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      "Luciano Marano writes horror like an undercover reporter from the margins of a haunted world in mid-collapse.”

      —Gordon B. White, finalist for the Shirley Jackson and Bram Stoker Awards

      

      “He’s not a splatterpunk guy who occasionally gets literary, or a quiet horror writer who sometimes gets nasty. He seems committed to doing both, sometimes in the same paragraph.”

      —The Blog Without A Face

      

      “Luciano Marano writes with a punchy crime lilt, but his fiction is pure horror.”

      —Carson Winter, award-winning author of The Corpse Priest

      

      “He is a master of arthouse horror.”

      —Rebecca Rowland, Bram Stoker and Shirley Jackson Award-nominated author and editor

      

      “Marano’s range is astonishing. Here is an author who has steeped himself in life and literature, and who fashions his fictions into beautiful palimpsests that reveal both the underlayer of inspiration as well as the glowing epidermis that is his unique vision and voice.”

      —C.M. Muller, editor of Chthonic Matter Quarterly

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to Liane: my wife, best friend, and favorite person.

        Jesus, don’t you ever get tired of being right?

        And to my favorite actor, Warren Oates.

        “Nobody loses all the time!”

        You said it, brother.
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        We are all our own graveyards I believe; we squat amongst the tombs of the people we were.

        —Clive Barker

      

      

      

      
        
        Nobody leaves this place without singing the blues.

        —Albert Collins, “Adventures In Babysitting” (1987)
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      It was raining in Seattle the way the rest of the country thinks it’s always raining in Seattle when I came to meet the girl.

      A cold unrelenting downpour scouring grime, graffiti, and moss off the faded face of so-called Emerald City, soaking through all but the most weatherproof clothing and savaging the umbrellas that identified the few tourists determined to venture out and see the sights. That is, what little could be seen through the low dark clouds, which thoroughly concealed the iconic top of the Space Needle. The line of visitors outside Ivar’s on Alaskan Way, however, remained long as ever. It was, if nothing else, good chowder weather. 

      There was a time when none of it would have bothered me. I’ve withstood worse conditions while handling less urgent matters for many clients. But with my seventieth birthday looming larger all the time, and being on nobody’s dime but my own, I was thankful I didn’t have far to walk on such a day.

      The Hound & Whistle, one of Seattle’s last great dives, wasn’t quite two blocks from Colman Dock, tucked down an alley between the waterfront and 1st Avenue. A dark cozy wood-and-brick cavern in the basement of a building historically important for reasons I never bothered to learn.

      I was early to the meeting as usual, out of habit, but only just hung up my coat and sat down with a glass of bourbon when Liliana rushed in. She was short, skinny, and looked even younger than she was, wrapped in a long tan coat that was too big. Her brown hair was plastered down and dripping. The lenses of her glasses, already speckled with rain, fogged as she came inside.

      I hadn’t seen the kid in years, not since her father’s funeral, but she didn’t need to get close for me to know it was her. Whatever parts of me were failing, my eyes were good as ever. I had no problem spotting the freshly busted lip she sported or her swollen black eye. She tried and failed to hide a limp, wincing as she slid into the corner booth I’d chosen so as to better watch the door. Another old habit.

      The last time I came to Seattle was to help Selena deliver prints to a gallery in Capitol Hill for an exhibition, a favor done in return for my right to skip the show’s opening reception and only after a certain amount of encouraging. I’d have thought nothing short of a gorgeous woman working her wiliest wiles could have enticed me back over so soon, until Liliana called me the night before, sobbing buckets and singing the blues. Seems I’ve grown weak in my old age, no longer able to resist a damsel in any degree of distress.

      Liliana downed three screwdrivers faster than a dehydrated sailor while I made her tell me the whole thing, twice, to be sure I had the details right. These situations were rarely as complicated as they seemed but if Liliana was not exaggerating—and her face made me fairly certain she was not—this one had potential.

      “I didn’t know what else to do.” Liliana got silent as the server put another drink before her and didn’t speak again until he was out of earshot. “Daddy always said, ‘If you get in trouble, call Uncle Cray.’ It was the last thing he told me at the hospital, right before he died. If you get in trouble, call Uncle Cray.”

      Her faith was touching, and ten years ago (or even five, maybe) I’d have confidently agreed it was well placed. But in that moment, feeling cold and tired, aching joints and stiff hip doing battle with my pride, I thought the matter too close to call just yet. 

      We talked a little more and she told me some things I didn’t like. Finally, I asked, “Have you got a recent photograph of her?”

      Liliana pulled out three pictures of herself and another girl. I got my first look at Chaney, and, just like that, we had a winner. Pride and curiosity edged out all the aches, pains, and trepidation. It was a narrow victory, but definite. 

      “How old did you say she was?”  

      I gave Liliana some cash and suggested she stay with a friend for a while. She stumbled slightly as she walked away in the rain, then paid the tab. The ferry took me back to Bainbridge Island, where I found my BMW in the dockside parking lot and began the long, wet, foggy drive back to my farmhouse on the peninsula, feeling Liliana’s photographs in my jacket pulsing against my revolver like a second heartbeat.

      About halfway home, I could resist no longer. I pulled over at the Indian casino in Kingston and, under the glare of lights promising fortune and fun without consequence, dared another look at the photos. The women in them hadn’t changed and I wasn’t sure if I was relieved. Maybe it would be better, I thought, if they had, and the girl was somehow different and I was simply a senile geezer down to his last few marbles. 

      I scrutinized the face of the woman beside Liliana with a feeling like the sinking in your stomach as you watch a pair of dice roll across the table after you’ve bet more than you can afford to lose, the resigned thrill of knowing you are on a wild ride for better or worse, with no choice but to endure whatever insanity came next. Buy the ticket, take the ride. For me, this particular drop had been a long time coming.

      I agreed to help Liliana because I owed her father a debt he died before I could repay. It made a kind of perverted sense, too, his daughter being the one who got me into this—whatever this was.

      I agreed to help Liliana because fixing problems is what I do and I used to be the best at what I did. Maybe, part of me thought, I still might be. One more time, at least.

      More importantly, I agreed to help Liliana because I knew this missing girlfriend of hers—or another woman who looked enough like her to be an identical twin. I was there when she died nearly forty years ago.

      I was the one who killed her.
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