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Prologue

	 

	The breeze blowing down Meadowlark Drive carried the scent of spring honeysuckle and corpses. Now that the winter was finally behind them, the townspeople were returning to the old routine. The cold weather had kept them at bay, mostly. Now, in the warmth and bloom of life, they were returning. Five people had already died.

	Alder Falls had been incorporated late in the eighteen-hundreds and had never grown to a population larger than two thousand citizens. Originally, the town had had a modest fishing industry as it was located on a river and there was even a timber mill. These days, most of the residents were involved in neither fishing nor timber.

	Farms dotted the outskirts of the town. The biggest business in town was the local supermarket, a family-owned business called McCallister’s. No one shopped there who wasn’t from town. No one came to Alder Falls, ever. It was not on the interstate. It didn’t have tourist spots and charming bed and breakfasts. All it had was death.

	Judith Lutz was walking home after a visit to her sister’s home. Margaret was ill and was having trouble handling things around the house on her own, so Judith had offered to help. Margaret pleaded with her not to, begged her to stay home, and just let nature take its course. But of course, Judith couldn’t do that. She would not turn her back on her sister.

	In the end, they had come to a compromise. Judith could go to Margaret’s house, but she had to leave by five o’clock. She had to get home before sundown. It was non-negotiable. They both agreed. Anyone from Alder Falls would agree. No one went out after dark.

	Margaret had taken a fall early in the day. Judith had ended up spending more time than she intended helping her sister out. She made dinner, tidied up, did some laundry. But helping her sister around the house had caused her to fall behind. She kept telling herself it wasn’t so bad. There was still time. There would still be time. Until there was no time left.

	The sun was setting when she started making her way home. It was normally a short walk. She lived no more than twenty minutes from her sister. A half-block down Borden Street, and then the rest of the way down Meadowlark Drive.

	The roads were empty as Judith made her way home. Curtains were drawn. Doors were closed and locked. Some homes had bars on the windows. Judith was alone.

	The wail of the siren cut through the still evening air and made Judith jump. The long, mournful cry, sounding slightly tinny, came through the old air raid system at the center of town.

	“No,” Judith whispered, picking up the pace. She had her own aches and pains these days as well. Her hips hurt in the mornings, and her legs got numb sometimes after she sat still for too long. Time was taking its toll, as her father would have said long ago.

	She moved with purpose down the street. The siren’s wail echoed near and far. She had never been out this late before. Not since everything started. She didn’t even have the curtains in her home opened at night.

	There were only a few blocks to go. Her home was near the end of Meadowlark, right by the park. She had bought it with her husband in nineteen seventy-four. Edgar had passed away nearly ten years ago. But the home was still her home, and for all the sadness she felt, there were still many great memories. Her children had been raised there. She couldn’t leave. Of course, in Alder Falls, no one could leave.

	The smell on the breeze caught Judith by surprise. It was sweet. Too sweet. And then the smell became rancid. Judith tried to run. But it was too late.

	No one came to their doors when Judith screamed. No one peered out between their curtains. No one saw her again until the morning when the cleaning crew came to wash the blood from the sidewalk.


Chapter 1

	 

	Vincent Donnelly was born thirty-one years ago. His birthday had just passed, in fact. He knew this because the driver’s license in his pocket said so. It said he was six feet tall. It said he was an organ donor and that he lived in Aberdeen, South Dakota. In his picture, he looked like a regular guy. Maybe all of that was true. Maybe not.

	He had gone to the address on his driver’s license. It was an empty lot. The house that had been there was burned to the ground. The outline of it still remained in the grass. There was a basement with nothing in it. His best guess was that it had burned down well over a year ago. Did that mean he had not been home in at least a year? He did not know. He could not remember.

	“Thinking about home again?” Fix asked.

	Sun beat down into Vincent’s eyes. The road ahead of him was washed in white as a result. For the Nth time since they’d hit the road, he reminded himself to buy sunglasses. He would likely forget by the time they reached the next rest stop, as he had at the last three.

	“Maybe,” Vincent answered.

	He might have been thinking of home. There were homes in his memory. He could remember a big Victorian house. But also a condo in the city. A cabin in the woods. A three-story walk-up. He remembered many homes. And sometimes there was a flash of that place he had visited. The yard looked familiar. He remembered a barbecue there. But then it swirled in his mind and became a different yard, a different time.

	“You’ll figure it out,” Fix said. Fix was always an optimist, it seemed. He assured Vincent his memories would sort themselves out. Of course, they would. He’d remember who he was. And where he came from. Everything would work itself out.

	That was all very easy for Fix to say. Vincent was the one with the fruit salad of a memory, just bits and pieces all jumbled up. Vincent was the one who had thoughts in different people’s voices. Vincent was the one who had awoken in a field full of dead bodies all by himself, with no idea who the dead people were or why he was there.

	Fix was just a voice in his head.

	They had been driving for days. The memories in Vincent’s head pulled him in different directions. Sometimes he would wake up in the night and be in a different place than where he had fallen asleep. Fix would tell him what had happened. Once, he had driven from Ohio to Kentucky while he was asleep.

	There were memories in his head that seemed more important than others. Memories that kept coming back in dreams, sometimes waking dreams. Images and faces that repeated again and again. They were important. He didn’t know why or how, but he did know that. He felt it.

	It had been a week earlier when Vincent was eating a hamburger in his car, talking to Fix, and listening to the radio, when something caught his attention. He had been scrolling through channels and heard a name.

	“Go back,” Fix had said. Vincent had taken a bite of the burger in his hand and scrolled back through the stations.

	“...the people in Alder Falls know this. But they don’t leave! Now how could that be possible? Why would any sane person stay there?” the voice on the radio said. Vincent took another bite.

	“Alder Falls,” Fix had said. “What is that?”

	An image had formed in Vincent’s mind. A cemetery with an open grave. A circle drawn on the dirt floor of a building. A farmer’s market of people buying fruit and vegetables.

	“...it’s not their choice. There is a serious case of mass hysteria going on here. Maybe hypnosis, maybe even fluoride in the water…”

	“I can’t remember,” Vincent had said. He did know the name. Alder Falls was important. He lived there. His ID said he lived in South Dakota, but maybe he lived in Alder Falls since then. Or before then.

	“We have to go,” Fix said.

	They had set out that day. Alder Falls was over one thousand miles away. It was nothing more than a name on a radio show, a broadcast that sounded like the ravings of a madman. The Conspiracy Hour, with host Jameson Broderick.

	Broderick devoted an hour to the mystery of Alder Falls. The sleepy Oregon town that was plagued by mysterious deaths and disappearances. Law enforcement brushed it off and none of the townspeople would acknowledge a problem, even as the population ticked down at a rate that shamed the largest crime-filled cities. According to Broderick, in one week Alder Falls had thirteen missing persons. In a town with a population of just two thousand.

	Broderick was convinced the government was experimenting on the townspeople. That’s why no one would talk. The government had brainwashed them. Vincent didn’t care. He just knew it was an important place to go.

	Since Vincent woke up just a couple of months earlier, he had learned almost nothing about his past. He could find no one who remembered his face. The house next door to his Aberdeen home was empty. The people across the street had never seen him before. They had moved in after the house burned down.

	When he found himself in strange towns, there was always a feeling. Maybe he was somewhere important. But he couldn’t remember where or how or why. None of it made sense to him. He had but one solid, real memory. The day he woke up.

	 

	***

	 

	The field was secluded, over a mile from the nearest road. There was an altar next to the remains of what had been a large bonfire. The earth and surrounding grass were scorched black. Grass and weeds were trampled in a large circle. It had been a gathering of some size. More people than the corpses left behind.

	The grass was cold and wet when Vincent awoke. Morning dew. He felt the cold all the way through himself. The situation had been disorienting. He remembered thinking he must have gotten drunk. But he could not remember where or why.

	He sat up. The sky was overcast, and the sun had been little more than a white smudge behind a foggy gray cloud cover. He saw the altar first, a simple stone pillar with scorch marks across it. Then the remains of the fire. Large, half-burned pieces of timber and stumps. There was something that looked like rib bones.

	When he got to his feet, he saw a person in the grass a few yards away. He went to them, asking if they needed help, who they were, and what was going on. It was easy to see why they were not answering, however. The man in the grass was dead. His throat had been slit from ear to ear. The wound was deep and angry-looking. Someone had nearly removed his head. His eyes had been open, morning dew beading on them.

	There were other bodies. A woman who had perhaps been attractive once. She was stabbed again and again from the looks of her clothes. Bloody wounds all over her body. And then there was an older man, his bald head crushed somehow. His brain was exposed, and Vincent nearly vomited.

	The last two bodies were further away. A lanky-looking man whose head was twisted right around so that Vincent couldn’t see his face. And then the last one. Vincent stared at that one the longest. It was a child. He guessed no more than six or seven years of age. He could see no sign of trauma on that one. But the young boy’s eyes were open and milky white. He was freezing cold to the touch. As dead as the others.

	There were signs of more bodies in the fire. Bones and a few discernible limbs. The fire must have burned long after they were thrown in, however. To burn them away so completely. Vincent could not begin to imagine what had happened.

	He fell to his knees there, among the death and ruin. Tears stung at his eyes as he struggled to make sense of it. But he couldn’t remember. Not just the surrounding faces, but his own. He couldn’t even remember his own name.

	He didn’t know how long he had sat there in the field. The cold glow of the sun didn’t seem to change at all. It may have only been minutes. He had so many images in his head, but none of them had made sense. None were arranged in any kind of logical order. He felt like he was watching TV with someone who kept clicking through the channels.

	“Where are we?” a voice asked then. The voice was very calm and quiet, masculine but oddly soothing. Vincent yelped when he heard it. He hadn’t meant to, but it was such a surprise to hear someone. He thought someone had sneaked right up on him at first. Somehow got right against his ear to speak the words. But there was no one there.

	Fix’s voice had been soft but insistent. Later, Vincent came to think Fix would make for a good therapist. His voice was always level. The fact he was calm was perplexing to Vincent. If anyone had less reason to be calm than Vincent, it was Fix.

	“Who are you?” Vincent asked. He scrambled back from the disembodied voice. But there was no one to flee, to protect himself from.

	“I don’t know,” Fix said. “Who are you?”

	“I don’t know,” Vincent answered in a whisper. “Where are you?”

	There was a long pause then. Vincent was shaking, from the cold, and from panic and fear. He tried to force his memory to work. His name should have been at the tip of his tongue. But it was not.

	“I don’t know,” Fix answered. “Why don’t I know?”

	“I can hear you in my head,” Vincent said. The voice was not coming from close by. No ghostly whisper or trick of sound. It was in his head.

	“I don’t understand,” Fix said. Vincent laughed, a nervous kind of bark.

	“You tell me,” he said.

	“Can you hold up your hand in front of your face, please,” Fix asked.

	“What?”

	“Please,” Fix said again. His voice was so even and reasonable. Vincent tried to take a calming breath. He raised his hand and looked at it. There were scratches on the back and palm.

	“That’s not my hand,” Fix said.

	“No. It’s mine,” Vincent agreed.

	“But I see it. I see it in front of my eyes. Your eyes?”

	Vincent looked at both of his hands, then turned to look at the bodies.

	“Is that me?” Fix asked. Vincent was looking at the body with its head twisted around. He took a deep breath.

	“I don’t... do you want me to look at the face?”

	“No. No, thank you,” Fix said. “I don’t want that.”

	“Are you dead?” Vincent asked. The words made him feel stupid. But nothing made sense. What difference did a ghostly voice in his head make now?

	“I don’t know. Do you think I am dead?”

	Vincent felt tears welling in his eyes again. He tried to calm himself, tried to adjust his breathing. He told himself it would be okay. He would figure this out. He could fix whatever happened. He had to.

	“I can’t remember anything,” Vincent said.

	“Neither can I,” Fix said. “We need to figure out what happened here.”

	“But how? Where are we? Who are we? I don’t even know my name!”

	“I do not know my name either. I will help you, though. We can fix this,” he said.

	Vincent said nothing. He looked at the body of the child in the grass. Part of him felt like maybe the face was familiar. But not in the way that he actually knew who the boy was. More like Vincent had seen him before, on television or in a photo. The other faces seemed familiar in that indistinct way as well. He didn’t feel like he knew them. But maybe they reminded him of people he did know.

	A memory came back then. A living room in a brightly lit home. A charcoal gray sofa and a smell. The smell of bleach cleanser. As soon as it had come to mind, it faded away and Vincent couldn’t bring it back. He tried to conjure it again, but it was like holding water. It slipped through his fingers.

	“What was that?” Fix asked.

	“What?”

	“That place. The smell. Was that your memory?”

	“I don’t think so,” Vincent said. “Not yours either, I guess.”

	“I don’t feel like it was,” Fix agreed.

	Vincent nodded, looking at the boy.

	“I think it was his, maybe.”

	“Oh,” said Fix.

	“Why do I have someone else’s memories?” Vincent asked.

	“I do not know,” Fix answered. “What should I call you?”

	Vincent shrugged.

	“Whatever you want, I guess.”

	“Do you have a wallet? Check for an ID,” he said.

	Vincent patted his pockets, a small rush of anticipation fueling him. He had not thought of that, but it was a good idea.

	A bulge in his front right pocket indicated a set of keys and a wallet. He pulled it free and found the South Dakota driver’s license with his name and address. No credit cards, no photos, just a gas card and twenty dollars.

	“Vincent,” Fix said. “It is nice to meet you, I guess.”

	“What should I call you?” Vincent asked.

	“I don’t think I have a wallet with an ID,” the disembodied voice answered. He laughed weakly.

	“How about ‘Fix’?” Vincent said. The voice promised to fix this with him. It was as good a name as any.

	“Is that even a person’s name?” Fix asked.

	“Bob? Bill? Joe?”

	“Fix is fine,” Fix said. “Am I even a person?”

	“I don’t know, Fix,” Vincent said. “I don’t know anything.”

	“Then we have to learn together.”

	Vincent nodded, taking stock of the field around them once more. Five dead bodies. All seemingly killed in a different way. More body parts in a fire. An altar. And Vincent with a voice in his head.

	“Something really bad happened here,” Fix said. Now, Vincent did laugh, loud and bitter.

	“No kidding.”

	“I mean, yes. Obviously. But worse than it already seems. Who could do something like this?”

	Vincent had no answer. He had none then, and in the time since, he had learned nothing of value. He had left the field shortly afterward. He needed to get away from the bodies and try to find some kind of answer.

	The keys in his pocket belonged to the car he found parked on a stretch of empty road due east of where he had awoken. There was no registration or paperwork in the glove box. He did have a flask of whiskey and another four hundred dollars or so in cash. The trunk had some emergency supplies, like a first aid kit and bottled water. A bag stashed in the center of the spare tire was stuffed with money. Thousands of dollars from the looks of things.

	“I don’t think this is normal,” Fix had said as Vincent picked through the pile.

	The only option Vincent had was to drive. He found the house on the driver’s license. He traveled to a town in Ohio that kept popping up in his memories. Sometimes he and Fix just drove wherever the road led. After days and days of no progress, it really stopped making a difference.

	Vincent considered going to the police. It was his first instinct. Someone had committed mass murder. Attempted murder. Kidnapping. Who knew what else? But what would happen next?

	If he told the police, he would not be able to answer any of their questions. Vincent was obviously the main suspect. The only survivor in a field of the dead who had no answers to give was suspicious. And he could never tell them about Fix. He couldn’t tell anyone about Fix.

	A man with a voice in his head was crazy. That’s what people would think. And a man with a voice in his head surrounded by dead bodies was a murderer. It was as simple as that. He could tell no one. Not until he had answers.

	 

	***

	 

	As time passed, Vincent started giving up hope of ever understanding what had happened. Of learning who he was or who Fix was. He may not have had memories, but he knew that this was not normal.

	And then Alder Falls.

	The memories in his head had long been a swirl of times and places. There was nothing linear, though. Alder Falls stuck out like a beacon in the night as soon as he heard the name. When they got closer to the town, Vincent’s memories became clearer. Vague still, but clearer than they had been. There was a sense of urgency to them. A feeling that something could be on the horizon. He hoped it would be answers.

	The feeling of disorientation had not faded. It felt like it should, like it was always moments away from relief. But it never happened. He was constantly battling with those memories. Half seen faces would swirl before his eyes when he slept. Snippets of conversations would bubble up and then fade before he could make sense of them. And somewhere in it all must have been his own memories. His own identity. But he could not hold on to anything that felt like his.

	Fix could remember nothing of his own self, either. Vincent had begun to feel bad for the man in his head who had literally lost everything. At least Vincent was still a person. He had autonomy. Fix was nothing. He was thoughts. He didn’t even know which of the bodies he had been in that field.

	The idea of what Fix was terrified Vincent. But at the same time, he was comforted to have someone, even just a voice. He had someone who could navigate whatever was happening with him. Having lived without memory for months, he would not wish it on anyone, but he was glad to have a friend to go through it with. Even if neither of them knew who the other was.

	When driving grew so monotonous Vincent had to stop, they would drift into small towns. He would stop for a meal or to just sit and relax for a moment. Sometimes he just napped in the back of the car. Vincent had tried to learn about Alder Falls where he could. Internet cafés and libraries allowed him the opportunity to look up information, what little there was. Aside from the barebones data, there was little to know.

	Alder Falls was a town of a couple thousand residents. It was founded in the mid eighteen-hundreds. They had a pie festival in July. There was nothing else to know. The news, the real news, had no information about a rash of missing people. There was no news about the town at all. The last time it popped up in any news article was for a pie festival coverage over a decade earlier.

	“What if this is a dead end?” Vincent had asked. The article showed a crowd of smiling faces in the park, huddled around a table full of blue-ribbon pies. Mostly middle-aged women, a few men, and even a couple of kids. Happy bakers showing off their prize-winning efforts.

	“Does it matter?” Fix asked.

	They were sitting in the library in a town that Vincent hadn’t even caught the name of. The library had two public-use computers. The librarian was a bubbly young woman named Marnie, who offered to show Vincent how to do everything from opening a window to accessing Google. He politely declined.

	Vincent tried tweaking his search terms. He switched over to an image search and found some additional pie festival pictures. He scrolled through the first few and stopped on one that showed a longer shot of the park.

	It was one of those small-town, center-type parks. There was a bandshell and some well-trimmed hedges. A topiary designed to look like a bear was in the center of the park. A large gazebo held a band. People were frozen in time, milling about under an Alder Falls Pie Festival banner.

	“That looks familiar,” Fix had said. Vincent nodded, staring at the photo. The gazebo was a place he had been before. He was sure of it. The ornate wooden posts and cupola on top looked so familiar he felt like he had just left the place.

	“Did I live here?” Vincent asked. He tried to draw the memories out. It was like he had no control over his own mind. The images came and went unbidden. He could neither bring them back nor hold them when they were gone.

	Another image flashed in Vincent’s mind then. The photo showed happy people on a beautiful, sunlit day. Families were gathered together. Friends and loved ones. People carried drinks and snacks. Kids had balloons. It looked vibrant and full of life. But in Vincent’s head, it became something else.

	He could remember the gazebo at night, the park empty of all but a few people. Except they weren’t people, not really. They were deformed somehow. Bloody and broken. He could see clearly, in his mind’s eye, the image of a man with blood gushing from his mouth, his flesh was waxy and ghostly white. One of his eyes was missing, just a meaty gouge in his head where it once had been. The man was dead, but he was still standing. In his memory, the man was walking. Alive, but not alive.

	“I don’t think people live here,” Fix said.

	Vincent scrolled through more photos. Nothing else struck a chord with him. The image of the man who seemed dead yet alive was the only solid memory he could retrieve. He was not sure what it meant, though.

	They hit the road again. Sometimes Fix would stay quiet for hours, and at first, Vincent would forget he was even there. There was no sense to Fix, no presence or aura. It was not like the sensation of someone watching or being in the room. There was nothing to him until he made himself known.

	Vincent wondered what things felt like for Fix. He shared the memories in Vincent’s head. He could see through Vincent’s eyes. But he had no control. Vincent thought it had to be like watching the world from behind a two-way mirror. He could look out but no one could look in. Just trapped in a room forever. The fact Fix always sounded so calm must have hidden some kind of fear or anxiety. But Vincent did not want to pry. They already shared a head.

	He knew there had to be more to everything that had happened up to this point. The longer he thought about it, the more questions he came up with. And with no answers, it simply grew frustrating. And frightening.

	Five dead bodies. Who had they been? Vincent was sure he was supposed to have been one of them. Something had left him unconscious in that field among the others. Someone killed them and likely tried to kill Vincent as well. He needed to understand that as much as he needed to understand his past.

	The jumble of memories in his head was frustrating to be sure. But it also offered hope. He was not a man with no memories. He was not adrift in a sea with no paddle. What he wanted was there, but he needed to sort it out. He needed to determine what memories were truly his.

	In all likelihood, some of the memories in there belonged to Fix. His whole life was probably stuck in Vincent’s head somewhere. And he was confident that these other memories belonged to the people in that field. The victims of whatever horrible crime had been committed. If Vincent could sort them out, he could get answers for all of them. And maybe that could bring peace to six souls instead of just one.

	That was Vincent’s intention, anyway. To pull the loose thread in his mind and see where they led. Follow them to answers, if any were to be found. He felt that, with him and Fix working together, they could sort something out. They had to be able to make some sense of things. And Alder Falls was the first real concrete sign Vincent had discovered in months that made him believe that was true.

	The town pulled at him. He was drawn like a moth to a flame. Whether it was his home, Fix’s home, or something else, they shared a connection. Figuring that out would drop a piece of the puzzle in place. And maybe then he could start learning who Vincent Donnelly truly was.

	The drive to Oregon had taken around twenty hours with the stops they had made. Getting to Oregon was easy enough, but finding Alder Falls had proven to be more elusive. Vincent had no phone, so he could not bring up a map. He had relied on a road map to get them as far as they did. Once in the state, a road map of Oregon showed nothing. There was no Alder Falls.

	They pulled into a library in Baker City so Vincent could use the internet again. There was no map online that showed Alder Falls. Google Maps and MapQuest offered no directions. There was only the ten-year-old pie festival article from the Bend Bulletin.

	The drive to Bend took another four hours. Fix had little to say on the way. The sense of anticipation was knotting Vincent’s stomach. He wondered if Fix felt it, too. It was the only lead they had to go on. A ten-year-old fluff piece from a reporter named Jonas Wilde.

	 

	***

	 

	Jonas Wilde covered the Arts and Entertainment beat for the Bend Bulletin. For a city of one hundred thousand people, that meant leaving town a lot. There were only so many events in Bend in the course of the year. Jonas had covered arts and crafts in Crater Lake, a community theater in Snake River, and even a zombie walk in Eugene, once.

	When Vincent tracked Jonas Wilde down, he was in a coffee shop near the river. The editor of the Bulletin had been suspicious of why Vincent wanted Wilde at first. Fix suggested they tell him that they were sponsoring a new concert to showcase local Oregon talent and were hoping for media coverage.

	“How’d you know that would work?” Vincent asked as he parked on the road outside the coffee shop.

	“I don’t know. Don’t all small-town newspapers love local talent concerts?” Fix asked.

	“I have no idea,” Vincent replied. He wasn’t sure if that was due to memory loss, or it was just a thing he didn’t know. None of it mattered now. They just needed directions to Alder Falls.

	“Mr. Wilde?” Vincent asked, approaching a patio table. The article had included a byline photo. Wilde had lost some hair in the last decade, and gained some weight, but it was definitely the same man. He sat alone at a table with a large black coffee, reading his phone.

	“Hi. My name is Vincent Donnelly, I was hoping you could help us with something.” He paused for a moment, then extended his hand. Wilde took it and shook.

	“I will if I can. What do you need?” He gestured to the free chair and Vincent took a seat.

	“I was reading a story you wrote about ten years back. It was about a pie festival in a town called Alder Falls. I need to find Alder Falls, but I can’t see it on any
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