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I miss you every day, but my love for you never dies.

Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Richard

The fire-engine-red 1959 Cadillac Coupe Deville streaked across the jagged spine of the Rocky Mountains. On the vehicle’s fine stereo, Elvis Presley sang about hound dogs. Bright winter sun beat down through the windshield, warming Richard Bell. In such grand moments, he could almost forget that the world was infested with blood-thirsty monsters. Each mile brought him and his companions closer to their next encounter, but just then, all was right with the world.

He took a bite of the burger he’d ordered from a roadside stand. Ketchup and bacon grease dripped down his chin. He closed his eyes and relished the savory mix of meat, onions, veggies, and cheese. In all his years of retirement and his brief stay at the old folks’ home, he’d eaten only to stay alive. What a mistake! Eating wasn’t a means to an end. Good food was, all by itself, a reason for living. 

A salty French fry was the perfect complement to the burger. He washed the food down with icy cold soda and was rewarded with a satisfying belch. 

No one reproached him. Weird. 

He peeked over his shoulder into the backseat. His granddaughter—a woman old enough to have grandkids of her own, had she started at an early age—was canoodling with her new man-friend, Gordon Westchester. The two looked like teenagers, whispering and giggling with their heads together. They’d been that way since they left Santa Fe a day and a half earlier.

Stanley Kapcheck sat in the driver’s seat, dapper in his zippered sweater and blue jeans. He wore a pair of over-priced sunglasses and a newsboy cap that covered his shiny bald head. Richard thought he looked like a wrinkled old raisin striving too hard for a younger man’s style, but judging by the way both women and men threw themselves at the geezer, he was doing something right. Richard gave a mental shrug. He’d rather be comfortable in his Hanes T-shirts. Besides, trading in the perfectly serviceable Wellington Plastics jacket he’d been wearing for the last twenty years seemed wasteful. Nothing wrong with it. Why buy new?

“You’re pretty quiet,” Richard said before taking another bite of the divine hamburger. 

Stanley’s thin lips twitched in a semblance of a smile. “I suppose the dialogue in my mind occupies me to the point of distraction.”

“Voices in your head, eh? Always knew there was something wrong with you.”

“Don’t you converse with yourself in your thoughts?”

“I ain’t crazy.” Richard refused to get drawn into Stanley’s nonsense. Talking to voices inside your own head—that’s the kind of thing that got a man locked up in a padded room. 

“My friend, we are old men chasing after death in an old car, armed with swords and wooden stakes. We’re both certifiably insane.”

Richard harrumphed. “You ain’t got to say it that way. We’re doing a service for this world.”

“Yes. I suppose we are.” 

From the back seat, Burke chimed in. “Grandpa’s right and Busar was doing a service, too. How many lives did he save? How many have you saved because of what he taught you?”

Stanley downshifted as they began a long, curving descent. 

“Then you taught us, me and Burke, and now Gordon,” Richard said. “We ain’t even been doing this for a whole year yet, and we helped a heap of folks. It’s good work, and it all started with Busar.”

“It all started thousands of years before Busar was born,” Stanley said. “He had a mentor, too, of course, just as he mentored me.” With skillful ease, born from having driven thousands upon thousands of miles in his lifetime, Stanley maneuvered the car along a narrow stretch bordered by a solid rock wall on one side and a two-hundred-foot drop on the other. “Busar, as I knew him, is dead. My mentor was murdered in a horrible accident while we were hunting a monster that preyed on children. An honorable way to go, and that’s how I prefer to think of it.”

Richard scratched his head. He tried to pat down his white cloud of hair, realized he failed, and wondered why, after so many years, he kept trying. An idea nagged him since they left for this hunt, and he hadn’t had the backbone to spit it out. It was now or never. 

“We saved you, Stanley. Burke, too.”

Nothing about Stanley’s expression changed. As usual, he remained cool as a cucumber. 

How annoying. It ain’t natural.

Tension buzzed in the car like a fat, bloodthirsty mosquito. In an attempt to swat it away, Richard barreled on with his theory. In for a penny, in for a pound. “You told us that Busar was fighting the monster, and his soul ripped, but you ripped too. Back when we fought on the beach in Michigan, they ripped part of you away, and that leprechaun fixed you up again.” He took a sip of his soda to wash away the absurdity of that sentence. Talk about sending a guy to the loony bin! A year ago, he’d have thought such a comment the height of insanity, but he’d had his eyes opened since then. “Burke got split up, too.”

A rustling of fabric from the back seat, then Burke appeared, leaning over the back of the seat. “I was never split. I was possessed.”

“What’s the difference?” Richard hated nitpicking.

“If something’s split, it’s only half. I was double. Still, I think you have a valid point. I’ve been wondering the same thing. There are all kinds of cures for—”

“There is no cure.” Stanley’s flat tone left no room for argument, but he’d softened back to his usual over-dandied style when he spoke again. “Forgive me, my dear. I don’t mean to be churlish, but my spirit is weary, and I cannot bear the discussion of miracles when the likelihood is so slim.”

Burke squeezed Stanley’s arm and scooted back next to Gordon again. 

“Okay, so I’m the new guy,” Gordon growled, his voice like crushed lava stone. “I’ve seen enough that I get the general idea. I met the sea god and fought a monster on the cruise ship. I saw what happened back there in Santa Fe when Burke’s ex played with magic. Consider my mind opened, but I’d like a little more in-depth explanation of what we’re heading into here. What are you thinking we’re going to do when we get there?”

The same questions occurred to Richard repeatedly, but he’d been too big of a chicken to put them out there like that. He wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to know the answers. Sometimes ignorance was bliss.

White wall tires hummed a tenor melody over the V8 engine’s bass growl. The three less-experienced hunters waited for Stanley to teach them something new.

“Certain creatures cross cultural boundaries. Every culture, no matter how primitive or modern, share the ancient stories of demons, blood drinkers, vengeful spirits, and so on and so forth. The monsters of the legends that spread across the globe are the most ancient and most powerful.”

Richard still had a third of a cheeseburger lying on a wrapper on his lap. Cooler now, it was a bit past his peak, but still infinitely better than the olive loaf sandwiches he’d lived off of for half a century before Stanley sprung him out of the old folk’s home.

Stanley slowed behind a semi, peeked around at the oncoming traffic, and passed as smooth as a seasoned racecar driver. “Busar was killed fighting an entity so old its name has been lost to antiquity.”

Once again, the urge to point out that Busar wasn’t dead rose up in Richard like a burp, but he managed to force it back down. He would have said it a year ago. He was growing as a person. 

“So, you’re saying that the old things are the worst, and this one is the oldest of all?” Gordon asked.

“Not the oldest of all, I should think, but old beyond human memory. For lack of a better term, we’re about to pick a fight with the boogeyman,” Richard said. 

Now that the burger was gone, Richard wondered if the entire meal might have been poor judgment. It sat in his gut like a brick. He took another drink of soda, hoping to work himself up to a proper belch to relieve the pressure. Admitting that it was fear churning in his protruding belly was out of the question. Almost certainly, it was the greasy food. 

“My mama told me the boogeyman was a figment of my imagination,” Gordon said.

Stanley’s gaze never left the road. “Your mother also told you all souls went to Heaven. She was mistaken.” 

Once again, Burke’s head popped up between them. Kid used to be some kind of a hippie-dippie yoga master, always breathing deep and finding her Zen. Give her a few days with a deep-voiced ex-soldier and, all of a sudden, she’s restless as a worm in hot ashes. 

“You’ve been talking around the edges of this hunt since the subject of Busar came up back in Santa Fe. Spell it out. What are we heading into? Let’s make a plan. It’ll be better for you than letting your thoughts eat you from the inside out,” she said.

They reached a more level stretch of pavement, and Stanley adjusted the gearshift. “Your wisdom exceeds your years.”

“I have plenty of years,” Burke said.

Gordon whispered something Richard couldn’t make out, and Burke flashed a grin in his direction. 

Good lord. Maybe his indigestion wasn’t caused by the food after all. Still, the kid had a point. “We got nothing but time. There’s what? Another six hundred miles between here and there?”

Stanley’s nod was so subtle it might have been a twitch of his old muscles if only Stanley’s old muscles ever twitched. No man who remembered the Roaring Twenties had a right to be steady as steel. Time is a transaction. For every day living, a body has to give up a piece of itself. So far as he could tell, the only thing Stan Kapcheck ever had to give up was his hair.

“Are you okay?” Burke asked.

Richard twisted around to look at her. “Me? I’m fine. Why?”

“You had a look on your face like you just ate a sour pickle. You’re not car sick, are you? These twisty roads—”

“I’m fine,” Richard groused. “Can we stick to the subject, please? Spill it, Stan. You’ve got to do it sooner or later.”

“I’ll begin with the monster, and perhaps that will help you understand about Busar. As I said, we’re fighting the boogeyman. It’s an entity that, like a ghost, can be there one moment and gone the next, but trapping it is far more difficult than trapping a ghost or even a demon. No mere salt line or devil’s trap will hold it.”

“But it can be trapped?” Burke asked.

“It can, but it’s powerful magic that requires tools beyond what we have.”

“A hunter is led to the hunt. The tools tend to be there when we need them.” Burke was parroting something Stanley had repeated a thousand times.

“Yes, but....” Stanley let that argument drift away and started on a different track. “Children have an uncanny sense of this creature’s presence. It terrifies them, and it feeds on their terror. It will play with them, sometimes for months, even years, before it destroys them. The deaths themselves will seem so natural no one ever thinks to question. A little one will develop a fever, they’ll be lethargic. The child’s condition deteriorates from that point.”

“It could be the flu, so far as everyone around them is concerned,” Burke observed.

“And so hunters rarely become aware,” Stanley added.

Gordon piped up from the back seat. “Even if they’re aware, what can they do against something that can’t be killed and is nearly impossible to trap?”

“You’ve come to the crux of the problem,” Stanley said. 

Richard remembered something that had been mentioned when all this first came up. “You told us before that Busar had a talisman he was using.”

“He did.”

“Can we get something like that again?”

“Something like a magical seven-thousand-year-old artifact?” Stanley shrugged a bony shoulder. “So far as I know, the one we had was the only one that existed, but I’m open to suggestions if you know where such a thing might be found.”

“You have connections,” Richard pointed out.

“Having connections doesn’t make the acquisition of such objects as simple as popping into the local Piggly Wiggly, Dick.”

Richard harrumphed. Lord, but he hated being called Dick, and Stan Kapcheck darn well knew it.

“Even if we had such an object,” Stanley went on, “the risk is too high. I won’t watch what happened to Busar happen to any of you. I won’t make this journey a second time.”

“Maybe The Children of Cain could help us,” Burke suggested.

Now that was a humdinger of an idea. No one had more powerful objects than the super-secret organization that governed the world’s monsters.

“My dear, don’t forget that The Children of Cain are on the side of the monsters, not the humans. The only reason they helped us in the past is because it suited their needs at that moment. I will remind you, as well, that a part of their kindness toward us had to do with The Devil’s hands-off order. I suspect after recent events she may not be so inclined to offer me her protection.”

Oh, yeah. The Devil probably wanted to kill them. That was a problem. Richard opened the glovebox and fished out a bottle of antacids.

“Do I want to know who The Children of Cain are?” Gordon asked.

“No,” the three others said in unison.

“Is this boogeyman mentioned in the books of lore?” Burke asked. 

“Of course,” Stanley said.

“You going to tell us what it says, or are we playing twenty questions to pass the time?” Richard asked.

“The lore says the creatures are to be avoided at all costs.” Stanley’s plumb line posture drooped a little. “You’re all failing to see the main point.” He sighed and sat up straight again as if steeling himself. “The creature Busar and I fought died when Busar did.”

Richard opened his mouth to argue about Busar being dead, but Stanley held up a hand to silence him. 

“Children were dying. When Busar.... When all that happened, the deaths stopped. I don’t know where Busar went, but the deaths stopped, and the child we were helping thrived and grew up. I kept tabs on her and on the area all this time. I don’t know where Busar went, but the deaths stopped.”

“And now it’s started again,” Burke said.

Stanley nodded. “Yes. Two children have passed away in the last year, both from a mysterious, undiagnosed illness, but the monster is dead. The odds of another coming to the same place are hard to put stock in. Boogymen are fiercely territorial, and only a few of the creatures exist.”

The edge of the setting sun dipped behind the mountain, casting the landscape into sudden twilight. Stanley removed his sunglasses and stowed them in the center console. His gaze met Burke’s in the rearview mirror. “I told you before. A human with half a soul is neither in this world nor the next. He cannot live, cannot experience pleasure, cannot love, cannot exist among whole humans without causing constant violent disruption to the balance of their lives, whether that’s what he desires or not. Nor can he die, as a significant piece of him is already crossed over. He is trapped in his existence, living in an unending battle of what he was and what he cannot become.”

“I can’t quite wrap my mind around what you’re telling us,” Gordon growled. “I get the idea, but I guess I haven’t seen enough of this kind of thing to accept it the way you all do. That said, maybe my question is ignorant. If that’s the case, I thank you for helping me get up to speed. If Busar successfully eliminated the monster and you say another of the same kind is unlikely to hunt in the same area, then we’re not hunting this so-called boogeyman. And you said yourself that you’ve kept an eye on the area. If Busar had turned serial killer or some such thing, you’d have known long before now. It’s not Busar hurting these children. He doesn’t have the power to drain them like the other creature does.”

“Maybe they’re just getting sick,” Burke suggested. 

“Maybe Busar started walking north and ended up hunting whales in the arctic sea,” Richard said.

“Maybe there’s a different monster causing this trouble. Are there other monsters on the Olympic Peninsula?” Gordon asked.

“My friend, there are so many monsters on the Olympic Peninsula that our first challenge will be figuring out who the humans are,” Stanley replied.

A low burp finally worked its way out of Richard, providing a small measure of relief. “So, what you’re telling us is that there might be an unkillable monster hurting little kids. It could be Busar, or maybe not. No one knows for sure, and he’s unkillable, too. Meanwhile, in order to get to the two immortals, we’ve got to navigate a rainforest full of spooks during a time when the leaders of the spooks might just have it out for us because you had a messy breakup with your girlfriend, The Devil. Assuming she’s reassembled herself from the pile of ash you left her in, she might also be coming after us at any moment.”

For the first time since they left the restaurant, Stanley reached for the cup of tea he’d ordered and took a long drink. After he set it back in the cup holder, he nodded. “I think you’re starting to get the idea.”

Burke retreated to her place next to Gordon. 

“So, we’re about as screwed as a port hooker the day after the navy docks,” Richard muttered.

“Yes, about that screwed,” Stanley agreed. He sipped his tea again. The little lines around his eyes scrunched like crepe paper as a smile crossed his face. “I’m glad you’re all with me. I take great comfort in your presence.”

Richard had been dying alone in a nursing home when Stanley found him. As far as he could figure, every day since then had been borrowed time, so what the heck. If a man had to go, he might as well go down in a blaze of glory. Thinking of it that way, Richard had to admit that he took great comfort in being part of their little posse, too. Still, they’d be having a snowball fight in Hell before he admitted it out loud to Stanley freaking Kapcheck.
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Chapter Two
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Ben

Ben locked his bedroom door. With his foot, he shoved the little braided rug up against the crack at the bottom and stuffed a tissue into the keyhole before propping a chair under the knob to ensure no one entered. His mother wasn’t the type to barge in without knocking, but what if today was the day? What if some guest came, and she told them to use the upstairs bathroom, and they picked the wrong door? If the police showed up and.... 

He snickered. It was too absurd of a notion to entertain. There was no way anyone could trace a thing back to him. His hands were clean. No trail existed—he was certain of that.

Still, extreme care was only prudent.

To that end, he tugged the string that closed the heather gray blinds over the room’s single window.

As often happened in the moments preceding decisive action, doubt pricked his heart. What if it didn’t work? Maybe he was going about this all wrong. Had he misjudged the character of the players in the game?

“You’re too smart for that,” he assured himself.

Possibly, the unusual heat in the closet doorknob was just his imagination. Perhaps the buzz of power inside that small sanctuary existed only in his mind. Or the power within him had grown to such immensity a single human vessel could not contain it any longer. It had seeped out of his pores and infiltrated the sacred space where he performed his holy labor of love. 

He found the box of matches on the shelf and rasped one across the abrasive strip. Fire flickered to life and illuminated his sanctuary. The touch of match to wick lit two pillar candles, shook the match out, and pulled the door shut, sealing away the world and its myriad distractions. He knelt before the altar. 

In front of the left candle was a small bowl of water. A small bowl of earth sat before the other. He lit a stick of incense and placed it in the holder directly in front of him. It symbolized air. The perfect balance of the space lent him a feeling of peace he’d never known anywhere else. He knelt, sat back on his heels, and sighed with contentment. 

Now is not the time for relaxing, he chided himself. 

Indeed, there was work to be done, so he slid the wooden box where he kept his treasures from its storage place and lifted the lid. On top of the little collection was a photograph of Stanley Kapcheck leaning against his treasured red convertible, grinning as if he hadn’t a care in the world. The picture taunted Ben. The old photograph, taken when color prints were the latest technology, had faded to yellows and reds. Back then, the hunter was living on borrowed time. He had no business still walking the earth now, so many years later. 

He’ll die when they all die. He is not immortal.

Like a sprout bursting through the fertile soil of a sun-warmed garden in spring, glee found good ground in his heart and bloomed to life. Stanley Kapcheck would die. They would all die, and those who could not die would beg for that mercy.

After shifting the photograph to the bottom of the pile of odds and ends, he withdrew the folded paper with the list of names. Relatively speaking, it wasn’t a very long list. Already, a few had been crossed off. He’d have to add more if this all drew on much longer. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. 

This day you have your daily bread, a voice whispered in his mind.

Truth. No good would come from dwelling on maybes and what-ifs. For now, everything he needed was close at hand. It had all been promised, and it had all been provided. If he needed more at some future date, no doubt it would come to him, just like the rest.

With the fancy gold-and-black fountain pen his mother had given him last Christmas, he crossed off the first two names and turned his attention to the third.

This part was always difficult, but no good ever came without self-sacrifice.

He memorized the spelling of the third name, folded the sheet on its well-worn creases, tucked it back into the box, and returned to its place. A new sheet of paper, gleaming so brightly white it seemed to glow in the firelight, was waiting in the center of the altar. He set his athame atop the paper and took a deep breath before beginning the spell.

Chanting was an art as much as a science. He’d read about how to do it, but it took a lot of practice to make it effective. An expert now, he let the words fall from his lips, let the vibration of the sounds mesmerize him, felt the magic fill his veins and take over his mind. When he lifted the dagger, the magic left no room for fear. When he cut his arm, enchantment allowed no pain. Painting the name in blood was as automatic as leaving a signature on a receipt. 

None of that mattered. The real battle happened in the place where the physical world ended, and the spiritual world began. A heavy curtain drew open. On one side stood Ben. On the other side, was Legion. To draw from their power, he had no choice but to let them in, but he must not give himself over, or they would devour him, leaving no more than a shell they could inhabit. 

He would not allow himself to be used in that way. He was the master, and they would remain at his beck and call, but the will required to maintain that hierarchy crushed something within him. It was like breathing at the bottom of the ocean or standing beneath a mountain. 

Unable to maintain the chant, he gritted his teeth together, and trembling with the effort, he drew the curtain shut and returned to himself. Sweat dripped into his eyes, drawing tears. Through the blur, he read the name written in his own blood but in handwriting utterly different from his, and he grinned with satisfaction.

The owner of the name would have to die a little sooner than the rest, but then Stanley would come; he would fulfill his duties, and his final duty would be to return to ashes and dust. He’d been a foolish child to doubt. Everything was proceeding just as it should. The plan was perfect.
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Chapter Three
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Burke

Darkness descended with startling speed in the mountains, and without the bright sunlight, the convertible cooled. Burke snuggled up against Gordon, taking pleasure in his warmth. He wrapped strong arms around her, and she welcomed them. For years, she’d defined herself by her husband’s concept of her. After he left, she did everything she could to make herself so desirable he’d come back. It took a long time, far longer than she cared to admit, for her to reach a place where she could be comfortable in her skin as a single woman. Gordon had never been part of the plan.

Then again, hunting monsters with her grandfather and his geriatric best frenemy wasn’t part of the plan either. Yet here she was. She wouldn’t trade it for all the world.

“Are you scared?” A mere breath against her ear, Gordon’s question raised goosebumps along her arms.

“No.” And that was the truth. She felt safe and secure, and content. 

He nuzzled in closer. “Are you the kind of soldier who’s only scared when the rockets start launching?”

“I don’t think so.” That was true, too. She’d fought more battles than she could remember, but to the best of her recollection, she’d never frozen in terror. “Afterward, though.” 

“Yeah. That’s when you have time to think about what might have happened, what you could have lost, all the things that might have gone wrong.”

One of the things she loved most about him was his understanding and quiet acceptance of who she was.

In the front seat, her grandfather snored himself awake, shifted position, and immediately fell asleep again. 

“You’re sure Stan’s okay to be driving? He’s been at it for more than twelve hours straight.”

“He’s fine. He’ll say something if he gets tired. He’s got a lot on his mind.”

Gordon’s low, sexy laugh rumbled beneath her backbone. “You think?” His fingers laced together with hers. “I never met anybody like Stan. He’s something.”

“You don’t know the half of it.”

“I know The Devil Herself fell in love with him, and I think I get it. If I wasn’t straight, I’d be smitten myself.”

“Sounds like you have a bit of a crush anyway.”

“It’s what the kids these days are calling a bromance.” A mile or so passed in contented silence before Gordon spoke again. “I’m afraid,” he confessed.

“Of the boogeyman?” It sounded funny; no denying it.

“Well, yeah, that, but it’s more than that. What if I’m the weak link? The one that gets someone killed?”

Burke wanted to say something about his Special Forces training, his years of being in charge of the security of thousands of travelers on the cruise ship, or even his strong body and lightning-quick reflexes. Instead, she shifted to look into his eyes and said, “Gordon, my grandfather is an eighty-year-old retired plastics worker with a bad hip, and he’s saved our butts more times than I can count. Stanley’s right. If you’re led to a hunt, you’re given what you need to finish it.”

“Except you told me that the only way out for a hunter is to die in a hunt. Clearly, they don’t all have what they need to finish it.”

From the front seat, Stanley proved that he was awake and paying attention. “Don’t worry, my friend. They almost always die on the first hunt or after they’ve been around long enough to get cocky. You’ve already had your first, and you’re still too green to overestimate yourself.”

“You really know how to make a guy feel better,” Gordon said.

The smile on Stanley’s face was audible in his voice. “Well, I try.” He gestured at a blue sign on the side of the road. “I’m going to pull off there. I thought we could stretch our legs. Do one of you want to drive for a while?”

Burke volunteered to take over. 

***
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Every night, unobserved by most of the world’s two-legged occupants, a deathlike stillness settles over the land like a velvety blanket. After the late-night revelers have been sent home to recover until five p.m. rolls around again, before the earliest risers have yet to hit snooze on their alarm for the first time of the morning, the earth holds its breath, and the monsters prowl.

Burke met that single hour of the night with dread and fascination. At no other time of day did she feel so alive, so connected with the primal roots that ran back to a distant ancestral matriarch hiding behind a fire at the mouth of a cave, listening to the sounds of prowling sabretooths on the other side of the light. At no other time did fear stalk her in the same eerie, intimate way. 

During the witching hour, Death Himself might be the man she bumps into at the all-night gas station. And she wasn’t speaking metaphorically about a thug with a handgun looking to score a few hundred bucks out of the cash register so he could use it for his next high. According to Stanley, Death was a real guy.

As far as she last heard, though, he lived in New York. The thought comforted her as she took a wide right turn into a well-lit truck stop on the Utah-Idaho border. The Cadillac slid onto the parking lot’s asphalt with the gracefulness of a long-limbed dancer. Thanks to near-obsessive love and care, sixty-plus years of hard miles barely showed on the extraordinary vehicle. Burke knew her grandfather was half in love with the car, and she couldn’t blame him. Hands down, it was the coolest thing she’d ever driven—far superior to the dime-a-dozen sedans Detroit had turned out in recent years.

The abrupt silencing of the engine caused Gordon and Stanley to stir in the back seat. Burke reached over and gave her grandfather a gentle shake. “Gas station. You need to go inside?”

Richard sat up straight with a groan and wiped the drool from the corner of his mouth. His hair on the right side stood up like a turkey’s tail. 

Chilly air blasted into the car’s warm interior when Burke pushed the door open. It felt good to put her feet on solid ground and stretch to her full height. Someone walking across bubble wrap couldn’t have created more popping noises than her spine made. She slipped a credit card from her back pocket and swiped it through the reader on the pump, set the handle to fill the tank. 

Someone’s watching me.

Casually, she reached both hands behind her back to stretch her shoulders and twisted her torso from side to side to work the kinks out. The motion gave her a one-hundred-eighty-degree view of the surrounding area. The gas station glowed like some alien crystal dropped into the unoccupied landscape. Two eighteen-wheelers rumbled near the diesel pumps on the other side of the lot. A single Chevy Trailblazer was parked in the angled spots near the building. A kid, maybe nineteen years old, wearing a blue vest with the station’s logo on the breast, stood framed in the glass door. His body had the lanky look boys sometimes got when they grew tall faster than they could
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