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      The flickering blue light from the television cast shadows that danced across Lydia's face as the final scream echoed from the speakers. She reached for the remote with trembling fingers, her heart still hammering from the last jump scare. The sudden silence that followed felt almost as unsettling as the movie itself.

      "God, why do we always pick the scary ones?" she muttered, though part of her knew exactly why. Horror movies gave Kendrick an excuse to pull her close, to let his hands wander during the tense moments when her guard was down.

      As if summoned by her thoughts, his arm tightened around her shoulders. "Come on, babe. The kid's been asleep for hours." His breath was warm against her ear, his voice dropping to that husky whisper she usually found irresistible.

      Usually.

      Tonight, something felt off. Maybe it was the way the Finches' house seemed to echo every small sound, or how Mr. Brenner's porch light had flickered on twice already when Kendrick's Mustang rumbled too loudly in the driveway. The elderly neighbor had a clear view of the front door, and Lydia couldn't shake the image of his silhouette behind those gauzy curtains.

      "Kendrick, not here." She shifted away from him on the plush sectional, putting precious inches between them. "What if they come back early? Last month they surprised me by an hour."

      His jaw tensioned, that familiar muscle jumping near his ear. "It's eleven-fifteen. They said midnight." His hand found her knee, fingers pressing with just enough pressure to make his intentions clear. "That's forty-five minutes."

      "But what if⁠—"

      "What if, what if." He pulled back completely, running both hands through his dark hair in frustration. "There's always a what if with you lately."

      The accusation hung between them like smoke. Lydia felt the familiar twist in her stomach—part guilt, part defiance. She was seventeen, not stupid. Getting caught fooling around while babysitting would destroy more than just her weekend job. Word traveled fast in their small town, and her reputation would be shredded by Monday morning.

      "I'm being responsible," she said, hating how defensive she sounded.

      "You're being paranoid." Kendrick stood abruptly, pacing to the massive front window that overlooked the circular driveway. His reflection stared back at them both—tall, athletic, undeniably attractive. The same qualities that had made her fall for him six months ago now felt like pressure, expectation.

      A soft creak came from somewhere upstairs.

      They both froze.

      "Just the house settling," Kendrick said after a moment, but his voice had lost its edge of irritation. Old houses made noise—everyone knew that.

      Lydia glanced toward the curved staircase that led to the second floor, where Jaylen slept in his race car bed. She'd checked on him at ten-thirty, finding him curled up with his stuffed dinosaur, breathing deep and even. Five-year-olds were heavy sleepers. The parenting books she'd read when she first started babysitting had assured her of that.

      So why did her skin feel like it was crawling with invisible insects?

      "I should check on him," she whispered.

      "He's fine." Kendrick's tone had shifted again, back to that coaxing sweetness. He moved toward her with predatory grace. "Come on, Lyds. When do we ever get time alone like this?"

      The question twisted something sharp in her chest. When indeed? Between school, her part-time job at the ice cream shop, and his football practice, stolen moments were rare. But not here. Not while she was responsible for someone else's child.

      "Please don't make this harder than it already is," she said.

      Something cold flickered across his features. "Right. Of course. God forbid Princess Lydia does anything that might mess up her perfect image."

      The words stung because they weren't entirely wrong. She did care about her image, about what people thought. In a town where gossip spread faster than wildfire, reputation was currency.

      "That's not fair."

      "Isn't it?" He grabbed his keys from the coffee table, the metal jingling with harsh finality. "Call me when you decide you actually want a boyfriend instead of just the idea of one."

      He was halfway to the front door before she found her voice. "Kendrick, wait⁠—"

      But he was already gone, pulling the door shut behind him with barely controlled force. Through the window, she watched him storm toward his car, shoulders rigid with anger. The Mustang's engine roared to life, deliberately loud in the quiet neighborhood. He reversed fast, tires squealing against asphalt as he tore down the tree-lined street.

      And then there was silence.

      The kind of silence that pressed against her eardrums and made her hyperaware of every tiny sound. The hum of the refrigerator from the kitchen. The whisper of the central air kicking on. Her own shallow breathing.

      Lydia sank back into the sectional, pulling her knees to her chest. She should feel relieved. She'd done the right thing, the responsible thing. So why did she feel so hollow?

      The digital clock on the cable box glowed green: 11:47 PM.

      Thirteen minutes. The Finches would be home in thirteen minutes, and she could collect her babysitting money and go home to her own bed. Tomorrow, she'd figure out what to do about Kendrick. Maybe call him, try to explain⁠—

      Thump.

      The sound came from directly above her head.

      Lydia's blood turned to ice water. She stared at the ceiling, barely breathing, waiting for another sound. Waiting for confirmation that what she'd heard was just Jaylen rolling over in his sleep, or his stuffed animal falling to the floor.

      But the silence stretched on, thick and suffocating.

      Had the sound come from upstairs?

      Or had it come from outside?

      The gin bottle.

      The thought hit her like a slap. She'd hidden it behind the decorative pillows when Kendrick arrived, but what if Mrs. Finch noticed something? What if she could smell it on Lydia's breath? The two small sips had seemed harmless—just enough to calm her nerves before Kendrick showed up. But now the evidence sat there like a ticking bomb.

      Lydia lunged for the couch, shoving pillows aside until her fingers found the cool glass. She clutched the bottle to her chest, mind racing. The kitchen—she could rinse it out, put it back in the liquor cabinet where she'd found it. Mrs. Finch would never know.

      The kitchen felt enormous in the dim light, all granite countertops and stainless steel appliances that reflected her guilty face back at her. She twisted the faucet handle, letting water rush into the bottle, swirling away any trace of what she'd done.

      THUMP.

      This one was louder. Deliberate.

      The bottle slipped from her hands, clattering into the sink. Her pulse hammered against her throat as she stared at the ceiling. That hadn't been a house settling. That hadn't been a five-year-old rolling over in his sleep.

      Someone was upstairs.

      The rational part of her brain offered explanations: maybe Jaylen had gotten up to use the bathroom, knocked something over in the dark. Maybe he was having a nightmare, thrashing around in his bed. Five-year-olds did that sometimes.

      But her hands were shaking as she gripped the edge of the granite counter.

      She should call the Finches. Or 911. Or⁠—

      But what if she was wrong? What if Jaylen was fine and she was just being paranoid? How would she explain why she'd been so jumpy, so ready to assume the worst? They'd ask questions. They might smell alcohol on her breath, notice her dilated pupils, realize she'd been drinking while watching their child.

      She'd lose this job. And in a town this small, she'd never get another one.

      The house creaked around her, old bones settling into the night. Every shadow seemed to move, every reflection in the appliances looked like a face watching her. She needed to check on Jaylen. Just peek into his room, confirm he was safe, and then she could wait downstairs until the Finches returned.

      Her phone felt solid and reassuring in her palm as she crept toward the staircase. The screen's blue glow provided a small circle of comfort in the darkness. Eight minutes until midnight. Eight minutes until this night was over.

      The stairs were carpeted, muffling her footsteps, but each one seemed to announce her presence anyway. The banister was smooth under her sweaty palm. Halfway up, she paused, listening.

      Silence pressed against her eardrums like cotton.

      The upstairs hallway stretched before her, longer than she remembered. Family photos lined the walls—the Finches at the beach, Jaylen blowing out birthday candles, smiling faces that looked distorted in the dim light filtering up from below.

      Jaylen's door was slightly ajar, just as she'd left it after her ten-thirty check. She approached slowly, phone held up like a shield. Through the crack, she could see the glow of his nightlight, the familiar shapes of his furniture.

      She'd just peek inside. Make sure he was breathing, make sure he was safe. Then she'd lock them both in until⁠—

      A hand clamped over her mouth.

      The scream died in her throat as fingers pressed against her lips, tasting of leather and salt. Her phone clattered to the floor, its light spinning wildly before coming to rest against the baseboard.

      She tried to bite, tried to twist away, but the grip was iron-strong. A body pressed against her back, pinning her arms to her sides. Hot breath against her ear, carrying the scent of mint and something else—something metallic.

      The hallway lights went out.

      Complete darkness swallowed them. In that instant of pure terror, Lydia understood with crystal clarity that she was about to die. Not someday, not in some distant future—now. Tonight. While the Finches drove home from dinner, while her parents watched the late news, while Kendrick sulked in his bedroom.

      She felt the knife before she saw it—a cold line of pressure against her throat. The blade was sharp enough that even the slightest movement would part her skin.

      "Shhh," a voice whispered, so close she could feel the lips moving against her ear. Neither male nor female, just breath and malice. "This won't take long."

      The pressure increased.

      Lydia's last coherent thought wasn't of her parents, or Kendrick, or even herself. It was of Jaylen, sleeping peacefully behind his bedroom door, and whether this monster would hurt him next.

      Then the blade drew across her throat in one fluid motion, and her world dissolved into darkness deeper than any she'd ever known.
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      The nightmare had teeth.

      In the darkness behind her eyelids, Carolyn Hunter ran through a forest where the trees bled and the ground beneath her feet turned to water with each desperate step. Something was chasing her—she couldn't see it, could only hear the wet sound of its breathing, close enough to feel the heat of it against the back of her neck. She was looking for something. Someone. A child's voice calling her name from somewhere in the endless dark, high and thin and terrified.

      Carolyn, help me. Please, Carolyn, I can't find my way⁠—

      The shrill ring of her phone cut through the nightmare like a scalpel, severing the dream-logic that had wrapped around her throat like fingers.

      Carolyn bolted upright in bed, heart hammering against her ribs with such force she could feel it in her jaw, her fingertips, the base of her skull. Her t-shirt clung to her skin, drenched with sweat. The taste of copper still coated her tongue from whatever horror her subconscious had been serving up—blood, always blood in these dreams, though she could never tell if it was hers or someone else's.

      The phone continued its insistent screaming from the nightstand.

      The clock beside it glowed 4:07 AM in accusatory red digits, each number crisp and unforgiving in the darkness. Four hours of sleep. Less, really, considering she'd lain awake until well past midnight, staring at the ceiling and listening to the distant sounds of the city settling into its restless sleep.

      Her apartment overlooked the Kerrion River, and through the floor-to-ceiling windows that took up most of the east wall, she could see the water moving like black silk in the pre-dawn darkness. No moon tonight. Just the reflected glow of the city lights dancing on the surface, breaking apart and reforming with each ripple. She'd chosen this apartment specifically for these windows, for the way they let her see out while keeping the world at bay. In the daytime, the river was beautiful—sailboats and kayakers, the occasional heron stalking through the shallows. At night, it looked like something you could drown in.

      The phone rang again. Fourth ring. Whoever was calling wasn't giving up.

      She snatched it from the nightstand, her fingers fumbling slightly with the screen. Her hands were shaking—residual adrenaline from the nightmare, or maybe just the knowledge that phone calls at 4 AM were never good news. In her line of work, they were inevitably terrible news.

      "Hunter." Her voice came out rough, raw from sleep and whatever screaming she'd been doing in her dreams. She cleared her throat, tried again. "This is Hunter."

      "We've got a case." Lucas Branch's voice was crisp, alert—he'd clearly been awake for hours. Branch was always awake, or at least he always sounded that way, as if sleep were something other people needed but he'd personally evolved beyond. "Bad one. How fast can you get to Reagan?"

      Carolyn swung her legs over the side of the bed, bare feet finding the cold hardwood floor. The shock of it helped clear her head, grounded her in the present moment. The sleeping pills she'd taken three hours ago—Ambien, 10mg, taken with a glass of water at 1:07 AM after giving up on sleep arriving naturally—made her movements sluggish, her thoughts wrapped in cotton. Everything felt slightly delayed, as if she were watching herself move from a few seconds in the past.

      She pressed her free hand against her forehead, feeling the slight stick of sweat there. Her hair was tangled, falling across her shoulders in auburn waves that needed washing. She could smell herself—that particular blend of sleep-sweat and fear that clung to the skin after a nightmare.

      "How bad are we talking?" She already knew the answer. Branch wouldn't be calling at this hour for anything less than catastrophic.

      "Teenage girl. Babysitter. Throat slit, body dismembered." Branch's tone was clinical, but she could hear the underlying tension threading through each word. A tightness in his voice that only appeared for the worst cases. In their line of work, there was bad, and then there was the kind of bad that made seasoned agents lose sleep for months, the kind that wormed its way into your dreams and took up permanent residence. "Auburn Lake, upstate New York."

      Carolyn was already moving toward her dresser, phone wedged between her shoulder and ear. Her feet knew the path even in the darkness—twelve steps from the bed to the dresser, careful to avoid the corner of the armchair she kept meaning to move. The wood floor was ice-cold beneath her soles, sending goosebumps racing up her calves.

      "Local PD can't handle a single murder?" She pulled open the top drawer, her fingers finding the familiar texture of cotton and denim in the darkness. "What makes this ours?"

      "That's what we need to find out." Papers rustled on Branch's end—the sound of case files being shuffled, preliminary reports being organized. She could picture him in his home office, surrounded by walls of books on criminal psychology and forensic pathology, his reading glasses perched on his nose even though he'd never admit he needed them. "The locals called it in as soon as they processed the scene. Said they'd never seen anything like it. The level of violence, the... precision."

      She paused in pulling clothes from drawers, her hand frozen on a pair of jeans.

      Precision.

      In their world, that word carried weight. It suggested planning, experience, control. It suggested a killer who knew exactly what they were doing, who had thought through each step of the process. Disorganized killers left chaos—blood spatter patterns that told a story of frenzy, of loss of control. But organized killers, the ones who worked with precision... those were the ones who haunted you. Those were the ones who did it again.

      "The child?" The question slipped out before she could stop it, carrying more emotion than she intended. Her voice cracked slightly on the word 'child,' betraying the fear that lived just beneath her professional veneer.

      "Five-year-old boy. Unharmed. Apparently slept through the whole thing."

      Relief flooded through her so suddenly she had to brace herself against the dresser, her palm flat against the cool wood surface. The pills made everything feel underwater, sensations arriving a half-second too late, but that relief was sharp and immediate, cutting through the pharmaceutical fog like a blade.

      Another child who wouldn't end up like Miranda.

      Another child who would grow up, who would have birthdays and graduations and first loves and all the thousand small moments that Miranda had been robbed of. Another child who would wake up tomorrow morning—today, technically, in a few hours—and still have a future stretching out before him, even if that future would forever be shadowed by what had happened in his house while he slept.

      "Hunter? You still there?"

      She realized she'd been holding her breath. "Yeah." She shook her head, trying to clear the fog, trying to push Miranda's ghost back into the corner of her mind where she usually kept her. Not now. There wasn't time for ghosts right now. "Reagan Airport. What time?"

      "Six AM. I've already got us booked on the first flight to Albany. We'll drive to Auburn Lake from there." Branch paused, and in that pause she could hear him choosing his next words carefully. "Bring your go-bag. Something tells me we're going to be there for a while."

      Carolyn was already reaching for the black duffel bag she kept packed in her closet, tucked behind her winter coats and the box of case files she couldn't bring herself to throw away. Three changes of clothes—practical, dark-colored, easy to move in. Toiletries in TSA-approved sizes. Extra ammunition for her Glock 19, two magazines worth. Case files from their last three investigations, because sometimes patterns emerged when you could compare, when you could see the threads connecting one monster to another.

      The essentials for when the monsters came calling.

      She pulled on jeans—dark blue Levi's that fit well enough to be professional but loose enough to run in if necessary. A fitted black sweater, merino wool, because upstate New York in early spring would be cold, especially at crime scenes where you stood outside for hours letting the local cops walk you through every detail. She layered a grey button-down over it, left it unbuttoned. Professional enough for dealing with local law enforcement, warm enough for standing in the pre-dawn chill.

      "What's the girl's name?" she asked, pulling her hair back into a ponytail. Her fingers worked automatically, muscle memory from thousands of mornings starting exactly like this one.

      "Lydia Morgan. Seventeen years old, honor student." Branch's voice carried that careful neutrality they all learned in the academy—the professional distance that kept you sane, that kept you from seeing your own sister or daughter or childhood friend in every victim's school photo. "Was babysitting for a family called the Finches while they were out to dinner. Parents came home at midnight, found her in the upstairs hallway."

      Seventeen.

      The same age Miranda would have been now, if she'd lived to see her birthday. If she'd made it to high school, to prom, to college applications and first boyfriends and all the complicated machinery of becoming an adult.

      Carolyn caught her reflection in the bathroom mirror as she splashed cold water on her face—not hot, not yet, just cold to shock her system into something resembling alertness. Thirty-two years old and the youngest agent in the Behavioral Analysis Unit. Dark circles under green eyes, the kind that spoke of chronic sleep deprivation and too many nights like this one. Auburn hair that needed a trim, the ends starting to split. The kind of pale skin that came from too many hours under fluorescent lights and not enough sleep, not enough sun, not enough of anything that constituted a normal life.

      She looked like what she was—someone who spent her days crawling inside the minds of killers, trying to understand the incomprehensible.

      The water dripped from her chin as she stared at her reflection. Somewhere in upstate New York, a girl who looked nothing like her but was exactly the same age Miranda would have been was lying on a medical examiner's table, waiting for Carolyn to speak for her. To translate the language of her wounds into a profile of the person who'd created them.

      "The parents?" she asked, grabbing her service weapon from the bedside safe. The biometric lock read her fingerprint, clicked open. The Glock sat in its holster, dark and heavy with purpose. She checked the magazine automatically—full, fifteen rounds—then holstered it at her hip. The weight was familiar, almost comforting.

      "Clean. Solid alibis, multiple witnesses at the restaurant." Branch paused, and she could hear him taking a sip of something—coffee, probably, his third or fourth cup of the morning. "This wasn't personal, Hunter. This was something else."

      Something else.

      The words sent a chill down her spine that had nothing to do with the cold apartment air.

      In their experience, "something else" usually meant a killer who was just getting started. It meant someone who had crossed a threshold most people couldn't even imagine approaching, someone who had discovered they were capable of taking a human being apart and had found the experience... interesting. Worth repeating. Worth refining.

      Her apartment felt hollow as she moved through it, gathering the pieces of her professional identity piece by piece. Badge in its leather holder, slightly worn at the edges from three years of being clipped to her belt. Credentials in their folder, the FBI seal still crisp and official even though the photo of her looked younger, more optimistic. Case files stacked on the dining table that she never used for actual dining—just a surface for spreading out crime scene photos and witness statements and victimology reports. Laptop in its bag, charged and ready.

      Outside, beyond her windows, the city was still sleeping. The river reflected nothing now, just dark water moving in darkness. Somewhere beyond her view, beyond the maze of streets and buildings, life was happening—people sleeping peacefully in beds, unaware that in a small town upstate, a family was learning that evil could walk right through their front door.

      That it could stand in their hallway, could breathe the same air, could destroy everything they loved while they ate dinner and laughed over wine and believed, fundamentally, that they were safe.

      The drive to Reagan would take forty-five minutes in pre-dawn traffic, maybe less if she pushed it. Time enough to read the preliminary reports that Branch would have emailed her, to start building a profile of whoever had turned a quiet babysitting job into a slaughter. Time enough to prepare herself for what she was about to see.

      But as Carolyn locked her apartment door and headed for the elevator, checking twice that the deadbolt had actually engaged, she couldn't shake the image that had been haunting her dreams for weeks now. Not just tonight's nightmare, but all of them—the recurring dream that woke her sweating and gasping at least three times a week.

      A child's bedroom door, painted white with a brass doorknob that needed polishing. Standing slightly ajar, maybe six inches of darkness visible through the gap. And the terrible silence that followed when the screaming stopped—that profound, suffocating quiet that was somehow worse than any sound.

      The elevator descended with a soft hydraulic hum. Carolyn leaned against the brushed steel wall, her go-bag heavy on her shoulder, and closed her eyes for just a moment. When she opened them, she was in the underground parking garage, the fluorescent lights flickering in that way that made everything look slightly unreal, slightly dangerous.

      Her phone buzzed again as she reached the parking garage, the vibration loud in the concrete silence. She didn't need to look at the caller ID.

      "What else?" she answered, already knowing Branch had more to tell her. He always did. He parceled out the worst details gradually, giving you time to process, to build your defenses layer by layer.

      "The face." His voice was tight, controlled in that way that meant he was working very hard to stay calm. "He took her face, Hunter. Removed it completely. And her clothes—all of them. Gone."

      Carolyn stopped walking.

      The parking garage suddenly felt too small, too close. The concrete walls pressed in, the ceiling dropped lower. Her breath caught in her throat, and for a moment she was back in the nightmare, back in that forest where something was chasing her and she couldn't run fast enough.

      "Jesus." The word came out as barely more than a whisper.

      She'd seen terrible things. In three years with the BAU, she'd walked through crime scenes that would haunt her forever—the family in Montana where the father had killed them all and arranged them at the dinner table like they were waiting for a meal that would never come. The series of truck stop murders where the bodies had been found in pieces, scattered across three states like breadcrumbs. The cult compound in Arizona where they'd found the children locked in a basement, starving and feral.

      But facial removal was different. It was intimate. It was symbolic. It required time, patience, a steady hand. It meant the killer had stayed with the body, had worked methodically while the blood cooled and the reality of what they'd done settled in. And they hadn't panicked. Hadn't run. Had finished their work.

      "CODIS has nothing." Branch's breathing was audible through the phone, each inhale and exhale deliberate. "No similar MO in the database, no facial removal cases anywhere in the system." Another pause. "We're looking at a first kill."

      First kill.

      The words hit her like ice water, shocking and clarifying all at once.

      First meant there would be others. First meant they were dealing with someone who was just discovering what they were capable of, someone who had finally acted on fantasies they'd been nurturing for months or years. Someone who would refine their methods with each victim, would learn from their mistakes, would become harder to catch with every iteration until they became unstoppable.

      Unless Carolyn stopped them first.

      "How long do we have before the scene gets compromised?" She forced herself to start walking again, her keys jangling in her shaking hand. The sound echoed off the concrete, metallic and sharp.

      "It happened Friday night. Today's Sunday." Branch's frustration was palpable, barely contained. "We're already losing evidence every hour. DNA degrades. Blood dries. Trace evidence gets contaminated. Local yokels have been trampling through there for two days, probably contaminating half the forensics while they gawk at the body. If we don't get up there soon..."

      He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to.

      "I'm leaving now." Carolyn slid into her Honda Civic—eight years old, dark grey, utterly unremarkable—grateful for the familiar routine of adjusting mirrors, checking blind spots, fastening her seatbelt with a click. Normal actions to ground herself when nothing else felt normal. Her hands found the steering wheel, gripped at ten and two like they'd taught her in driver's ed when she was sixteen and the world still made sense.

      "Make it thirty." The line went dead.

      Carolyn sat in the darkness of the garage for a moment, engine idling, letting the weight of what they were walking into settle on her shoulders. The car's interior smelled faintly of coffee and the leather-scent air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror. The radio was off. Just the sound of the engine, steady and mechanical, and her own breathing.

      Facial removal wasn't random violence—it was symbolic, ritualistic. The killer was trying to erase the victim's identity, to make her into something else. Someone else. Or maybe—and this thought made her stomach clench—to keep the face. To preserve it somehow. To take it with them.

      She put the car in reverse, backed out of her parking space with practiced precision. The tires squealed slightly on the concrete as she accelerated toward the exit.

      The drive through empty D.C. streets should have been calming—the city transformed by the pre-dawn hours into something almost peaceful, almost beautiful. Traffic lights cycling through their colors for no one. Storefronts dark behind security gates. The occasional homeless person huddled in a doorway, a shape in the shadows. The monuments illuminated against the darkness, white marble glowing as if lit from within.

      But her mind kept circling back to the details like a tongue probing a sore tooth. Seventeen-year-old babysitter. Throat slit—quick, efficient, the kind of cut that suggested the killer knew where the carotid was, knew how to deliver a wound that would silence screaming. Face removed—carefully, with tools, with intention. The precision Branch had mentioned wasn't just about the killing—it was about the aftermath, the careful work of dismantling a human being piece by piece.

      She'd seen worse. In three years with the BAU, she'd crawled inside the minds of killers who made this look like amateur hour. The Riverside Strangler who'd kept women alive in his basement for weeks. The family annihilator in Oklahoma who'd used a shotgun on his sleeping children. The trafficking ring in Nevada where they'd found bodies buried in the desert, years of victims reduced to bones and scraps of clothing.

      But something about this case felt different, personal in a way she couldn't name.

      Maybe it was the child who'd slept through it all—five years old, probably in footie pajamas, probably clutching a stuffed animal, totally unaware that in the hallway outside his room, someone was destroying his babysitter while he dreamed. The randomness of it, the cosmic unfairness. One child spared while a seventeen-year-old girl died violently in the darkness.

      Maybe it was the girl's age—seventeen, still young enough to believe the world was fundamentally safe, that bad things happened to other people in other places. Old enough to babysit, to drive, to dream about college and careers and falling in love. Young enough to still be sleeping in her childhood bedroom, surrounded by posters and photographs and all the accumulated evidence of a life still being lived.

      Or maybe it was the way her shower had felt this morning, standing under scalding water trying to wash away the lingering taste of her nightmare. The same dream she'd been having for weeks now, always the same: a nine-year-old girl with pigtails and missing teeth, calling her name from somewhere she couldn't reach.

      Carolyn, help me. Carolyn, I'm scared. Carolyn, where are you?

      But she never could help. Never could reach her. In the dream, she was always too late, always one step behind, always failing to warn Miranda about the stranger by the creek, the man who'd been watching, who'd been waiting, who'd known exactly which child to take.

      The Civic's headlights cut through the darkness, illuminating the empty road ahead. She pressed harder on the accelerator, watching the speedometer climb. Ten over the limit. Fifteen. The city blurred past her windows.

      Lydia Morgan was waiting. And unlike in her nightmares, unlike with Miranda, this time Carolyn might actually be able to do something that mattered.

      The real Miranda had been afraid of the dark. Terrified of it, actually—the kind of fear that was both delicious and genuine, that made her beg for nightlights and open doors and someone to check under the bed before she could sleep. During sleepovers at the Gaudreau house—at least twice a month from ages seven to nine—Carolyn used to hide under the bed and grab her ankles when she walked past, making monster noises until Miranda screamed with delicious terror.

      Carolyn could still hear that scream, high and bright and full of joy beneath the fear. The kind of scream that ended in laughter, in gasping giggles, in "Do it again! Do it again!"

      Then Mrs. Gaudreau would storm upstairs, her face tight with irritation, her bathrobe wrapped around her thin frame, and threaten to send Carolyn home if they didn't settle down. "It's past midnight, girls. Some of us have work in the morning."

      They never settled down. Nine-year-olds weren't built for settling down, especially not when there were shadows to explore and stories to whisper under flashlights. Miranda would beg for one more scary story, one more game
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