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“In the province of the mind,
 
what one believes to be true either is true
 
or becomes true.”

—JOHN LILLY

“Men are not prisoners of fate,
 
but only prisoners of their own minds.”

—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT
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These were the rules as they were first put down:


First, that the Artist should choose an Object dear to the deceased.

Second, that the Artist feel neither guilt nor remorse in the taking.

Third, and most important, that the Object would not hold power until blooded. And that the more innocent the blood for the blooding, the more powerful the result.
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At first the idea of a cross-country road trip had been hard to stomach. If sleeping in a tent wasn’t horrible enough, Dan had felt anxious, almost sick, at the prospect of being away from his computer, his books, his alone time for two whole weeks. But that was the deal Jordan offered when he wrote to them with the big news: he was moving to New Orleans to live with his uncle.

Perfect chance, his email had said, to have some time together. You two nerds can help me move down there, and we’ll get a last hurrah before we all traipse off to college.

Dan couldn’t argue with that, or with any reason to spend more time with Abby. She’d visited him in Pittsburgh once a few months ago, and they’d been talking online more or less every week. But two weeks away from parents and chaperones . . . He didn’t want to get ahead of himself, but maybe their relationship could finally flourish, or at least survive, with some much-needed quality time together.

The Great Senior Exodus, Jordan had called it. And now, a day after leaving Jordan’s miserable parents behind in Virginia, the trip was finally starting to live up to that name.

“These are incredible,” Jordan was saying, flicking through the pictures Abby had taken and then uploaded onto his laptop for safekeeping. “Dan, you should really check these out.”
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“I know it’s kind of cliché, photographing Americana in black and white, but lately I’ve been obsessing over Diane Arbus and Ansel Adams. They were the focus of my senior project, and Mr. Blaise really loved it.”

Dan leaned forward between the seats to look at the photographs with Jordan. “They’re definitely worth the stops,” he said. They really were something. Open landscapes and deserted buildings—through Abby’s eyes, they were desolate, but also beautiful. “So Blaise finally gave you an A, then?”

“Yup. No more stupid A minuses for me.” She beamed. Jordan offered up a high five, which Abby managed without taking her eyes off the road. “He actually grew up in Alabama. He’s the one who gave me ideas for sites to photograph.”

They had already stopped a few—well, many—times to allow Abby to take photos, but Dan didn’t mind the extra time on the road. He could ride forever in this car with his friends, even if his turns driving got a little tedious.

“I know it’s lame to take us so far out of the way, but you’re not in too much of a hurry to get there, are you, Jordan?”

“You’ve already apologized about a million times. Don’t worry about it. I’d say something if it was annoying.”

“Yes,” she said with a laugh. “I’m sure you would.”

If he was honest, Dan wasn’t in too much of a hurry to get there, either.

It had been nine months since they’d watched the Brookline asylum burn to the ground. The three of them had barely escaped with their lives, and they’d managed that much only with the help of a boy named Micah, who had died trying to buy them time to escape their pursuers. Micah had had a rough, short life, and he’d grown up in Louisiana—a fact Dan had never told Abby or Jordan. Now, just when it seemed like the ghosts of the past were finally content to leave Dan and his friends alone, the three of them were headed to the most haunted city in America. It felt like they were tempting fate, to say the least.

“You okay back there?” Abby asked, cruising smoothly down Highway 59.

“Yeah, I’m good, Abs,” Dan said. He wasn’t sure if that was a lie. But before Abby could call him on it, Jordan’s phone dinged—or rather, a clip of Beyoncé fired off loud enough to make all three of them jump.

Dan knew what that meant. “You’re still talking to Cal?”

“On and off,” Jordan said, quickly reading the text message. “The on part is why Mom won’t pay for school. Not sure what I’d do without Uncle Steve.”

“You could stop talking to Cal,” Dan suggested.

“And let my parents win? Not likely.” He peered around the center console at Dan, his bare feet propped up on the dashboard. Late afternoon sunlight glinted off the shiny new black lip piercing Jordan had insisted on getting in Louisville. “He says physical therapy is a real shit show sometimes, but his life feels like paradise after New Hampshire College. Hey! I just realized that at Uncle Steve’s, I’ll be able to Skype with him without my mother the drama queen bursting into tears.”

Dan shifted again, even antsier now at the mention of New Hampshire College. If he let his mind wander or dwell, he would feel the heat of the flames that had engulfed Brookline and everything in it. He wanted to believe that Brookline’s effect on him had ended that day—that the evil had died with Warden Crawford and Professor Reyes—but his last moments at the college had given him cause to doubt.

He’d had another vision. He’d seen Micah’s ghost, waving good-bye.

He hadn’t had any visions since then, and for that, Dan was grateful. It felt like a signal: it was time to let it all go and move on. Even the files and journals he had saved from the ordeal held no interest anymore.

Well, except for one small thing.

Before the trip, Abby and Jordan had threatened to subject Dan to a search of his things for any junk he might have brought from Brookline. They’d said it like a joke—like, no way Dan would really do that to them, right?

But in the end, they hadn’t dumped out his bag, which meant they hadn’t found the file he had brought along. The one that had been folded in half at the bottom of the stack they’d rescued from Professor Reyes’s things. The one labeled POSSIBLE FAMILY / CONNECTIONS?, inside which he’d found a paper-clipped pile of papers, connected by a name that had made his heart shoot into his mouth.

MARCUS DANIEL CRAWFORD.

Nine months ago, that pile of papers had seemed like a gift, the reward at the end of a long, hard search for answers about his mysterious past. A sparse family tree had confirmed what he’d already suspected: Marcus was his father, and he was also the nephew of the warden through the warden’s youngest brother, Bill. But a single line had also been drawn from Marcus to someone named Evelyn. Was that his mother? It seemed so incomplete. He’d tried to find any Evelyn Crawford online who seemed like a match, but with no promising results and no maiden name, he hadn’t had much else to go on.

There was more in the stack—an old postcard, a map, even a police report detailing a time his father had been arrested for breaking and entering—but maddeningly, nothing that would help him pick out his father from the numerous Marcus Daniel Crawfords he found online, and nothing else about his potential mother.

Still. Even after the pile of papers had come to feel less like a gift than a curse, he’d kept the folder hidden. And when he’d packed his bags for this trip, the thought of Paul and Sandy going through his room and finding the folder had been enough to make him bring it—to keep it in sight.

As if on cue, Dan’s phone buzzed, not with Beyoncé but with the more subdued jingle indicating Sandy was texting. He checked the message, smiling down into the faint glow of the screen.

How are the intrepid roadtrippers doing? Please tell me you are eating more than beef jerky and Skittles! Call at the next good stopping place.

Dan texted back to reassure her that they were doing their best to eat actual, normal food.

“How’s Sandy?” Jordan asked, craning around to look at him again.

“She’s good. Just making sure we aren’t stuffing ourselves with junk the whole way to Louisiana,” Dan replied. He flicked his eyes up to see Jordan swallowing with some difficulty—the insides of his lips were a guilty shade of Skittles orange.

“It’s a road trip. What does she think we’re going to do?” Jordan asked. “Boil quinoa on the radiator?”

“That’s not a half-bad idea,” Abby teased. “We are not stopping at McDonald’s tonight.”

“But—”

“No. I checked to see if there was anything to eat other than fast food on the route. Turns out we can avoid the Montgomery traffic and stop at a cute little family-owned diner off 271.”

“Diners have hamburgers,” Jordan pointed out sagely. “So really, that doesn’t change much.”

“Hey, I’m just providing a few more options. What you stuff down your gullet is none of my business,” she said.

“And thank God for that,” Jordan muttered. “Quinoa is for goats.”

“I’m with Abby,” Dan said. “I could use a salad, or just, you know, a vegetable of any kind. I’m starting to shrivel up from all the beef jerky.”

He heard the satisfied smile in Abby’s voice as she sat up straighter in the driver’s seat and said, “That’s settled then. The place I found is called the Mutton Chop, and the same family has owned it for generations. We can get a little local history for my photography project and a decent meal.”

“I’m still getting a burger,” Jordan muttered. He twisted to face the windshield, sighing as he slid down into his seat and began to text at lightning speed. “Soon I’ll be on the all-gumbo, all-jambalaya diet. Gotta get my burgers in while I still can.”
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When the tire popping jolted Dan out of a nap, his first thought was to be grateful he wasn’t the one driving.

“What was that!” Jordan had shot up like rocket, too, gripping the edge of the door while the car began to swerve and then slow.

“I think we lost a tire,” Abby said with a sigh. She didn’t seem frightened in the least, holding the wheel steady while the car corrected and then leveled out. She navigated them carefully off the road, letting the Neon idle in the ditch for a second before turning off the ignition. “And that’s why you always pack a spare.”

“What the hell are we going to do?” Jordan asked, leaning against the window to try to see which tire had blown.

“Paul taught me how to fix tires when I first learned to drive, but I doubt I could manage it,” Dan said. They had cell signal, at least, so Triple-A was a possibility.

“Well, lucky for you boys, I practiced right before the trip.” Patting the wheel with a smug little hop, Abby opened the door and circled to the trunk.

“There’ll be no living with her after this,” Jordan warned.

“Just be glad she can do it,” Dan said. “It’s getting dark.”

“That’s, um, not what I meant.”

“Jordan? Jordan! Where is the spare? I know I checked it before I left New York. . . .” Her shout was muted through the windows, but still sharp and getting sharper.

“That’s what I meant.” Jordan sucked in a huge breath, steeling himself, and then eased out of the car. “So, um, before I explain anything, just promise you won’t murder me.”

“No deal,” Abby said. Dan joined them in the cooling night air, watching them square off with matching crossed-arm poses. “Where’s the spare, Jordan?”

“Funny story. Remember how my dad was rushing us out the door and I was like, oh, I totally do not need to bring my tauntaun sleeping bag? And then, in the end, I realized that yes, I absolutely, one hundred percent did need to bring it? I’m moving, Abby. Like, for good. I couldn’t just leave my tauntaun sleeping bag behind.”

Dan snorted behind his wrist, watching Abby’s face pale with fury.

“You took out the spare tire to make room for your stupid Star Trek memorabilia?”

“Hey, whoa, whoa. I would not do that. Star Wars memorabilia, on the other hand . . .”

“Whatever it is!” Abby pinched the bridge of her nose, going to inspect the popped tire. She crouched, muttering to herself. “Great. We’ll have to walk into town for a spare, then.”

“Is it far?” Dan asked, getting out his phone to check the GPS. “Couldn’t we just call a tow company?”

“That’s way too expensive,” Abby replied. “I’m already going to have to buy a new tire, and it’s just a half mile more down the road. We almost made it. It wouldn’t have been a big deal at all if smarty-pants over here hadn’t packed like a twelve-year-old.”

“There’s nothing to fight about now,” Dan said, putting a hand lightly on Abby’s shoulder. “And I can kind of see his side. He is moving. If he wants New Orleans to feel like home, then he has to bring the stuff he cares about.”

“Thank you, Dan. At least two of us understand the value of a tauntaun sleeping bag.”

“Stop saying it.”

“What?” Jordan smirked. “Tauntaun sleeping bag?”

“Shut. Up. Every time you say that it just makes me want to punch you more,” she said, shaking her head. But she was smiling. “That thing better be really warm at least. Maybe I’ll borrow it tonight as payback.”


Nobody had bothered to replace the burned-out neon lights that had once advertised the Mutton Chop. What few bulbs were left told Dan they were eating at the O CH P. The tiny gravel parking lot was packed with cars—mostly rusting trucks. Smoke poured out from some smokestack in the back, filling the air with the salty tang of a greasy-spoon grill.

A mechanic’s shop was attached to the building. Not exactly appetizing for the diner, Dan thought, but pretty darn fortunate for them. Food could wait. Abby led them to the door of the garage, but it was dark inside. A scrap of paper on the window read Mechanic Next Door.

The sounds of clinking glasses, country jukebox music, and laughter reached them from the open diner window. A crooked placard next to the screen door seemed to Dan like a warning: “The Mutton Chop! Where everyone knows your face!”

“Where everyone knows your face? Isn’t it name?” Jordan asked with a snort. “They couldn’t even plagiarize properly.”

“Don’t be a snob, Jordan.” Abby opened the screen door, holding it for the boys while they filed through.

“What are you, Saint Abby, protector of the hillbillies?” The noise coming from inside the diner managed to die out in the exact second Jordan finished his sentence. Two dozen heads turned in unison to stare at them. Dan didn’t spy many smiles among the crowd. “Of which there are none in this oh-so-charming establishment,” Jordan finished, clearing his throat.

“Please stop talking,” Abby whispered, turning to address the man who’d walked over and now stood waiting to greet them. Mercifully, the rest of the diners went back to their business.

“Hi there, sir. We were wondering if you could get us the mechanic? Is he here? We blew a tire and need to buy a spare.”

The man looked nice enough. He appeared to be in his early twenties, pudgy, and had a short, unkempt beard. He had a name tag that read JAKE LEE and grease stains on his coveralls.

“You’re in luck, little lady. I’m the mechanic, and a damn good one at that, even if I am just a hillbilly,” he said pointedly, shifting his gaze to Jordan. “So, you need a spare tire, eh? What kinda car y’all driving?”

Abby fell into conversation with him, following as he led them back toward the darkened mechanic’s shop. She told him she drove a 2007 Neon, and she assured him she had the tools to do the job, just not the tire itself.

He went around to the back of the garage, and in no time at all he returned with a tire, placing it on the ground in front of them with a heavy whump.

“It’s getting late, and I’d feel bad letting y’all go back out there alone. You sure you know what you’re doing?” He took off his baseball cap and ruffled his sparse hair. He looked directly at Abby, watching her struggle to roll the new tire onto its side.

“Could you give us a ride back to the car? I’d really appreciate it. We were planning to stop in the diner for dinner, but it’d be better if we could bring our car back here before it gets too dark.”

Jake Lee nodded, then turned and marched off in the direction of his enormous pick-up. “Might be a tight squeeze. Truck’s meant for haulin’ stuff, not people.”

“That’s fine,” Abby said. “Thanks for helping us out.” Dan had no idea how she could keep up such a bright demeanor while she tried to maneuver the tire into the flatbed of the truck. Dan dashed over to help, and then Jordan joined, too.

“No trouble at all,” Jake said.

Dan hoped this was just friendly Southern hospitality at work. He couldn’t help feeling a creepy vibe from this guy and his willingness to help them. But it was already getting dark, and if they had to walk back to the car with that heavy tire it would take them way too long.

They piled into the front cab of the truck, Jordan whimpering from the sudden onslaught of about sixteen car fresheners stuffed behind the rearview mirror. “Maybe I’d rather walk,” he whispered. “What smell do you think he’s trying to cover up?”

“I’d rather not think about it,” Dan whispered back.

Jake Lee drove them back up the road, humming softly as they went. When that started to get weird, he turned on the radio, and bluegrass blasted out of the tinny speakers, so loud and frantic it immediately gave Dan a headache.
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Abby remained all smiles, hopping out of the truck when they reached the Neon. Without prompting, Jake Lee parked and lowered the gate on the truck bed, grunting and sweating as he pulled the spare onto the gravel ditch.

“Here now,” he said, lumbering back to the cab and getting an enormous flashlight. “Take this. You can give it back to me when you get in to the diner for supper.”

“That’s really nice of you,” Abby said, fetching the little tool kit and jack from the back of the car. Dan heard her sigh at the sight of the sleeping bag rolled up where the spare tire ought to be. He took up the position of spotlight operator, holding the big yellow bulb steady while Abby set to work.

He glanced at Jake Lee, who had paused on the way back to his truck to watch them. More than watch them, really—he was staring, his head cocked to the side like he’d just discovered a rare species of insect and was trying to decide what to do with it. Dan tried to give a friendly wave to get his attention, but the mechanic just frowned and shook his head before driving off into the night.
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The tire change was taking longer than Dan expected. His arms were beginning to cramp from holding the flashlight steady.

“If I were a straight guy,” Jordan said, “this would be a total turn-on.” He took off his thick, fashionable glasses and wiped at his nose and forehead with his arm.

“Then not for the first time, I’m glad you’re not straight,” Dan said. “Jordan, you could at least try to help.”

“I’d just get in the way,” he said.

Abby gave a tiny grunt of effort, wrenching off another of the blown tire’s lug nuts.

“Good thing that car only weighs about sixteen pounds max,” Jordan added. This was met with a swift, blind kick from Abby, who was now pressed up against the car’s faded, electric-green chassis.

“At least one of us knows how to change a freaking tire!” she shot back. Her forearms and face were streaked with war-paint lines of grease and dirt.

“Thanks, Mr. Valdez!” Dan said, crouching to see what she was working on. She had at last managed to maneuver the replacement into alignment. The only thing left to do was tighten the nuts on the spare.

“Thanks, Mrs. Valdez,” Abby countered. “She’s the one who insisted I learn this before even considering a road trip.”

“Here,” Dan offered, holding out his hand for the wrench. “Let me finish this.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. She puffed back a wisp of purple hair. She had dyed a few streaks at the beginning of summer, and now her naturally black hair was encroaching down toward the roots.

“I think I can handle it,” Dan said. “Righty tighty, lefty loosey? Anyway, the blood is running out of my arms. You take the flashlight.”

They changed places, Dan kneeling next to the car while Abby positioned the flashlight to shine down onto his head and the tire. Tightening the tire onto the car was harder work than he expected, and he had to grip the wrench with both hands to gather enough force. Finally, he had to lower the car jack so he could finish.

“Wow, Jordan is right,” Abby said. “That is kind of a turn-on.”

Dan blushed, ruffling his hair shyly. “I think we’re good to go. Let’s get this stuff in the trunk and get back to the diner, yeah? I’m starving.”

“If you insist,” Jordan said with a sigh, helping Dan pack up the flashlight and tool kit. “At this point I’d prefer McDonald’s. That mechanic was just a little too eager to help.”

“I think he was nice,” Abby said, climbing back into the driver’s seat.

“Ugh. Careful,” Jordan replied with a shudder. “I wouldn’t let him hear you say that.”


When they returned to the diner, the atmosphere once again became quiet, almost chilly. Jake Lee was nowhere to be found, but the lights were still out in the garage next door, so Dan held on to the flashlight.

The service at the Mutton Chop was slow, although apparently not for the other tables. Dan watched platters of food come and go, but the only thing that had made it to their table was a cup of coffee for Abby, delivered by a man whose nametag read Fats Buckhill. Dan hadn’t even gotten his water yet. Abby tapped her ringed fingers on the surface of the table and offered a friendly smile whenever Mr. Fats, the owner-slash-waiter-slash-horror-movie-extra, hobbled by the table, but he just kept saying, “I’ll be right with you.”

To be fair, for almost 9:00 p.m., the diner was surprisingly busy. Dan could swear every local in the joint was staring at them, but whenever he turned to see, they whipped back around, suddenly very interested in their food.

“This is how it starts,” Jordan hissed, leaning in to get closer to Dan. Abby ignored him. “First that mechanic. There’s always the one gruff yokel who warns you or has that hee-haw donkey laugh, and then everyone in the movie theater is all, Get out! Get the hell out of there! What are you even thinking?”

Dan snorted. Abby’s sharp elbow founds its way into his ribs, but even she had a smile for Jordan’s joke.

“Laugh it up,” Jordan continued, all but hiding behind the big, laminated menu. “Who do you think they’ll kill and feed to the pigs first? Duh, me. Of course they’ll bump off the gay kid first. That’s like redneck murder one-oh-one.”

“That’s just judgmental,” Abby replied, sipping her jet-fuel coffee. It was one of her only vices—Dan had lost count of how many cups of coffee she’d had so far this trip. But if it kept her awake for the drive, more power to her. They still had a few hours to go tonight before they made it to the next campsite. “You don’t know these people, Jordan, and even if they are a little less . . . cosmopolitan, there’s nothing wrong with that. Your way of life isn’t better or worse.”

“False,” Jordan declared, lowering his voice when he spotted the owner returning to check on them. “My way of life is objectively better because mine has Wi-Fi and Netflix.”

“How y’all doin’ here, then?” Fats Buckhill crouched to bring himself down to the table’s level. His old knees cracked ominously as he did so, loud and crisp as breaking twigs. He had wide-set, friendly eyes under a heavy brow and a salt-and-pepper beard that was neat and closely shaven. One eye was slightly milky, the other crystal blue.

“Really good, Mr. Buckhill,” Abby said politely. “I’m going to be getting the Cobb, and these two . . .” She trailed off, eyeing them impatiently.

“Burger,” Jordan said shortly. His hand hovered in front of his mouth, probably trying to cover up his new piercing so the locals wouldn’t judge him. “Bacon burger. Tons of bacon, just really go for it. And a milk shake if you’ve got ’em. Chocolate.”

Fats laughed at that, cocking his head back. “Oh, I like you, son. You got good old-fashioned tastes.”

Dan felt Abby’s elbow jab preemptively, but that didn’t stop his incredulous smile. “Oh, yes,” Dan said with as much sincerity as he could muster, “Jordan is about as traditional as they come.”

That earned him a kick under the table from both of them.

“The pulled pork and potato salad for me,” Dan said, vowing to humor Abby and be less of a smart ass. “A Coke, too. And maybe a slice of the chess pie for later.”

“Another sound decision-maker.” Fats stood, his knees crackling again, and swept up their menus, tapping all three together like a deck of cards on the table.

“If it’s not too much trouble,” Abby added, clearing her throat resolutely, “would you mind sitting down to talk for a little while? I’m working on a photo project and it won’t be complete without some insight from the people who actually live in and love these places.”

She was laying it on thick, but it worked. Fats’s one good eye twinkled. “Why of course, that’d be just fine. Let me put these orders in with Fats Junior and then I’ll be right back to oblige you.”

The old man shuffled away, perhaps with a bit more spring in his step now. The hush of the restaurant grew less pronounced, as if some secret signal that the teenagers were all right had been given.

“Did you see how cheery he got?” Jordan murmured. He kept his eyes glued to Fats. “Old fart’s just excited I’m eating all that bacon. Gonna get me nice and plump before the slaughter.”

Abby rolled her eyes and took a long swig from her coffee. “Well, after the year we’ve had, I understand why you’re nervous, but we’ve earned some peace and quiet, Jordan,” she said. “Some normalcy.”

“Don’t say shit like that. Don’t! That’s like catnip for bad juju.”

Dan had already decided to stay out of it when he felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. Probably Sandy getting worried that he hadn’t called her yet today. He checked his messages, finding the alert hadn’t come from a text but from his Facebook app. Dan couldn’t imagine who would be messaging him on Facebook. There wasn’t anyone from his high school he planned to keep in touch with. Could it be one of his fellow freshman class members at Chicago saying hello?

He flicked the app open with his thumb, half-listening to his friends squabble. Fats returned, leaning onto the edge of the booth frame to chitchat with Abby.

Dan tabbed over to his inbox, feeling his hand freeze into a numb vice around the phone.

This wasn’t right. Or okay. Or possible.

“Jimmy Orsini operated up and down this route during Prohibition, didn’t he?” Abby was saying, and she even pulled out a photograph to show the restaurant owner. But she might as well have been speaking in tongues. “My teacher Mr. Blaise grew up around here, and he was telling me all about how interesting Orsini’s grave is. I was going to try and get there, to photograph it. That’s sort of my thing right now. Photography, I mean, not graves.”

Fats’s reply sounded distant, too, and Dan realized it was because his blood was pumping so loudly in his ears it was making it hard to hear. “I wouldn’t recommend photographing that, little miss. Never know what that kind of thing might stir up. Bad energies and the like. There’s a downright shivery ghost story about Orsini and his gang. The gravestone’s in Alabama, sure enough, but the Pinkertons gave ’em hell all up and down this route—finally caught ’em down in New Orleans. Orsini got himself shot up in an escape attempt.”
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Yes. Ghost stories. Ghosts. That word at last pierced his brain. Dan stared down at the message and its sender, and he soundlessly mouthed the words back to himself.

Micah Bonheur

da Niel dani el

areu there ill

be se eing you real so on.
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The food arrived while he was still staring down at his phone, but his appetite had fled. Prank, he thought. I’ll kill whoever did this. His palms grew sweaty around the phone until he shoved it into his pocket. Out of sight, out of mind.

“You okay?”

Jordan stared at him, squinting while he sucked down his milk shake. Shrugging, Dan pushed a fork halfheartedly through his potato salad. He couldn’t explain the message from Micah, especially not there, with Abby still chatting away with Fats. Now she was taking notes, scribbling names and places in between bites while the old man pulled up a chair next to the booth, apparently cozy enough for a long visit.

“Not sure the food’s agreeing with me,” Dan finally whispered. Just the smell of it made him sick now, anxiety turning his guts to acid.

Who would be cruel enough to play a prank like this? Certainly not Abby or Jordan, and as far as he knew, his twisted old roommate, Felix, was still locked away. He doubted the institution would let him have access to the internet, let alone social media. The only living person left who knew both Dan and Micah was Cal, a friend of Micah’s from NHC who’d been a total dick to Dan and his friends last fall—to put it mildly. But according to Jordan, Cal had done a complete 180 in the months since then. Dan’s mind spun, coming up empty.

“Can’t blame you,” Jordan said. “That potato salad looks kinda rancid. Want some of my fries?”

“Oh, uh, sure, yeah.” He couldn’t go through this again, lying to his friends. They always seemed to find out anyway. He’d tell them later, when they were alone. Dan forced a smile and took one of Jordan’s fries. Then he rifled through his bag, grabbed his meds, and choked down one of the little blue pills with his soda. His disorder always got worse when he was feeling especially anxious.

“Long car rides make me sorta queasy, too,” Jordan added. Then, all at once, he seemed to realize that the look on Dan’s face had nothing to do with the food or the car ride. “Dan, what’s wrong? It’s something else, isn’t it?”

Wasn’t it always?

Dan scraped for an answer, his heartbeat speeding up. “I brought one of the files.” Glancing at Abby, he lowered his voice. “You know, the files? I know we sorted through most of it at NHC, but I had to make sure I had seen it all. Because of my family history, you know?”

Jordan went a little green, lowering his milk shake. His big, dark eyes grew bigger behind his curly fringe. “Oh.”

“Yeah. There’s stuff in there about my dad, maybe my mom, too, but I can’t be sure. I already went through it all, and I didn’t really find anything concrete, just
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