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  Preface



You may try to sew and sew

And never make anything regal

Roll it up and let it go

Pop! goes the weasel

A penny for a spool of thread

A penny for a needle

That’s the way the money goes

Pop! goes the weasel
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“It’ll help you if you make eye contact.”

Violet looked up from her folded arms and leveled a deathly glare at the person speaking.

The woman was tall and slim, in her mid-twenties—a bit young for a therapist, Violet thought—and admittedly good-looking. She wore a professional suit jacket and skirt, like a businesswoman, her long, stockinged legs drawing the most attention.

“No, I said eye contact,” the woman reproached her, waving a hand in front of her legs and then pointing two fingers toward her eyes.

Feeling not the least cooperative, Violet sneered, “Why am I supposed to talk to you, anyway?”

“Can’t you remember? I thought you were supposed to have a perfect memory.”

Violet bristled. “Seeing a shrink isn’t going to help me.”

Unperturbed, the woman replied, “Well, talking to a mental health professional couldn’t hurt, could it?”

Wanna bet? thought Violet.

“Does the idea of talking to someone scare you?”

Violet had to give her credit. She thought she’d masked her fear well enough with her anger. “You’re not going to make me go over it all again,” she said softly but firmly.

The woman shrugged. “I never said we had to go over anything. But it’s an interesting idea. What is it exactly that don’t you want to go over?”

“What do you think?!” Violet snarled.

The woman flipped back to a previous page in the notepad in her lap, which Violet was sure was just for show. “You turned up in Veil just over a month ago, having sustained some mysterious physical injuries and suffering complete amnesia. You didn’t know who you were, and neither did anyone else. You made friends with a teenager, Cyanne Grogan, whose mother, Magenta—”

“Jen,” Violet corrected her fiercely. A moment later, she clapped a hand over her trembling mouth and stifled a sob.

“Jen,” the woman repeated kindly, handing Violet a box of tissues that seemed to have materialized out of thin air. “A deputy in the sheriff’s department. The Grogans gave you a place to stay while you endeavored to discover your true identity. Although you’ve had little to no success in that regard, you have assisted the Veil Sheriff’s Department in locating a missing girl, exposed the stalker of a young woman, foiled a robbery, prevented the abduction of an infant, saved a man named Chuck Benz from death by booby-trap—”

“Stop!” The anger was gone, leaving only naked fear in her voice.

“Stop what?” said the woman, with all seriousness.

“I don’t want to think about what happened after that,” said Violet, trembling all over. “I can’t.”

“But you already are. And it’s killing you—because you’re doing it alone.” There was sympathy in her eyes as she leaned forward. “I know it’s hard to believe, but it really will help if we go over it together.”

Violet felt sick. She wiped her eyes with shaking hands. “If I say it out loud, it’ll make it real.”

“That’s not how it works.”

Violet scoffed. “What, so if I talk about it, it’ll be not real?”

“Violet.” The woman looked at her steadily, clearly trying to engender trust. “Take a breath. You can do this.”

Violet almost laughed. “That’s the problem. All those things you mentioned, the things I did, I did because of this…this gift, this ‘superpower,’ this fluke I was apparently born with. But there’s always a power, a force, that’s stronger. A limit past which you just can’t do anything.” She took a deep breath and blew it out resignedly. “At sundown on November eighteenth, Sheriff Dubowski went to see his friend, Kurt Riner…”
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Elijah Pressler hurried downstairs, regretting, as he did so, letting his personal assistant go home early for the day. The pounding on his front door signified some matter he very likely didn’t want to have to deal with.

Through the glazed window beside the door, he could just make out a figure wearing a sheriff’s uniform and badge. He sighed. The day wouldn’t be complete without some obligatory rivalry between himself and Veil’s chief law officer. He opened the door. “Sheriff Dubowski. To what do I owe the—”

The sheriff did something very strange. He reached up to his chest and, very deliberately, removed the badge from his jacket. His eyes were stony, his expression grim.

Pressler had only just realized what was about to happen when Dubowski lashed out, seized two fistfuls of Pressler’s shirt, yanked him bodily out through his front door, and threw him down to the stoop. Pressler couldn’t even draw breath to demand to know what he was doing, the wind was so knocked out of him.

“Where’s my friend?!” Dubowski roared.

Pressler coughed. “What—?” he managed to get out before Dubowski hoisted him back up and shoved him painfully against the doorframe.

“Where is Kurt?!!” Dubowski rumbled.

Pressler coughed again, but the cough morphed into a full-throated chuckle. “Why don’t you try that again?” he chortled. “And this time, try to be a little more intimidating. I mean, honestly, Keith—I can call you Keith now, right? Because you’re a civilian? Or did I mistake the meaning of that oh-so-subtle gesture of throwing away your badge—a sheriff is bound by rules, but, oooh, now you’re not, is that right? Seriously, though, we both know you’re too much of a Dudley Do-Right to do anything even remotely morally ambiguous—”

With startling speed, Dubowski spun Pressler to face the other way and slammed his front against the doorframe. Pressler turned his head just in time so that his face escaped harm, but as Dubowski pressed on his back, Pressler felt his rib cage bending, straining…

“Okay! Okay, I’m convinced!” When Dubowski released him, Pressler staggered and doubled over, groaning and wheezing. “But I still don’t know what you’re talking about! If Kurt Riner’s missing, this is the first I’ve heard of it! Why don’t you ask that charming, lovable fiancée of his—”

“Amy’s dead.”

Pressler looked up in shock. “What?!”

Dubowski leaned forward, teeth bared menacingly. “Someone broke into Kurt’s home, murdered Amy, and took him hostage.”

Pressler matched his posture, throwing his belligerence back at him. “You seriously think I would’ve done that? Had her killed? Him abducted? I don’t suppose it’s occurred to you to suspect anyone else, for instance, I don’t know, maybe the serial killer who’s been stalking our town for over a month!”

“That’s exactly what you’d want me to think.”

“Oh, for the love of—!” Pressler threw back his head in exasperation.

“The perfect opportunity to commit any crime you want, when there’s someone handy to blame it on.”

“Believe it or not, even I’m not that opportunistic!”

Dubowski’s lip curled into a nasty smile. It amazed Pressler to see him like this. “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t stoop to any slimy trick if it would get you elected,” said the badge-less sheriff. “If you thought you could get away with it, you’d do it.”

Pressler gave this serious consideration. “To achieve certain ends? Sure. Maybe I would. To win an election? To be mayor of Veil? No. That would be absurd.”

“Then prove it,” Dubowski taunted him. “Drop out of the election.”

“Done.”

The response was so prompt, so sudden, that it took a moment for Dubowski to take it in. “What did you say?”

“I renounce my candidacy. I’m out of the race. Let me grab my phone; I’ll call the deputy mayor and the city council’s office and make it official.” When Dubowski did nothing other than stare at him, Pressler raised his voice: “Whatever I need to do to prove to you I’m not bluffing, let’s do it now, so we can start searching for your friend!”

A few seconds passed before Dubowski, bewildered but still wary, took a step back from Pressler, who, with a wince, massaged his chest and took an experimental breath.

“You bent over backwards to set me up, just to gain an edge in the race for mayor,” said Dubowski. “Now you’re just giving it up? Right when you might have the biggest advantage ever? Why? This isn’t like you at all.”

Pressler reached down, snatched up the sheriff’s badge, and tossed it back to its owner. “I always play to win—but only on my terms.”

“My friend might be dead. Playtime is over.”

“Then let’s get to work already.”

* * *

“I’ve been waiting a long time to speak to you…Violet.”

Violet’s heart turned to ice. She and the Grogans had just returned home after a camping trip. The moment Violet walked into her bedroom, she’d staggered under an onslaught of uncomfortable stimuli. Thanks to her gift, she could remember, whether she wished to or not, exactly how she had left her room the last time she was here. Her primal self screamed as she perceived a thousand items that were out of position from last time: someone had been here, touching, moving her belongings.

She’d barely had time to feel her skin crawl before she heard a phone ringing, left behind on her pillow for her to find. Now she was on the phone, listening, presumably, to the person who had invaded her living space. The voice was electronically altered, but the distortion failed to mask a distinct trace of malicious glee.

“If you’re thinking of raising an alarm,” the voice purred, “don’t. You’ve already annoyed me today by saving Mr. Benz. If you annoy me again…well, I’ll leave it to your imagination.”

Violet’s throat was dry. She had to swallow before she could speak. “You’re the serial killer.”

“Very good. I understand you’ve been helping the sheriff’s department study my work.”

Violet didn’t dare risk letting Jen or Cy know what was happening; the killer could have left a listening device or a camera in her room. But she wasn’t about to let herself be tormented without putting up some kind of a fight. Her eyes watered as she said through gritted teeth, “You killed my friend.”

After a pause, the voice on the phone replied, “I’ve killed a lot of people’s friends.”

“Why?”

“Because I had to. But that’s not why I wanted to talk to you, Violet.” He—was it a he?—seemed to enjoy saying her name.

Violet heard voices from out in the hall. Quickly she shut the door and growled, “What do you want?”

“On the night that I saw Rob Mulroy out of this world, he met up with a man named Tuck Fleagle. It seems Mr. Fleagle made a prophetic statement, to the effect that you and I are destined for some kind of ‘showdown,’ as he put it.”

Violet knew what Fleagle had said, had listened to Mulroy’s murder, thanks to a tape recording Mulroy had made, which
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