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      NOTE: This is Book Three of a true trilogy—stop here if you haven’t read Books One and Two, Prodigal and Founder!

      One man killed, another poised on the edge between life and death… And it’s not over yet.

      Adam Rutledge regrets that he missed his chance to stop the man terrorizing Beecham County, and now no one is safe from the serial killer. But an even darker evil assaults Adam’s mind as he and an unlikely ally track down the only person who can help stop the madman. They hope.
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      Where am I?

      Disoriented, Adam tried to turn and take in his surroundings, but he wasn’t certain where he was. Not where he found himself in a geographic sense, but where he—whatever made him uniquely him—was. Adam wasn’t in his own body. In someone else’s? But he didn’t have a sense of seeing through someone else’s eyes, either; he just saw.

      What did he see? It was dark, but not a void. He waited patiently for features to reveal themselves. Was he inside or outside? Both. Or neither. He smelled earth, damp stone and decomposition, and the lonely history of the world. He was drawn toward a charcoal grayness that was a cousin to light, and toward a small figure huddled within it. There was something else, something he recoiled from as he passed, but he couldn’t stop. He was pulled to something else. To someone else.

      Her face was a pale glow in the darkness, close to the ground. Too close to be standing. She was kneeling, or sitting on her heels. She… who was she? He couldn’t speak to ask. Fear rolled from her like shock waves from an explosion. He could see the fear more clearly than he could see her. It pressed against him. More than a current—a tsunami in an ocean of fear.

      He had a sense of movement, tiny ghost flashes—her hands? Why couldn’t Adam see her hands? One of the flashes went to her face, and her face disappeared. Unnerved, he struggled to get closer, to comprehend.

      Until he could distinguish a hint of color, a subtly shaded difference in the dark.

      Blood.

      Her hands were bathed in blood, and now her face—where her hands touched—had disappeared beneath it.

      No… no, no, no—

      She opened her mouth and screamed.

      And he screamed with her.

      Evie…
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      Adam fell through the grayness, flailing, hands catching at something… no, he was sliding. Sliding out of a chair. His back twisted painfully as his body torqued, one arm caught in the frame of a hospital bed, until he came to a stop in a half squat. His heart fluttered, and his returning vision grayed out again when he stood.

      Come on, he thought, ignoring the tightness in his chest. Come on…

      Breathing helped, once Adam remembered to do it.

      Harlan’s face swam into focus. Crisp, white sheet pulled up to his chin. Eyes closed, as they always were now. So it wasn’t Harlan.

      Evie. It all returned to him in a rush. Evie was in danger. Back in Cold Springs, a hundred or so miles away. He had to warn JJ that her daughter was in danger.

      Adam’s mind stumbled, sluggish. Phone. He needed a phone. He patted his pockets before remembering he still hadn’t replaced the cell phone he’d trashed while trying to save Harlan. Of course Harlan didn’t have a phone, and there was no landline in the hospital room. Adam staggered into the hallway toward the nurse’s station. There was no one there, which was often the case this time of day. Night. Whatever.

      He bumped the counter as he rounded it and grabbed the receiver from the desk. Silence. How was he supposed to get an outside line? He pushed a button and heard a clicking noise, but no dial tone. He punched another button. Still nothing.

      “What are you doing?” a woman asked. Her dark hair was pulled back, and she wore blue scrubs and a frown.

      Adam recognized her, but couldn’t make out her name tag. His eyes still weren’t quite focusing. “I—I’m sorry,” he stuttered. “I have to make a call, and I can’t figure out how to do it.”

      “This isn’t a phone booth,” she said.

      “I know, but this is important. Please,” he begged. “Please help me.”

      Her mouth twisted as she looked around. She took the receiver from his hand and sighed. “This one time,” she said, punching buttons before handing the receiver back to Adam. “You can dial now. But make it quick.”

      “Thank you.” Adam’s fingers trembled as he dialed, and it took so long to go through, he feared he’d gotten the number wrong. Finally, it started ringing. “Come on, JJ, pick up. Come on—”

      On the fourth ring, JJ’s voice cut in. “What? Am I on?”

      “JJ, it’s Adam,” he said, counting to three in his mind to give her a chance to wake up. He knew she was answering automatically, that she could make it through the shower and be parking at the Plattsville hospital for an emergency shift before realizing where she was.

      “Adam? What’s wrong?” Her mouth fumbled a bit with wrong, still trying to wake up. “Is Harlan okay?”

      “He’s fine. I need you to do something for me.”

      “Okay…” As she dragged out the word, her mind seemed to clear. “What is it that you need me to do at four a.m.?”

      “Go check on Evie.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it!” Adam snapped, then pressed his cold hand against his warm forehead as he turned away from the nurse, who pretended not to watch him. “I’m sorry, JJ. Please do it now. I’ll wait.”

      Adam rocked on his heels where he stood, back and forth, trying to cover the shimmy that encompassed his entire body. Trying to pretend he wasn’t screaming inside. Come on…

      An elderly man in pajamas approached the desk. He’d seen the man before, maybe roaming the halls. The nurse glanced at Adam, eyes narrowed, before reluctantly stepping away to assist the patient.

      What’s taking so long?

      JJ’s voice came over the line. “Adam, are you still there?”

      He opened his mouth, but the sound that came out wasn’t a word. “Yes,” he said on his second try.

      “She’s fine,” JJ said. “She’s sleeping.”

      Adam dropped into one of the chairs, rested his head on his free hand, and whispered a prayer of thanks.

      “And she’s breathing,” JJ added, “because I checked. I haven’t done that since she had pneumonia when she was little. You want to tell me why you felt you had to scare the shit out of me?”

      Short of breath, he didn’t answer immediately.

      “Adam? You there?”

      “I had a dream,” he whispered. “A very bad dream.”

      He could feel JJ on the other end, considering. “Like your ‘dreams’ before? When you saw things happening to people?”

      People. To Rachel. And his mother and father. And him. “Not exactly. What if I saw something that’s going to happen, that hasn’t happened yet?”

      JJ blew out her breath on the other end, and he could see her sinking back on her bed. But how? Was it his imagination? Intuition?

      Her voice dropped. “Did you throw up?”

      Leave it to JJ to get right to the point.

      “No,” he admitted. And that was unusual for his visions.

      “Have you ever seen something like that before? Something… what’s the word? Prescient?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “So maybe that’s all it was,” she said gently. “A bad dream.”

      “Maybe,” he said. Because he wanted to believe that. But he didn’t. Not yet. “I’m sorry for waking you, JJ. Crap, you’ve got a hearing today, don’t you? Is it for shooting the cop, or for the restraining order?”

      “The protective order. But I’ll have the same attorney with me.”

      “Will Marcus have a lawyer?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Adam waited—for her to say something else, for his anxiety to fade away. Neither happened. “How do you feel about seeing Marcus?”

      “I feel like he’s an asshole. How am I supposed to feel?” she asked. “Sorry. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Would it help if I—”

      “I said, I don’t want to talk about it,” JJ cut in. “How about we dig through your major life mistakes instead?”

      Adam rubbed the building ache in his forehead. “I haven’t taken enough chances to make major life mistakes. Not the kind that matter.”

      JJ sighed. “Aren’t we a pair of pathetic turds?”

      It was the language of their childhood. Adam could almost feel JJ’s shoulder touching his while they leaned against the oak tree in her yard. He replied, “Except now we’re old and crusty pathetic turds.”

      “Speak for yourself,” JJ said, laughing softly. “Go back to sleep, Crusty.”

      “Okay,” he said, though he knew he wouldn’t. “You, too.”

      He set the phone down gently when he heard the line click, then went back to kneading his brows. The nurse hadn’t returned. He wondered if she’d use a hand sanitizer on the phone when she did. Ear sanitizer? Was there such a thing?

      “Adam?”

      With his eyes closed and one ear still dodgy from its recent river injury, Iris’s voice was almost unrecognizable. She sounded like an elderly woman—a grandmother—which Iris had never done. He almost dreaded opening his eyes and seeing how thin she’d gotten in the past weeks. How much she’d aged. When he did, he forced himself to smile.

      “Is Harlan all right?” she asked.

      He nodded, rose and put an arm around her bony shoulder. She’d said she was making a run to the twenty-four-hour Walmart to pick up some essentials, but Adam was pretty sure she’d lied. Iris had been spending a lot of time in the hospital chapel, more than she wanted to admit to. Or rather, she wouldn’t want to admit why. Iris was a churchgoing woman, but she’d never had much truck with people who asked for intercessory prayer. Now, with Harlan’s condition unchanging, that’s all she had. And Iris didn’t like to be a hypocrite.

      “Why were you on the phone to JJ?” she asked.

      “What makes you think—”

      “Who else would you call at such a crazy hour?”

      Days and weeks spent sitting, waiting, had not given her more patience for playing verbal games, either. Unless, of course, she was the one dodging.

      “She has a hearing tomorrow on her restraining order,” Adam said, not precisely answering because he’d learned from the best.

      Iris wrapped her arm around his waist, and he hoped she couldn’t pick up any physiological clues—sweating, heart pounding, shaking—that he was still upset. She had enough to worry about.

      “She think it’ll go okay?” Iris asked.

      “Who knows?” he replied. “JJ is the Queen of Compartmentalization. And there are rooms in her mind that she never returns to.”

      “How is that different from locking yourself in a room you never leave?”

      Adam stopped, and felt Iris stop next to him. Was that what he’d done, his entire adult life? Even beyond that, into childhood?

      Iris had covered her mouth with her hand. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      The anxiety from his dream, the grief on her face—together they squeezed his chest up into his throat. He forced a smile that he doubted was convincing and pulled her back to his side. “You are a wicked old woman. The big bad wolf would’ve had his work cut out for him with you.” Then he kissed the top of her head. Her long, white-gray hair smelled like vanilla. “Love you, Gram.”

      “Back at you, kiddo,” she said.

      Returning to the room, Iris took the chair closest to Harlan, pulled a shawl tight around her shoulders and tucked her chin to her chest, eyes closed as if she were going to nap. “I think you should take a break and stay in Cold Springs for a while.”

      Adam had started to slump in his own chair, but straightened. “How long is a while?”

      “I’ll be home in a day or two—I need to take care of some things that have piled up around the house—and we can talk about it then.”

      “Do you not want me here?” Adam asked.

      Her eyes opened slowly, and she glared at him. “Don’t even try it. I’ve spent decades resisting manipulation.”

      “Okay, okay,” he said, raising his hands in surrender. He hadn’t been trying to manipulate her—at least not consciously. He spent a moment or two feeling guilty, before he realized (it was a wee bit early to expect the synapses to be fully firing) Iris was manipulating him. She’d just won the argument, such as it was.

      She is a wicked old woman.

      Adam almost smiled. He would have, except he couldn’t help feeling she’d done it because she was hiding something from him.
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      JJ tugged at her pantyhose, praying the run her thumbnail had started at her left butt cheek this morning didn’t make a sudden break for her knee. Her skirt would cover it that far. Except for the walking slit in the back. God, she hated skirts. But that’s what one wore when facing an asshole across the aisle, and hopefully not one behind the bench.

      She glanced at her watch, a delicate gold timepiece she never wore. Had her ex-husband Marcus given it to her? JJ felt an instant’s panic (Would he notice? Take it as some kind of signal?) before remembering it had been a gift from her mother. She should have known. It wasn’t JJ’s style, but it did have a style. Well-made and probably not cheap, it couldn’t have come from Marcus.

      The county courthouse was mostly empty. JJ didn’t know if that was normal or not. Other than a field trip as a kid, she’d only ever spent any significant time in the hideous brick building when she’d gotten her divorce. (That may have colored her opinion of its architecture.)

      Where the hell was Faith Callaway? The lawyer had asked to meet her at the courthouse before their hearing, and JJ had been watching the clock for hours, ever since Adam woke her. That is, when she wasn’t watching her daughter.

      She’d been doing that when Evie woke, but in a rare moment of mother-daughter rapprochement, Evie hadn’t complained. JJ hadn’t discussed the upcoming hearing with her daughter, but Evie knew it was happening today. Of course, JJ’s wardrobe would have been a dead giveaway. And Evie must have felt JJ’s anxiety. The child even said her mother looked pretty, when JJ knew she really wanted to tell her she looked “weird.” She said that any time JJ wore anything other than jeans, sweatpants, or scrubs.

      And there was her attorney, in a navy blue skirt suit, looking impatient with the elderly security guard who held her up. JJ rushed down the hall to meet Ms. Calloway, ankles wobbling the slightest bit in her unfamiliar heels. Finally…

      She must have spoken her frustrated relief aloud. Ms. Callaway raised an indignant brow while adjusting the bag on her shoulder and tucking her bobbed, brown hair behind one ear.

      “Sorry,” JJ said, wiping her sweaty hands on her skirt. Fortunately, Ms. Callaway didn’t offer to shake. “My nerves are a goddamn mess.”

      JJ regretted her words as soon as they’d left her mouth. Now she’d gone and taken the Lord’s name in vain. Not that she thought the Lord cared, but plenty of his followers did, and having only met the woman once, she didn’t know if her lawyer was one of them. “Sorry,” JJ said again.

      The woman’s face softened and she said, “Let’s go over there,” pointing JJ to a bench.

      Ms. Callaway settled her bag next to her and patted the hard wood for JJ to sit. JJ did so carefully, clutching her purse on her lap. Paranoia about her pantyhose, the zipper in her skirt, the buttons on her blouse, and any other potential wardrobe malfunction made it difficult to focus on her attorney’s words.

      “Normally you wouldn’t have an attorney for this kind of thing. Well, maybe from legal aid, but not from our office,” the woman admitted.

      “But Jeffrey appreciated everything I’d done for his mom while she was in the hospital,” JJ said of the public defender.

      “Mr. Lewis said that?” Her lawyer’s mouth twitched. “Yeah, well, that might be true, but my boss also has his eyes on the cameras. And he doesn’t want your case to blow up in our faces.”

      “Which case?” JJ asked.

      “Excellent question,” her lawyer acknowledged. “You know Sheriff Mason asked the State Police to take over the investigation into the officer-involved shooting.”

      JJ nodded, although “Sheriff Mason” always made her think of Grant’s father Ulysses, the old Sheriff.

      “You have not yet been charged, and you may not ever be. Here in West Virginia,” the lawyer continued, “we have the Castle Doctrine. Broadly, that means you can use force to protect yourself or your family against an intruder, including deadly force.”

      “Sounds right,” JJ said.

      Ms. Callaway raised a finger. “Except, you have to have had a reasonable fear that you were in imminent peril of being killed or greatly harmed. That’s when things get complicated, because the man you shot was on your property but not on your porch or in your home, and he was a law enforcement officer.”

      JJ squeezed her purse harder to keep her hands from shaking. “But I didn’t know he was a cop.”

      Ms. Callaway rested her hand on JJ’s arm. “None of this is insurmountable, and the fact that they didn’t identify themselves works in your favor. If it comes to it, we’ll also argue that they weren’t acting in performance of their official duties, that they had no authority to be there—they weren’t even Beecham County deputies—and we’ll bring in the prisoner escape.”

      She paused, considering.

      “Although if it gets to that point, they might try to remove me as your counsel, since I was Virgil Rutledge’s lawyer, too.” Ms. Callaway waved a hand through the air dismissively. “Sorry. I’m just giving you the context. The fact that you’d been threatened and that you applied for a protective order the day of the shooting, these are all relevant to whether your actions were reasonably made in self-defense. That’s why I’m here, to make sure nothing crazy happens with your protective order that could adversely affect your criminal case, if you’re charged. Okay?”

      JJ took a deep breath. “Clear as mud.”

      Her lawyer opened her mouth to follow up, until something behind JJ caught her eye. Ms. Callaway’s mouth closed and hardened. JJ’s neck twinged as she turned too quickly to look.

      Marcus approached the door to the courtroom. Slicked back, his thick hair was closer to brown than blonde, heavy with some kind of gel but the right side of sleazy. He wore tan pants and a white Henley shirt, not quite snug across his broad shoulders. The least her ex could do was grow a beer gut. His eyes turned toward JJ, but a man in a suit stepped between them, cutting off her view.

      “Looks like he got himself a lawyer,” JJ said.

      “That he did,” Ms. Callaway said, rising and heading toward the courtroom, still looking as though (JJ’s father would have said) someone had shit on her car seat. “Let’s go.”
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      “What does that mean, he’s appealing the protective order?” JJ asked.

      Her heel caught on the crappy carpet as they exited the courtroom. She had to hobble faster to catch up with her attorney as the woman took a hard right in the hallway, cell phone in hand, and veered into the ladies’ bathroom. Ms. Callaway went straight to the stall and disappeared inside. JJ waited until the tinkling sound stopped, but found she still couldn’t speak through the closed door. Soon Ms. Callaway emerged. Her bag slid from her shoulder and smacked against the sink while she was washing her hands. She shoved it back automatically.

      “Sorry—should’ve peed before the hearing. I forgot how long-winded that jerk can be.” She performed the same bag-shifting maneuver while scraping paper towels free from the dispenser. “Jerk being his attorney, not the judge. It means we’re not done yet. It means he’s trying to drag this out, hoping you’ll be charged and he can use the shooting stuff against you. But in the meantime, he’s agreed to abide by the order, so if he shows up, call the cops. And then call me.”

      “If he’s fighting me in court, he won’t come at me head-on. Not right now, anyway,” JJ said, though she wasn’t entirely convinced.

      Her lawyer bent toward the mirror and pulled down on one cheek, examining her eye. Blinking, she said, “You’re probably right. I didn’t anticipate him fighting this, and it’s been a while since I’ve done family law. I’ll put my head together with Mr. Lewis, maybe have a friend drop by for a consult. There’s somebody I can contact in the State Police today, see if he’ll give me a hint of where their investigation is leaning. Call me this afternoon and we’ll schedule something in the next few days. We should have notice of our next hearing by then, too.”

      JJ stood numbly, a sense of mild shock settling over her. “I thought we’d be done with this part.”

      “Me, too,” Ms. Callaway admitted. “But it’ll be okay. I’m sorry—I have to get upstairs to cover an arraignment.”

      JJ didn’t immediately follow her attorney, but stood with her eyes closed, repeating It’ll be okay, It’ll be okay… It had to be. JJ couldn’t imagine what Evie’s life would be like if something happened to her. Who would raise her daughter? Her own mother? JJ opened her eyes and almost laughed, then finally headed for the door. Mom raising Evie… that’d be almost as bad as—

      Marcus was waiting for her in the hallway.

      He would definitely be worse.

      She made herself look through him, as though he were nothing, before calmly turning in the other direction toward the exit.

      “JJ!” he called out.

      She ignored him. Halfway to the door.

      “JJ!” Marcus said again. Then, “Janie, come on.”

      She stopped and turned on her heel. He nearly ran into her, but she leaned forward rather than backing up. “You didn’t call me that when we were married. You sure as hell don’t get to call me that now.”

      “Got you to stop though, didn’t I?”

      He grinned, and the secret curl of his mouth still threw her off-balance. It wasn’t fair. Why would her body never learn what her mind had suspected from the start—that being with Marcus was a mistake?

      “We’re not supposed to be talking to each other,” JJ said. Her arms were crossed. When had she crossed her arms?

      “I know. I’m sorry,” he said, almost convincingly. “I just want to know if you’re okay.”

      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, partly out of anger, partly because she knew Marcus liked to talk. Maybe he’d let something slip that would help her case.

      He looked back down the hall, but there was no one in earshot, with the closest people gathered in a clump of suits and uniforms outside the courtroom door. Then he took a half step closer. “What did you get yourself mixed up in, JJ? It seems like every time I turn around, I hear something else crazy—kidnappings and murders and who knows what-all. Is this because your long-lost, best buddy is back? Is that it?”

      JJ rolled her eyes. Of course he would latch onto that. Leave it to Marcus to be jealous of a memory he’d never met.

      “Or maybe it’s your new boyfriend, the Sheriff,” his true colors slipping through with the edge in his voice. “Maybe he’s behind all this. Or maybe he can’t keep the populace in order because he can’t drag himself out of your bed.”

      JJ gritted her teeth to keep her mouth shut (motherfucker, she thought), and turned and left him standing. When he got like this, all she could do was make things worse.

      “Don’t you walk away from me,” Marcus growled.

      His hand gripped her arm from behind, tugging, and she stopped—both breathing and walking—out of fear or prudence or some mix of the two.

      “Was it the Sheriff’s idea to say I poisoned my daughter’s dog?” he asked.

      JJ swung around and shoved him away. She registered a uniformed figure heading toward them, but her mind had stalled on her ex’s accusation. “What the hell are you talking about, Marcus?”

      His face flushed, Marcus said, “I did not poison Evie’s dog, JJ. I would never do that to her. You know that.”

      JJ gave a short, harsh laugh. “Really? That’s where you draw the line?”

      He reached toward her.

      “Sir!” It was Beecham County Deputy Beth Marshall, all five feet of her. She stood out of striking range, hand at the ready, though whether she’d pull a stun gun or one with bullets JJ couldn’t say. “You need to step back now.”

      Marcus raised his hands and attempted his trademark charm, but he was too agitated to pull it off. “It’s okay, Deputy. I’m just talking to my—”

      “I know who you’re talking to, sir. And I also know you shouldn’t be. You can move along now, or you can head back to the station with me, give your attorney a call and see if we can straighten things out there. Your choice.”

      Marcus shook his head, but backed away. “Remember what I said, JJ,” he said, before heading in the opposite direction. “It wasn’t me.”

      The deputy still faced his retreating back as she asked, “You okay, Ms. Tulley?”

      “JJ,” she reminded the deputy. The petite woman had convinced her to file against Marcus, helped her with the paperwork, and directed her to the magistrate. “Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “Did he threaten you?” Beth asked, in a voice JJ suspected—like many women in positions of authority—was deeper than came naturally to her. Her short hair barely peeked from beneath her campaign hat in the back, but there was no mistaking her for a man.

      “No,” JJ said. “Not this time.”

      He had, however, ensured she’d face another sleepless night.

      Because if Marcus didn’t poison Trooper, who did?
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      When did I get so goddamned old? Luther wondered, groaning as he rolled over to look at the clock. The red digital numbers blurred so much he couldn’t even guess at their shapes.

      I'm not that old. He slid a glass aside carefully, in case there was an eighty-proof residue in the bottom. Just that stupid.

      11:52. He squinted at the glow of his bedroom window through the curtain. It must be a.m. Barely. That meant it was time to roll his sorry ass out of bed and get to work. Well, desk duty, if that qualified as work. That's what you got for decking another officer. Twice.

      Luther switched off his bedside lamp. He didn't seem to be able to sleep without it on lately. He shuffled to the bathroom in his boxers, turned the shower as hot as it would go, and stepped in before it had a chance to get there. The initial chill helped clear his mind, before the hot water helped un-kink his muscles. And wash away the stink. Alcohol emanated from his pores. As it had pretty much since the day he'd planted his brother in the ground. Luther wasn't proud of it, but at this point it was a matter of whatever it took to get through the day.

      He crawled out of the shower, put on his next-to-last pair of clean underwear, and ran a razor across his face without opening a vein. He’d given up on the beard, and it might be time to lose the mustache. It took a little more dexterity than he was capable of lately. He wandered around, looking for his phone, and finally found it on his nightstand. Next to the glass. Next to the bottle. Still a third full. Luther shook his head. If he didn't have his head on straight, or—God forbid—he got fired, he’d never find the bastard that killed Les.
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      Luther adjusted the collar of his uniform before flipping the page on a crime scene report he’d read at least twice before. There had to be something he was missing. Whatever it was, no one else had found it, either. Or at least, no one had found the man who’d attacked Harlan Miller (and most likely killed Les), the man believed to be Daniel Carpenter. Nor had they found Adam’s father, Virgil Rutledge, or his great-uncle Teddy, believed to have helped him escape. Beyond that, Luther couldn’t say what anyone had found. There were multiple investigating agencies, most far afield of Beecham County, and they didn’t exactly make an effort to keep Luther in the loop.

      It had been quiet at the Sheriff’s Department his whole shift. There weren’t many calls, and that was good. There weren’t many people passing by who felt compelled to talk at him, and that was even better. He figured most people just didn’t know what to say to him. Of course, he’d never been the most popular guy in town, and with some people still clinging to the rumors about his dead brother’s proclivities, Luther’s reputation certainly hadn’t improved.

      Luther was supposed to have gone off shift a few minutes ago, but there was no one to send him home. Grant was long gone. The Sheriff knew what his deputy was doing: reviewing investigative files he had no business handling. He knew, and Luther knew he knew, but neither of them spoke of it. The way Luther saw it, Grant had enough boss-guy stress, what with Virgil’s escape and the shooting and Luther decking Officer Kiss-Ass. The Sheriff wasn’t about to volunteer for any more.

      The sound of the front door brought Luther to attention. They didn’t have enough personnel—or serve a large enough community—to keep the doors open twenty-four hours. There was always a dispatcher to handle emergencies, but often not much more. In other words, anyone who opened the door had a key.

      A small woman with wet hair hunched over the lock, trying to disengage said key. It was Beth. Funny that he hadn’t initially recognized her in civilian clothes. He couldn’t decide if she looked bigger or smaller without the hat, but her head did look better proportioned to her body, and not quite as wide.

      “Luther,” she said, nodding as she helped the door on its way with her hip.

      “Beth,” he acknowledged. “What brings you back this time of night?”

      “Forgot my phone,” she said. “And you know how it is—it’s got my life on it.”

      Luther didn’t know. His phone was just that—a phone. Reception was so spotty it barely accomplished that function on a good day, and he didn’t care for it to do anything else.

      “What about you?” she asked. “Shouldn’t you be gone by now?”

      He shrugged. “There’s nowhere else I need to be.”

      Beth’s eyes went to the file in front of him, and he resisted the temptation to cover it with his arm. She might be the size of an eighth grader, but their newest deputy didn’t miss much. “Want to get a drink?” she asked.

      Luther thought of his worn recliner, the only thing waiting for him. Except the bottle, and the one he’d planned on picking up on the way home. His brother had had a recliner too. He’d been lying a few feet from it when Luther and JJ found him.

      “Sure, why not?” he said, shaking his head free of the image. “We could go by Harry’s.”

      The bar was a total dive, but had the advantage of being right around the corner, and someplace they’d never run into another LEO. Unless somebody was raiding the place.

      He’d driven a cruiser home last night and back this afternoon, so Beth waited for Luther while he changed clothes, then gave him a ride in her compact car. It was a little too compact for Luther’s tastes. He pushed the seat back far enough that his kneecaps didn’t grind against the dash, but he still felt like he couldn’t breathe, that there wasn’t enough room for his chest to expand. Fortunately, the drive to Harry’s took about as long as getting in and out of his seat belt.

      Beth snickered as he struggled to get out. “I guess I don’t get too many burly men in my car.”

      “Good thing,” Luther said, unsure whether “burly” was an adjective he wanted or not. “If you did, you might never get them out again. You ever been here before?”

      “No,” she said. “Should I?”

      “Not if you know what’s good for you.”

      The nearest streetlight flashed against Beth’s pale face as she looked at him askance, then locked up her car. Her breath puffed in the cold, November air.

      “Keep your head down and you’ll be fine. Besides,” he said, dropping his deep voice even lower, “you’re a trained poh-lice officer. What could go wrong?”

      Light was apparently a valuable commodity not to be squandered at Harry’s, because not much of it escaped from the bar. The simple, wood-framed building was dwarfed by its surrounding parking lot, packed with pickups. Inside, the smell was what you’d expect from an establishment with the sole purpose of getting people shitfaced as cheaply as possible. There was no music, nothing but the murmuring rumble of conversations. The couple dozen people gathered around dim tables and on barstools wore a lot of flannel and denim and camouflage. In that sense, it wasn’t all that different from most businesses in Beecham County, except for some indefinable bad vibe.

      Luther pulled his baseball cap down lower. He could swear they’d been clocked as “the law” as soon as they stepped through the door. Then he almost laughed. Who was he kidding? They hadn’t left Cold Springs, so undoubtedly they’d been recognized. But the ambient hostility was just as likely because he was Luther Beck as because he was a Sheriff’s Deputy.

      The bar was shaped like a reverse L. Luther strode casually to a pair of stools on the short end, out of the way of traffic and most prying eyes and ears. It was cool enough that he didn’t bother removing his coat. If he did, he’d have to shove it under his ass anyway. There was no waitress, only a bartender with bushy, gray hair as dry as tinder. He didn’t exactly look swamped, but when Luther nodded, the man took his time responding. He acted put out when Luther asked for a couple of beers, as though they’d stumbled into his living room and insisted on hospitality.

      Beth stared at Luther, but he didn’t know her well enough to interpret subtle expressions in the dim light. Had he already pissed her off by ordering for her?

      “Sorry,” Luther said. “I figured you wouldn’t want to drink out of a glass, either.”

      She smiled. “Perceptive. So how you been doing, Luther?”

      “I been doing just fine,” he said, hoping that was the end of it. He gestured toward her wet hair. “I hope you didn’t shower on my account, planning to whisk me away somewhere fancy.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, you’re not exactly my type.”

      The bartender returned with their beers, and they lightly clinked the bottles.

      Beth continued, “I was at the gym. Showered after.”

      “The one in Plattsville? How is that?” Luther asked, taking a big swig that half-emptied the bottle. He needed to pace himself.

      Beth shrugged. “Mostly cardio. The pool reeks of chlorine, but somehow it’s still skank, when it’s open. But there is a decent little weight room.”

      Luther laughed before he could help himself.

      “What?” Beth challenged.

      Luther had another long pull from his beer before holding it up for another. Who knew how long it would take to get a second drink? Then he looked at Beth, top to bottom—which didn’t take long—and let his eyes stop on her feet. Her toes stretched to rest on the stool’s crossbar, and the floor was a world away. He shook his head, but didn’t speak. There was nothing he could say that wouldn’t sink his ass in a mess of trouble. Instead he grinned at Beth and watched and waited, as her mouth slowly curled to match.

      “I will admit,” she said, “the equipment is not always built for someone of my stature. But pound for pound, I can match anybody in there.”

      He raised his hands defensively and said, “I have no doubt!”

      He’d forgotten how good it felt to smile. The bartender brought him another beer and he smiled even more.

      “Did you eat anything today?” Beth asked, when he drained most of the bottle.

      “Sure,” he said, though he wasn’t. Did toothpaste count? “You trying to take care of me, Ms. Marshall?”

      “I told you, you’re not my type,” she said, pausing for a sip. She’d barely breached the label. “You know who did ask about you today… that lawyer.”

      Luther’s brow wrinkled. “What lawyer?”

      “You know, the one that represented Virgil Rutledge. Apparently she’s helping JJ Tulley with her mess.”

      “JJ had a hearing today?”

      Beth nodded, and Luther tried to remember the last time he’d seen JJ. When he’d decked Kilbourne and released her from her cell? No, JJ must have been at Les’s funeral, but Luther didn’t much remember it. Except that his asshole father Rudy hadn’t shown. Not that he’d expected him to.

      The bartender’s protuberant belly reminded him of Rudy.

      Beth was watching Luther.

      He signaled for another beer and asked, “How’d it go? For JJ, I mean?”

      “I’d guess not great, considering how she and her lawyer looked rolling out of the courtroom. Then the ex started bothering her, and I had to run him off.”

      Luther leaned in. “What do you mean, bothering her?”

      “Nothing physical. Well, not while I was there, or I would’ve hauled his ass in. Maybe I should have anyway.”

      “He threaten her?”

      “He was arguing with her. Something about her and the Sheriff. Oh, and he said he didn’t poison her dog.” Beth’s brows raised, inviting him to comment.

      Would the asswipe lie about that? Of course he would. He’d lie about anything. But not without a reason. And what would that be? Bearing in mind that he was an asswipe, so his reason might not make sense to a normal person.

      “What did her attorney have to say?” Luther asked. Faith Callaway. Yes, Luther remembered the lovely Faith Callaway.

      “About him or about you?” Beth grinned.

      Luther pointed the next bottle at her as he asked, “You jealous, deputy?”

      She snorted. “Hardly.”

      Luther made an eh sound of skepticism, although there truly had never been any chemistry between them.

      “You really don’t know, do you?” she asked.

      He blinked. Maybe he’d gone through those first few bottles a little too fast. In fact, there was one more empty than he remembered ordering. “Know what?”

      “I’m gay.”

      “Huh,” was his eloquent reply. His facial muscles didn’t want to respond, but whether that was shock or alcohol, he couldn’t say. “I should’ve guessed.”

      “Why—because I didn’t succumb to your charms? Or because I have short hair and lift weights? I play softball, too,” she noted, more amused than angry. “We’re not all butch, you know. Any more than all hetero females are delicate flowers.”

      Luther was uncomfortable with the direction the conversation had taken, though he couldn’t have said why. He lowered his head, so he was almost speaking to his own shoulder. “Well, I know that.”

      “Uh-huh. My first serious girlfriend was gorgeous.” She watched the remaining beer swirl as she rotated her nearly empty bottle. “Last one was damn attractive, too, if I do say so myself.”

      Luther stared at her. He’d passed from discomfort into the realm of No Words and took refuge in his bottle.

      “You want to know how someone that looks like me could land a supermodel. I’ll let you in on a little secret.” She leaned forward and whispered, “I’m hung like a horse.”

      Luther jerked his head sideways to avoid her as he spewed his beer in a spit-take that would’ve made a teenager proud. Beth guffawed, and he alternately choked and heaved, joining her in a deep belly laugh that brought tears to his eyes.

      Beth was still giggling, and he was wiping his eyes when the scowling bartender approached.

      “Sorry about that,” Luther said, coughing into his sleeve. Then he pulled out his wallet and set enough cash on the bar to cover their tab, plus some. A few men from a nearby table had stood and approached the bar, and Luther had a sense that something was in the air. “Mrs. Ed, as much as I’m enjoying this, maybe we should move on.”

      “Agreed,” Beth said.

      Luther grinned as she hopped down from the stool (it was so far!). Distracted, giving Luther a dirty look, Beth accidentally bumped one of the men heading for the bar. Or more likely, Luther thought, the man “accidentally” bumped her.

      “Excuse me,” she said, and tried to move around the man, who had a foot and a hundred pounds on her.

      “No excuse for you,” he said, then added, “dyke.”

      “Hey,” Luther said, hands up. “We’re leaving.”

      “That’s right. And we don’t want any trouble,” Beth continued.

      “A Beck that doesn’t want trouble? Seems unlikely,” said a second man who’d appeared next to Luther. About the same height but a little leaner. “A’ course, so does a Beck hanging out with a dyke.”

      “Keep walking,” Luther told Beth. Even though every cell in his body screamed for a fight.

      Luther had to hand it to her—she didn’t challenge anyone directly, but she didn’t cower, either. She pushed past the first man, then another, as they converged on Luther. One of the men put a hand on Luther’s arm. Luther twisted, and the man immediately released him.

      “Not tonight,” Luther said, shoulder-bumping his way through.

      “Makes sense, though. Him hanging out with a dyke,” said the man he’d just passed. “You know his brother was a pervert, too. I guess that’s better than diddling little kids.”

      Luther closed his eyes briefly.

      A smile, the kind his mother always said meant no good, crossed Luther’s face and lit up his eyes as he surrendered to the familiar, fiery buzz in his veins, opened his eyes, turned and threw the first punch.
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      Just once, I’d like to start the day not already late.

      JJ gave Trooper a pat. The German shepherd mix had an iron bladder, and the girls could let him out if they beat her home, but she’d left a pee pad on the kitchen floor in an abundance of caution.

      “Stay off the couch,” she said, nearly slamming her toe in the door in her rush to lock up.

      JJ tossed her bags in the back and patted her old Bronco’s steering wheel superstitiously (come on, baby) before turning the ignition (good job). The tires caught a little gravel as she did a quick, swerving turn in her driveway. It was nice being mostly back on day shift at the hospital, but it definitely took some getting used to. Evie had spent the night with Rachel, so JJ made a hard left at the bottom of her driveway, then turned almost immediately onto the Nicholson’s drive. It was her turn to drop the girls at school. Was she supposed to have made Evie lunch, too? Dammit, she couldn’t remember. Too late now anyway.

      JJ parked in front of the Nicholson house, leaving her SUV running. She wore a sweatshirt over her scrubs and pulled the hood up over her wet hair. It wasn’t quite cold enough for her hair to freeze, but it sure did feel like it. After a quick, staccato knock (Otto had finally traded the screen in the storm door for a glass pane), she let herself in. Standing on the doormat, she glanced down to check her feet and heard something unexpected—raised voices.

      Otto and Dorothy were arguing.

      JJ pulled her hood down to eavesdrop.

      Rachel’s recent kidnapping had put a strain on the Nicholson marriage, but they’d seemed to have come through the rough patch. Some days their open affection was downright sickening, but she’d hate for them to swing in the other direction. JJ walked slowly (sneaked was such an ugly word) toward the kitchen.

      “Our daughter is not a freak,” Dorothy said, loudly. She tended to be the louder of the couple.

      “I didn’t say she was,” came Otto’s calm response.

      “I’m done talking about this.”

      “Dorothy, be reasonable.”

      “Reasonable?” Dorothy’s voice pitched even higher. “You’re the one talking crazy, hocus-pocus crap.”

      “That crap is how Adam found our daughter. That crap is the only reason she’s still—”

      JJ couldn’t make out the sound that interrupted Otto. Had Dorothy slapped him? She shook her head; it was time to make her presence known, before things got even more awkward. She pulled her hood back over her head.

      “School bus is here!” JJ called out before barreling into the kitchen.

      Otto held Dorothy’s arm gently by the wrist. He released it as JJ entered, and Dorothy slowly tucked her arm behind her as she leaned against the counter.

      “Sorry,” JJ said, pulling her hood down. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything. I knocked, but with my hood on I wasn’t sure if you’d heard me. Is everything okay?”

      “Fine,” Dorothy said.

      Her dark hair hung limp around her face, gone pale with worry or exhaustion, and she wore what passed for pajamas (flannels and sweats) in a cold house in winter. JJ remembered today was Dorothy’s off day at the diner.

      “Everything’s just fine,” Otto agreed.

      Neither of them was very convincing. JJ heard feet thundering down the stairs—her daughter at least was on her way.

      “Rachel won’t be going to school today. She’s not feeling well,” Dorothy said, glaring at her husband as if daring him to challenge her.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” JJ said. “Do you want me to take a look at her?”

      Dorothy’s face softened. “No, thanks, JJ. She didn’t sleep very well last night. She’s been doing better with her asthma lately, but I know a lot of the kids are getting sick now. I just don’t want to risk anything by sending her to school exhausted.”

      Evie stomped into the room. There hadn’t been any significant snowfalls yet, but the child insisted on wearing her heavy boots. “Hey, Mom! I’m getting Rachel’s homework, so I can’t be late today.”

      “Subtle, kid,” JJ said, rubbing her daughter’s shoulder, which edged closer to her own every day. “Okay then, we’re off. Let us know if you need anything.”

      Dorothy thanked her, and JJ headed for the front door almost as quickly as her hyper daughter, eager to leave someone else’s marital dysfunction behind. But they’d barely made it off the porch when Otto emerged on their heels.

      “Evie,” he said, “why don’t you run in and grab Rachel’s lunch? Her mom packed it last night, but I’m sure she’ll want to make her something special now. A hot lunch since she’ll be home.”

      Evie looked to her mother. JJ waved her on, and Evie did her best Clydesdale impersonation clomping back in the house.

      JJ’s hand crept to her face, partly because she was embarrassed and partly because it was so damn cold. “How did you know I forgot to pack her lunch?”

      “I didn’t,” Otto said. “Listen, there’s something going on with Rachel.”

      “You mean she’s really sick?” JJ asked.

      “No.” It was strange seeing the tall, broad man glance over his shoulder for his small-boned wife. “I mean, there’s something going on in her head.”

      JJ shivered and put her hood back up. The temperature didn’t seem to faze Otto, wearing only a long-sleeved T-shirt, but his ruddy beard probably helped.

      “Isn’t she seeing someone at the school? A counselor?” JJ asked.

      Otto nodded impatiently. “Yeah, but that’s not what I mean.”

      Otto stepped close enough that JJ imagined she could feel the heat from his body. Or maybe he was screening her from the wind. “She’s been having these dreams,” Otto said. “Dreams that wake her up at night.”

      “Like nightmares?”

      “Not exactly.”

      JJ was getting impatient herself. “Then like what exactly? Come on—spit it out.”

      “I’m not sure, because she can’t remember. But I think it’s something…” Hands on his hips, Otto’s gaze dropped to the ground. “I think it’s something like Adam.”

      Suddenly what Dorothy had said as JJ walked in made perfect sense—crazy, hocus-pocus crap. “What do you mean, something like Adam? Visions?”

      “I don’t know.”

      JJ threw up her arms in frustration. “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

      “I don’t know!” Otto yelled.

      JJ took a micro step back, remembering the sensation of hanging on his back as he beat the crap out of Adam. Otto briefly closed his eyes and softly tapped his closed fist against his forehead. “I don’t know. I can’t explain it. But I know my daughter is seeing things the rest of us can’t.”

      JJ shook her head. This couldn’t be happening. Not to Rachel, too, on top of everything else. “Are you sure—”

      Otto raised an eyebrow.

      “Yeah, okay, we covered that,” JJ conceded. “Obviously Dorothy disagrees.”

      Otto snorted. “Dorothy is still ready to hang Adam by his nut sack for no good reason. Rachel could be floating furniture around the room and Dorothy’d say, Oh, isn’t it breezy in here.”

      A short laugh escaped JJ at the thought.

      “What about Harlan?” Otto asked. “Is he better yet?”

      And any levity vanished instantly. JJ shook her head and mashed her lips together until she was able to say, “Harlan may never be better.”

      Otto let out a ragged sigh.

      Harlan was the one who had truly set Adam on Rachel’s path. And young Aaron Schofield’s as well. It’s unlikely either child—or Adam—would have survived without Harlan’s guiding hand.

      Evie came thumping out the front door as Otto asked, “And Adam?”

      “What about Adam?” Evie asked. She had a soft spot for her mother’s best childhood friend, since he had saved her own.

      “I’ll talk to him,” JJ said. “But no promises. Let’s go, kid.”

      JJ mentally kicked herself as she rolled down the gravel driveway. Marcus paid child support intermittently, if at all, and it was in the winter that JJ felt it most. How much gas had she wasted leaving her Bronco running? And for what, with its heater mostly on the fritz? The knowledge that she didn’t have to worry about it starting?

      She glanced over at her daughter as they approached the highway. Evie had been gung-ho about school a few minutes ago, but she was suspiciously silent now. JJ wondered if it was something Dorothy had said to her, or perhaps just the Nicholson marital dysfunction seeping in around the edges. Evie had been preschool age when JJ and Marcus had divorced, but it had still left an imprint on the child.

      “So what’s for lunch?” JJ asked.

      “Sandwich,” Evie said.

      JJ didn’t bother asking what kind; if her daughter couldn’t be bothered with using an article, JJ wouldn’t hold her breath for an adjective.

      “You have your gym clothes or whatever you need for the workshop this evening?”

      “Yeah,” Evie said, but volunteered nothing more.

      “Are you worried about Rachel?” JJ asked, thinking maybe that explained her daughter’s funk. She glanced over to meet Evie’s gaze.

      “Why?”

      Why indeed. Evie was hard to read, but maybe JJ was giving her credit for a little too much emotional maturity. Instead of answering, JJ asked, “Did y’all have a good time last night?”

      “Yeah.”

      JJ sighed. Her child was suited for a life in espionage, with her natural resistance to interrogation. “You get your homework done?”

      “Yes, Mom,” Evie said, with a mild undertone of how do you function on a daily basis?

      JJ finally took the hint and backed off. There’d be plenty of time for daydreaming about wringing her daughter’s neck when she hit puberty. Instead, JJ kept recalculating her chances of making it to work on time (the clock is four minutes fast, so if I hit the edge of Plattsville by…) and reviewing the work schedule in her mind. How late she could be without pissing anyone off depended on who was working. And how crazy things were. Tuesdays usually weren’t bad, but—

      “Mom?” Evie said.

      JJ held in a smile. Like any wild animal, the key was to leave her daughter alone and wait for the child to approach you. “Yeah, honey?”

      “Where’s Adam?”

      JJ felt a chill, remembering her conversation with him yesterday. Should she have mentioned something to Otto? Rachel’s father obviously believed in… whatever it was Adam was able to do. But maybe he believed in it too much. The man couldn’t be objective.

      “Mom!” Evie demanded.

      JJ slowed down as she reached the Cold Springs town limits. “Adam is in Morgantown now. He and Miss Iris have a friend in the hospital there who’s very sick.”

      Evie went quiet for a moment, then asked, “Is it someone I know?”

      “No, sweetie, I don’t believe you do.” They approached the old brick schoolhouse now, the same one she and Adam had attended as kids. JJ lifted her butt and peered over the steering wheel, as if that would magically help her find a spot to pull over.

      “Are you sure I don’t know him?” Evie asked.

      “Pretty sure,” JJ said, whipping her Bronco into a clear section almost before the car in front of her had vacated it.

      Evie grabbed her backpack from the footwell, threw the door open and hopped to the sidewalk.

      “Hey! Don’t forget your lunch,” JJ shouted over the sound of her noisy engine. As Evie turned back for the bag, JJ found herself saying, “Why’d you ask if you know him?”

      Evie jumped to adjust the pack’s weight on her back. “I just figured if Rachel knows him, I might, too.”

      “What makes you think Rachel knows him?”

      Evie looked at her mother as though she were an absolute idiot. “Well, Mom, I don’t usually have dreams about people I don’t know. Do you?”

      And she slammed the door behind her.

      What the hell? JJ pulled the parking brake and jumped out of the Bronco, engine still running. Someone behind her honked a horn in protest. “Evie!” she called out, rounding her vehicle. “Evelyn May!”

      Evie stopped in her tracks and turned toward her mother with a look of outraged disbelief that JJ ignored to ask, “What did you mean about the dreams?”

      Evie glanced—too casually—at the parents and students streaming by. Was her uncertainty simply social embarrassment, or something more?

      “Sweetie, this is important,” JJ said, resisting the urge to touch her daughter in public. It was bad enough she’d called her by her full name.

      “Rachel’s been having dreams about a man in a hospital,” Evie said, hands tucked in her backpack straps as she stared at the ground.

      “What man? What kind of dreams?” JJ asked, stepping closer and lowering her voice.

      “Nothing weird,” Evie said, mildly revolted. “Just some old guy. She sees him in a hospital bed. She thinks maybe he talks, but when she wakes up she can’t remember what he said.”

      “What else?”

      “That’s all she told me. If you want to know more, ask Rachel.” Evie looked over her shoulder. “I gotta go, Mom.”

      JJ watched Evie rush toward the white-painted, double doors, backpack bouncing. Horns blared again, insistent and angry, yet so distant to JJ’s ears they could have been on another street. She ignored them as she walked slowly back to her Bronco.

      She could ask Rachel.

      I’d hoped Otto was wrong.

      But she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear her answer.
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      The world doesn’t stop spinning just because you’re a wanted man.

      Under other circumstances, Danny might have smiled at the thought. It sounded like a bad country song. His hands ached, so he consciously loosened his grip on the steering wheel. He felt a peculiar sensation—a kind of itching, just short of painful—under his skull. It was on top of his head, to the right of center. One hand crept over his scalp. In there somewhere. He pushed with two fingers. Nothing. Then he pressed his knuckles against his head and rubbed in circles. His car (purchased for a few hundred cash from an old associate) drifted to the shoulder, and he almost over-corrected with his left hand. But he kept rubbing his head, and gradually the sensation eased.

      And people don’t stop wanting to be paid.

      The kind of people who don’t bother telling you a second time. Danny wasn’t some piss-ant mule or even a street corner hustler, but he wasn’t a kingpin, either. He fell somewhere in the middle, and that was a dangerous place to be. He had the money. For now. But even though he didn’t have any bad habits (he never sampled the product, for instance) and he always lived in shitholes, his emergency fund wouldn’t last long. Maybe a couple of weeks. It would take a lot longer than that to get established somewhere new, especially somewhere that wasn’t already spoken for. He could speed up the process, but he’d need somebody watching his back. Which meant getting the okay from higher up.

      Danny wasn’t worried. He’d been a solid performer for a bunch of years and never caused problems. Things would come together—they always did. Except, he still had to deal with the Rutledges. Especially Adam. He had a plan for that, too. But he couldn’t quite remember it. Probably because the itching, tickling sensation in his head had returned, along with a droning buzz. Really, more of a hiss. And what was a hiss but a whisper?

      He turned on the radio, hoping to drown out the sound. Good luck with that. He’d left West Virginia behind, but not the mountains. Well, these mountains were more like rural, rolling hills nobody had gotten around to clearcutting yet, but the end result was the same—shitty reception, whether cell phone or radio. Numbers scrolled by, with nothing but static to show for it. And instead of drowning out the whispers, the radio (hissing, pulsing static) seemed to amplify them. Not enough to make out the words, but enough to make conscious, sensible thought impossible.

      “I guess I could sing,” Danny said aloud, just to hear his own voice. Just to confirm that the other one he heard was not his.

      “Except I can’t fucking sing,” he said.

      What kind of attitude is that? the voice asked. The one that was not his.

      Danny had heard whispers for as long as he could remember. Sometimes louder, more insistent, and sometimes far in the back of his mind. They tended to cycle, depending on what he’d been doing to keep them happy. Lately, the past few months, they were never happy. They—or was it he, a single voice? Voices were harder to recognize when you only heard them in your head—they could never get enough. It wasn’t fair. The whispers swirled and swelled, like a crowd in his head. A crowd he didn’t invite.

      “Leave me alone!” Danny screamed, loud enough to make his throat ache.

      You know how to make that happen, came the whispered reply.

      And that’s when he saw him. Up ahead, on a straight stretch. By the side of the road.

      A hitchhiker.

      No, Danny thought. I can’t take the risk. Not now.

      And yet, he found himself pulling over ahead of the figure. He was a young man, mid-twenties, underdressed for November in jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, with a backpack slung over one shoulder. Danny watched him in the rearview mirror shuffling toward his car, not quite running but faster than a walk, as though he didn’t trust a stranger to wait for him otherwise. The man approached the passenger side, and Danny found—to his surprise—that the power window worked on that side. Cold air rushed in.

      “Where you headed?” Danny yelled over the roar of the wind.

      The man leaned in, head stretching his hood. Dark hair escaped around the edges and his clean-shaven face had—oh, too perfect—a dimple.

      “Wherever there’s a roof,” the man replied, grinning.

      “All right, then,” Danny said, stretching a hand down the side of his calf to feel the outline of the knife he kept there. He nodded toward the rear seat. “Toss your bag in the back and let’s go.”

      “Great—thanks!”

      While the man struggled with the rear passenger door in the wind, Danny reached beneath his seat and slipped a cord free, tucking it within range. Danny almost thought he saw snow in the air that blasted inside as the man dropped next to him. An echoing silence filled the car after the door slammed shut. Like a church. Danny stared at his passenger until the man became visibly uncomfortable, looking at the dashboard, the floor, the door handle.

      “All right, then,” Danny said brightly, wind buffeting his vehicle as he merged back onto the road. “Let’s see what we can do about getting you somewhere more… hospitable.”
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