuttered to a momentary stop. The man took a deep, shuddering sigh, then continued on forward. He sat at the bar with a heavy thump, clinked a pile of coins onto its wood, and pointed at a bottle of whiskey sat upon the highest shelf. We grabbed a glass, but the man shook his head.

			“Bottle.”

			We put down the glass, slid him the whole thing. He grabbed its neck, upturned it towards his mouth, and took a mighty swig. A quarter of the bottle gone.

			“So what brings you to the Resting Song?” we asked.

			“What brings me back is that I ain’t too fond of wanderin’ the night after all I’ve seen today.”

			Another swig, smaller this time.

			“Mind telling us what happened?”

			He took the bottle again.

			Drowned his throat.

			“Well…”

			✦

			I found my way here as I gather most do—lookin’ for a way-stop in between destinations along a grander journey. Only really wanted to find myself a drink as I was parched somethin’ fierce. Had no idea y’all were already dealing with some kinda shit. Though, I shoulda known somethin’ was strange from the moment I stepped into this here town.

			Wind stinks like blood.

			Was a little before noon and your town was dead quiet. All things considered, not too unusual for such an out of the way type a’ joint. I expected the noise to be congregated inside this here saloon, but it was just as bone dry as the town outside. Just a buttoned up, badge-wearin’ sheriff, clearly a few drinks deep by the row of empties.

			I saddled myself on the stool to the sheriff’s left and tapped some change on the counter. No one came to serve me, my loud sighs apparently not enough to garner any attention. Guess you weren’t ’round during the day. Woulda been yellin’ had the sheriff not been sat right there. So I turned to him instead.

			“Somethin’ happen?”

			The sheriff, who had been lost in the bottle before him, jumped a little when he realized I was there, who I was. Though, it was less who, and more what. Y’ do what I do for as long as I have and ya lose yourself, bit by bit, carry its weight through hollowed eyes. It ain’t easy huntin’ bounties, especially the kind I’m in for.

			Nothing pretty ’bout those deaths, that’s for sure.

			“The hell you so close for, boy?”

			He was tryin’ to be all confident, angry, typical sheriff bullshit. But I could see through the veneer. A bottle don’t shake like that just because y’ drunk.

			“Figured y’ could use a bit of company seeing how stale this scene is.”

			He snorted, turned back to his bottle. Least he was too distracted to get real pissy.

			“Y’ gonna answer my question?”

			The sheriff suckled on his hooch for a good long while, as though he were a newborn surrounded by a distinct lack of maternal grace. He chewed on his thoughts, then spit ’em out.

			“Ol’ Ben is what happened.”

			As if I’d know who the hell that was.

			“Ol’ Ben?”

			“Up and killed his wife and kid, then fled town.” He paused his drink long enough to give me a solid look-over. “What’s it t’ you?”

			“Maybe hopin’ there’s a bounty on the line.”

			Truth be told, I’m not in the business of huntin’ typical bounties—murderers, bandits, what have you. I prefer bounties of a more unearthly flavor. Those always come with more destruction, more potential for a worse outcome than any ol’ regular crime.

			But there was no chance in hell I was about to sit in that depressive silence without so much as a drink. Needed something and I figured a conversation would do.

			The sheriff just laughed. “Boy, there’s a reason I’ve left this one well enough alone. Ain’t your typical murder.”

			That piqued my interest, of course. “How’s about you enlighten me?”

			He guzzled the rest of the hooch in his hands, fingers still shaking, maybe even more.

			“Ben was always the studious type. Smart beyond anyone here, self included. Had a passion for the sciences and always spoke with so many words that went over all our heads. Though that never stopped him from tryin’ to talk to us about it.

			“A year ago, his demeanor changed. Stopped chattin’ about his sciences, became all quiet, reclusive like. One night, he stumbles on in to this here saloon only to stop dead center, frozen still. His eyes were all buggered out, enough to make me think he had found some kind of substance to partake in. Could almost make out his lips quivering as though he were mumblin’ something. Then he turned tail and ran. Up and vanished for a whole year, left his wife and kid behind, no note, nothin’.”

			The sheriff slammed a fist into the bar, a few bottles clankin’ together as they felt the motion’s tremor. For a moment, that fear of his, those jitters that swayed his hands, vanished in a bout of rage.

			“Yesterday, ol’ Ben showed back up, smile on his face as though nothin’ had happened,” he continued. “Ain’t right, if y’ ask me. And ditchin’ his whole family ain’t even the worst he did, as I said.

			“When he showed back up, he had a whole posse in tow. They were all dressed to the nines in strange lookin’ robes, pure black, head to toe, unknown symbols embroidered into the cloth. When we asked where he’d been, all he offered was that he had been out there discovering himself.”

			I reached over the bar to grab some booze for myself, makin’ sure the sheriff saw me tuck some coins in its place. As it turned out, the sheriff was right—this wasn’t just a regular ol’ murder. Y’ don’t just discover yourself into a cult, ’cause that’s what ol’ Ben and his posse were. You can trust my word on that. Never met a group of strangely robed individuals that weren’t one, I’ll tell you what.

			“Woke this mornin’ to the thunderous applause of horses,” the sheriff said, “and some muted screams. When I took a gander outside, I saw ol’ Ben’s posse, their black robes even blacker, and drippin’ some foul, red liquid. Sat upon their horse was my deputy, bound and gagged. Guess he got to the scene first.

			“I thought about drawin’ my gun, but I ain’t a gambler and that there was eight to one odds. Not that it mattered. Found my eyes driftin’ towards ol’ Ben’s porch, where the wood was stained red and drippin’.

			“Heard myself squeak out a few words, a whisper, I think. What have you done, Ben?

			“He grinned, more so something sinister than a smile, and said, We’re takin’ a step towards changing the world, sheriff. Nothin’ for you t’ be worried about.”

			The tremors in his hands were no longer subtle. I could even hear the heaviness of his breaths, the shallowness of each
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