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Part One — The Man in the Window Seat
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The man in the window seat is eating a club sandwich and reading something on his phone.

He chews slowly. He sets the phone down to wipe his mouth, and from where I sit at the counter I can see his face clearly: ordinary, a little tired, forty-something, the kind of face a city makes by the thousand and forgets before evening. His name is Carl Moyer. He worked twelve years for a plumbing supply company in Dayton before moving here six months ago. He has a sister in Phoenix he has not spoken to in three years.

He has killed four people.

Baxstar chose well.

I have been watching Moyer for nineteen days. I know his habits now with the old precision: coffee and breakfast at this diner or at the McDonald’s two blocks east, depending on how badly he slept; long afternoon walks with no visible purpose; evenings behind the same third-floor window, television light moving over the walls; gym on Wednesdays and Saturdays; groceries on Monday; pharmacy when the weather turns. He does not drink. He has no friends here yet. He speaks politely when spoken to. He tips badly, but not cruelly.

By every observable measure, Carl Moyer is a man trying to build a quiet life in a city that has no reason to notice him.

That is one of Baxstar’s talents.

He does not enter a man the way people imagine evil entering a man. There is no rupture, no convulsion, no voice from the throat that does not belong there. Baxstar is patient. He inhabits without ceremony, the way cold enters a house through a crack in the frame. By the time you feel it, it has already taken the room.

I order coffee I will not drink and keep my eyes on the window seat.

There was a time when watching men from a counter or a parked car was ordinary work. Columbus Police. Homicide. Badge, partner, reports, signatures, evidence bags, the clean lies institutions tell themselves so they can keep walking into rooms where the worst thing has already happened. I was good at it. Not brilliant. Good. I noticed what other men missed, and for a while I believed that was the whole of my talent.

Then I began noticing what no man should be able to notice.

I do not have a better way to say it. I saw things. Not ghosts at first. Not figures in hallways or pale women at the foot of a bed. Nothing that convenient. What came first was pressure. A wrongness in certain rooms. A second intention inside a suspect’s silence. The sense that guilt was not always shaped like the person carrying it.

I learned to keep those observations out of reports.

That was survival, not cowardice. A detective can say many things if he dresses them in procedure. He can say inconsistency, behavioral deviation, timeline pressure, dissociative affect. He cannot say that something old and hungry stood behind a man’s eyes while the man described what he had done with a hammer.

Not if he wants to keep his desk.

Not if he wants anyone to keep listening.

Moyer lifts his sandwich again. His hand is steady. That interests me. Most men carrying four bodies inside them develop small betrayals: a tremor, a tic, a habit of checking exits, a private flinch when a stranger laughs too loudly. Moyer has none of that. He is calm because the thing in him is calm.

I have seen Baxstar twice in nineteen days.

Not clearly. Never clearly. People want monsters to declare themselves. They rarely do. With Baxstar it is only a change in density, a brief hardening of the air around Moyer, as if the man has become too complete for a human being. Four seconds on Michigan Avenue. Maybe three in the frozen foods aisle of a Kroger while a child cried near the checkout lanes.

Both times, something looked out through Carl Moyer’s eyes and found me looking back.

That was enough.

I know what waits inside him. I know what it has done. I know, with the certainty that has cost me almost everything worth keeping, that arresting Moyer will not end this. Prison would only put walls around the instrument. Death would break the instrument and leave the hand untouched.

Baxstar would continue.

That is why I am here.

That is why I have been spending what little time remains to me following a man who does not know he is being followed by someone already half gone.

Moyer finishes the sandwich and checks his phone. He tilts his head slightly to the left when he reads, a small unconscious gesture I have catalogued along with everything else. The catalogue keeps me human. When you can see what other people cannot, ordinary observation is not a method. It is a rope tied around your waist.

He pays his check. Puts on his jacket. Pauses at the door while a delivery truck passes in the gray November street.

For one moment, the glass beside him darkens with his reflection, and Moyer is not alone in it.

Then the moment passes.

I leave two dollars on the counter and follow him out.

The morning has the color of old dishwater. A low ceiling of clouds presses down over the city, flattening the buildings, whitening the windows, taking all depth out of the street. November does this better than any other month. It does not kill the world. It removes its reasons.

Moyer walks east with his hands in his jacket pockets. He does not hurry. He never hurries unless someone is watching him too obviously, and I have become careful about obviousness. I keep half a block between us, sometimes more. I let pedestrians cover me when they can. I stop when he stops. I look into windows. I become one more man with nowhere urgent to be.

The first rule of surveillance is humility. You are not invisible. You are only uninteresting for as long as you deserve to be.

I learned that before the other thing started. Before rooms changed temperature around certain men. Before the dead began leaving pressure in the air. Before I understood that the human face is not a wall but a door, and that sometimes something on the other side learns how to open it from within.

Moyer crosses at the light. A woman in a red coat steps off the curb beside him. She is carrying a paper bag against her chest with both arms, as if it contains something breakable. Moyer glances at her once and looks away.

Nothing happens.

Still, I feel the street narrow.

It is never dramatic at first. That is the mistake people make about evil. They expect thunder. They expect deformity, smell, a mouth full of impossible teeth. They expect evil to waste time introducing itself.

Real evil is economical.

It saves performance for the weak.

Moyer and the woman in the red coat walk side by side for seven seconds. Seven ordinary seconds. A bus sighs at the curb. A bicycle courier slips between two taxis. Somewhere behind me, a man laughs into his phone. The city continues in all its stupid mercy.

Then Moyer turns his head.

Only slightly.

Only enough.

The woman does not notice. Why would she? She is thinking about whatever she is carrying, or the person she is carrying it to, or the argument she had that morning, or the rent, or the ache under her left shoulder that began two days ago and has not left. A living person is always walking through a storm of private weather. That is why they miss so much.

Moyer looks at her throat.

Not her face. Not her body. Her throat.

I stop beside a newspaper box that has not held newspapers in years.

The pressure comes then, soft and complete. A hand laid over the street. The sound does not vanish, exactly. It recedes. The buses, the voices, the tires on wet pavement — all of it withdraws by one degree, as if the world has taken a step backward to make room for something older than movement.

Baxstar is awake.

Moyer’s face does not change. That is what makes it worse. No snarl, no widening eyes, no theatrical vacancy. The face remains Carl Moyer’s face: mild, forgettable, almost sad. But the stillness inside it deepens. Something gathers there. Something that has learned patience across a span of time no human nervous system could endure.

The woman in the red coat shifts the bag in her arms.

Moyer’s right hand moves inside his pocket.

I cross the distance before I have decided to cross it.

A cab horn cuts through the air. Someone curses. My shoulder hits a man in a gray overcoat and he turns on me with a flash of ordinary anger.

“Watch it.”

I do not answer.

Moyer is three steps ahead of me now. The woman is turning toward the entrance of a building with brass numbers above the door. Moyer’s hand is still in his pocket. His head is lowered. He could be anyone. He could be reaching for keys. For a phone. For a folded receipt. For the small knife I watched him buy nine days ago at a hardware store on High Street, paying cash.

“Moyer,” I say.

Not loudly.

He stops.

The woman in the red coat enters the building and the door shuts behind her. The paper bag disappears with her. The street exhales.

Moyer turns.

For half a second I see only the man: confused, wary, irritated at being addressed by a stranger who knows his name.

Then Baxstar looks at me.

There is no metaphor that does not flatter it. Darkness is too simple. Hunger is too biological. Evil is too human a word, too shaped by churches and courts and mothers warning children away from alleys. What looks through Moyer’s eyes is not the opposite of good. It is the absence of the question. A will with no wound in it. A presence without remorse because remorse requires a border, and Baxstar has none.

It knows me.

That is new.

The recognition moves through Moyer’s face without moving any muscle. It arrives entire. One moment I am a man on a sidewalk. The next I am an old fact remembered.

Moyer smiles.

Not much.

Just enough to make me
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