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          Dead Hollow Trilogy Book Two

        

      

    

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

      Someone is still watching from the shadows. Watching and waiting…

      The Cold Springs community is returning to normal after an arrest in a recent kidnapping. But when the unthinkable happens and another child is taken, suspicion falls on Adam Rutledge, whose role in finding the prior victim cannot be explained. Soon he’s on the run looking for answers, about himself and the missing boy. But can he live with what he finds?
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      “She shouldn’t have called you.”

      He could barely make out his wife’s face in the dark car. She didn’t reply, but he heard her sigh as she adjusted her hands on the steering wheel, emerging from one sharp turn to enter another that veered in the opposite direction. His body swayed slightly with the car. The world was gray in their headlights—asphalt and trees, subdued double lines that should be yellow. Or maybe it was him, the grayness. Sometimes he lost his colors. Not completely, but just enough to notice their absence.

      “I was fine,” he continued, rubbing his sore hand, but she didn’t respond. “I am fine.”

      Finally, she glanced in his direction, before her eyes returned to the mountain road. “No, you’re not.”

      Her voice was sad. Why was her voice always sad lately? “What do you want me to do?” he asked. “And don’t say, go to that place.”

      “What place?” she asked, now with a spark of anger. “Prison? Or the morgue? Because that’s where you’re gonna end up. That’s where you’re headed now. Is that what you want? To leave me a widow?”

      “No! Of course not. But he was—”

      “He was what? Tell me. Tell me what he was doing that made you swing a chair at the back of the man’s head.”

      He felt a grinding frustration inside, one that went beyond his worn teeth into his very bones. “I wasn’t drunk.”

      She laughed, short and harsh. “I know you weren’t. That’s what scares me.”

      He struggled to get the thoughts, the words, to line up in his head. He’d been so careful about what he said lately, but he had to tell her. She had to know. And yet, as he spoke, the anger built in him again.

      No, not anger—fear.

      “He was going to hurt you,” he said, and he heard the same grinding in his voice that he felt in his bones.

      She glanced toward him. “What do you mean?”

      “I could hear him, wanting to hurt you.”

      His wife sounded as though she didn’t have enough air to speak, forcing the words out from the bottom of her lungs. “How did you hear him? Who was he talking to?”

      He paused. “He wasn’t talking out loud. But I heard him. I heard the things he wanted to do to you, in my mind.”

      “Jesus,” she whispered.

      She didn’t believe him. She loved him, but she didn’t believe him. That’s why he had to protect her.

      “I can’t do this anymore,” she said, still barely above a whisper. “It’d be one thing if it were just us, but I have to think about—”

      “I won’t leave you.”

      She glanced over, and he thought he saw tears shining, reflecting the light from the console. “I don’t want you to. But I’ll be safe with Iris while you’re gone. And it won’t be long, just until we can get your medication right again. I promise.”

      “It’s real! I swear to God, this is real!”

      “Sweetheart, I know you think it is.” She paused, and the car slowed as she approached the Dead Hollow curve.

      “It is real!” he exploded, raising his arms toward the heavens. “I have to stop him! If I’m not here, he will rape you and kill you and—”

      In that moment, he saw her face turn toward him, her beautiful face. He saw it in the headlights of an oncoming vehicle as it rounded the turn, on the wrong side of the center line.

      “Charlotte—”

      But did he actually speak her name? Did he hear it, before her eyes grew wide and she jerked the wheel? Before the car pitched and the sound of brakes—theirs and the other vehicle’s—ripped through the air? Did he hear himself say her name before she screamed?

      Their brakes dragged and clawed at the road, but the car struck the guardrail anyway, whipping his head but barely slowing them down. The front tires left the asphalt, his stomach lurched, and they were airborne. Then it all became a jumble of sound and sensation: tree limbs snapping, glass and metal breaking, the impact of the ground, of his head against the side window, of a tree, and then a second one, and then suddenly realizing that they’d stopped even though the sounds kept ringing in his ears.

      The driver’s side was mashed against a tree trunk, but somehow the headlight on his side still sent a weak beam through the forest, visible through the space that used to be the windshield. His head itched. He reached up to scratch his temple, but scratching hurt, and his hand came away sticky.

      “Charlotte?” He still wasn’t certain if he was speaking out loud. There was something wrong with his hearing. That must be why he didn’t hear her answer. He could make out her shape next to him, head back and immobile, but he couldn’t reach her.

      Seat belt. His fingers fumbled with the release, and he could feel the noises of fear and frustration emanating from his chest and tearing through his throat. He felt but couldn’t hear the click as the buckle came free. The shoulder strap got hung up around his head, and his body shook with exasperation as he tore it loose.

      “Charlotte.”

      Her name was on his lips—he could feel it there—whether he heard it or not. He leaned across the gap between the bucket seats until he could feel her breath on his face. It didn’t smell right, and it came out heavy and uneven. She was in pain. Her face was a pale blur, with patches interrupted by darkness, and he was afraid to touch her without seeing where and how she was hurt.

      Dome light. The roof had buckled some toward the windshield, but was mostly where it belonged overhead. It hurt to lift his arm, and he couldn’t find the little switch for the light. He tried to open his door, but it stuck until he gave it a mighty push with both legs.

      Miraculously, the light came on. And he saw what he feared most in the world. Her pallor, the dark blood staining her face and shining wet below her chest. And something else. A kind of shimmering… She’s dying.

      “No!” He stepped backwards from the car, clutching at the door as his legs buckled. From his knees, he turned and looked behind them, up over the bank in the direction of the road. There was a glow there. Headlights? And a figure silhouetted against them.

      “Help me! Please, help me!” he screamed. The figure turned, hesitated. “If you leave, I will find you! I swear to God, I will!”

      His throat felt so raw, surely the person must have heard him, but the figure disappeared. Moments later, the light left as well. A sob rocked his chest before he climbed back in the car.

      “Charlotte, sweetie,” he said, leaning toward her. Her eyes swung in his direction, but they didn’t look right. Different sizes or too big or something. He tried not to think about it. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

      “No,” she said, before burping a trail of blood from her mouth.

      His chest seized. She was right. He couldn’t move her. But he had to save her. How could he save her? What could he do? He looked over his shoulder, into the forest. Into the places where his father had dwelled. The place where he had died. And that’s when he heard it—his father’s whisper. He couldn’t make out words, just an echoing whisper like the hiss of a snake, telling him what to do. If he could remember the language. If he could interpret the signs. He turned to his wife.

      “No,” she said. Except he was watching her, and her lips never moved. But her voice was clear in his mind.

      No, Virgil.

      As his ears strained for more words, from his dying wife or dead father, he began to distinguish other sounds. Like the screaming coming from the back seat. How had he not noticed the shrill noise before?

      He got out and tried to open the back passenger door, but it wouldn’t budge, not even when he levered one booted foot against the rear of the car. He climbed back in the car, wedged his broad shoulders between the bucket seats and peered through.

      The boy looked fine, unharmed in his little denim overalls and still strapped into the child’s seat Virgil kept thinking he’d outgrown, his chubby face screaming with terror. Good thing he’d listened to Charlotte…

      And that’s when he heard the voice again—his father’s voice—and although there were still no distinct words, the voice carried intention. Instruction. There was still a way to save his wife. If he were willing.

      He reached for the child—
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      “Adam! Adam, wake up!” Iris’s voice was firm as she grabbed him.

      Adam jerked into consciousness, unsure of where or when he was, of whose hands were on his arm. He scrambled backwards, slamming into something and feeling it in his ribs. The headboard. The headboard of the bed in his old bedroom at Iris’s.

      Iris stood next to the bed, hands up in a sign of surrender, easing closer. “It’s okay, kiddo. It’s just me. You’re okay.”

      Adam nodded, but his heart was pounding, and his stomach—

      He lurched to the other side of the bed and vomited in the trashcan he kept there. Heaved, anyway, but he didn’t have much to show for it. Remnants of a bowl of cereal? He’d forgotten to eat lunch.

      Please, let me be done. Adam hung over the mattress, gripping the sides of the trashcan, waiting long enough to be sure and for his breathing to even out. He closed his eyes and rolled over onto his back, clutching an arm to his chest before he could stop himself.

      “Those ribs still bothering you?” Iris asked, and he felt a cool, damp washcloth come to rest on his forehead.

      “Thanks,” Adam said. “A little.”

      He didn’t like to remind his grandmother of the lingering pain, a souvenir of a particularly bad day nearly two weeks ago when JJ had performed CPR on him a few hours after he’d suffered a beating at Otto Nicholson’s hands. He heard Iris sigh, and his fingers fumbled over mattress and through air until they found her hand. Her skin felt slightly loose, sliding over the knuckles and finger bones, and he had to restrain the urge to squeeze too hard, just to keep her there. He lay there for a minute or two, breathing and holding her hand, then released her and peeled the washcloth from his head. It took a conscious effort not to groan when he sat up. That sound is a force of habit, not a reflection of how you actually feel. He almost smiled at the lie.

      “Did you have the dream again?” Iris asked.

      Dream. Yeah, that’s what it was. “Yes,” he said.

      “I heard you screaming from downstairs,” she said.

      Iris was a master at hiding her emotions—neither tone nor expression changed—but she couldn’t control everything. In the weeks since he’d returned to Cold Springs, the wrinkles on her face were a little deeper. Her white blonde hair reflected more white than blonde and appeared brittle, its natural wave reduced to the occasional unruly bump. It was as though Iris were drying out inside. Had he done this to her?

      “I’m sorry.” He grabbed the trashcan and pushed off the bed too fast, becoming light-headed as he stepped past her to the bathroom. After dumping and rinsing the vomit, he brushed his teeth quickly, avoiding his reflection in the mirror. Adam could feel his jeans hang loosely on his hips, and he didn’t really care to see the rest.

      Iris waited outside the door, ready to interrogate him. He pretended not to notice, keeping a hand on the rail as he descended the stairs slowly, trying to look casual.

      Iris followed. “Is that why you’re not sleeping at night?”

      Adam headed toward the kitchen. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you sit in a chair in the living room at night and just stare at the windows, as if you’re avoiding lying down.”

      Adam opened the refrigerator. He didn’t want food—he seemed to have lost his sense of taste lately—but he knew he needed it. “What are you doing up at night?”

      “I’m old. I’m not supposed to sleep. But you, you’re barely thirty and the only time you ever sleep is napping, usually in the afternoon.”

      He looked at her, unsure if he’d ever heard Iris admit to being old. “I’m fine,” he lied. “It’s just habit, from spending so many years bartending. I can’t remember the last time I slept normal hours. It takes some getting used to.”

      Adam turned back to the refrigerator and found a ham sandwich in cellophane from a convenience store. That would do. He unwrapped the plastic and took a bite. The taste seemed a little off, but everything tasted funny lately. He gave it a sniff. It was probably fine.

      “When did you get that?” Iris asked, fiddling with her purse where it sat on the counter.

      Adam shrugged and took another bite. “Couple of days ago, maybe.”

      Her eyes widened before turning her attention back to digging in her bag. “Then throw it away! I doubt if it was worth eating the day they put it out. I swear, they’re lucky—”

      “You look nice,” Adam said, still chewing but wanting to head off her rant. Iris was wearing a pair of gray slacks and a matching, thin sweater with a geometric pattern. “Why are you dressed up?”

      Iris avoided his eyes, finally pulling her keys free with a metallic jangle. Adam finished his sandwich at the counter while she puttered around, rinsing a teacup and putting it in the dish drainer. When he crumpled the plastic in his hands, she still hadn’t spoken, so he did. “Are you going to see Harlan?”

      “No,” she said. “Do you need a ride somewhere?”

      Adam glanced at the kitchen clock. “Crap, yes. Thanks for the reminder. I’m supposed to meet the tow truck guy to finally get my car. Let me grab my jacket.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Iris was right; Adam wasn’t sleeping, not since he’d left the hospital, and he was exhausted. He stared out the window at the world blurring by. This was the route the car had followed in his dream (and in my life). Adam tried to ignore a persistent overlay of the landscape at night by concentrating on the fuzzy brightness of the late afternoon sky (although it hurt his eyes) and on the details it illuminated, details that were absent in the darkness of his dreams. The deciduous trees were now nearly naked. The rest of the leaves had fallen over the past weeks, except for a few brown stragglers (the multi-fingered oak leaves seemed particularly tenacious) that would hang on until their replacements pushed them out in the spring.

      A bleached field fell away on the left, and soon the road was flanked by leaf-strewn, forested banks on either side. The land rose and fell haphazardly. A dry creek bed emerged from the crease between two slopes on the right, then continued parallel to the road. Remnants of a rusted plow peeked from the leaves in a low spot next to the creek. Adam wondered how long it had been there, who had left it behind.

      “Harlan wants to speak with you,” Iris said.

      “I know.” Adam picked at a spot of something (paint?) on the window with his fingernail, but it held fast. “Do you blame him?”

      Her hands gripped the wheel more tightly, but she didn’t look at him. “Who?” she asked.

      “Harlan.”

      “For what?”

      “For me doing what I did.”

      “Why?” she asked. “I could just as easily blame JJ for what you got up to.”

      “No, you couldn’t,” he said. “You couldn’t blame her for the how, for the… the way I opened my mind to Rachel.”

      “You mean the way you almost died,” she said, finally glancing at him.

      He waited, but she didn’t say any more. She didn’t have to. He knew she blamed Harlan; he just wanted to see if she’d admit it. There’d been a distance between the couple over the past week or so since Adam had gotten out of the hospital. Harlan had called a few times from his neighbor Jim’s phone, but he’d never been to Iris’s house, and so far as Adam knew, Iris had never been to Harlan’s. At least, if she had, she’d never stayed the night.

      Iris made the turn onto JJ’s road, the turn Adam had missed in his own car. And there was the hatchback, sitting with half its front end in the ditch. Iris drove past the car and pulled over, but left hers in Drive, engine idling.

      “What time’s the tow truck guy supposed to be here?” she asked.

      “Soon. I don’t mind waiting in my car,” Adam said, but made no move toward the door. “Tell me. When you screw things up with Harlan enough that he finally lets you push him away, who will you blame for that? Me?”

      He watched his grandmother’s pale face flush. She was either speechless, or taking a deep breath before tearing into him. He risked a grin, the way he couldn’t remember grinning since he’d left the hospital. It felt good, like the warmth spread from his face throughout his body. Iris shook her head, and slowly her lips curled in a smile.

      “You think you’re so damned smart,” she said.

      Adam threw a hand over his mouth in mock horror at her uncharacteristic choice of even mild profanity. “Iris, language.”

      The phrase (Harlan’s response the first time Iris unexpectedly discovered Adam in his kitchen) struck a chord. Iris plucked a scarf from between the seats and threw it at Adam’s head. He laughed, and once he’d untangled the fabric, leaned over and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.

      “Oh, stop it,” she said, but when Adam pulled away to leave, she held his arm. “Wait. You’re right; I might visit Harlan later. But right now… I’m going to see him.”

      “Who?” Adam asked, even though he knew.

      Iris seemed as reluctant to say his father’s name as Adam was. “His lawyer asked me to. Do you want to come with me?” she asked.

      “No,” Adam said, careful not to raise his voice in the enclosed space. It wasn’t so long ago (ten days? twelve?), lying in a hospital bed, that he’d asked her about seeing the man. How had he built up so much anger in such a short period of time?

      “Are you sure? I can wait with you and we can go together, if you want to see Virgil.”

      A sound like a laugh’s bitter cousin escaped Adam as he shoved the door open. “Remember, I’ve seen him already. And he almost killed me.”
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      Deputy Luther Beck figured the only thing worse than dealing with a lawyer was dealing with two lawyers over some hours-old coffee. And the only thing worse than that, without multiplying the number of lawyers, was dealing with said lawyers about Virgil Rutledge.

      They should’ve seen the backside of Virgil by now. He definitely shouldn’t still be in their jail, which wasn’t much more than a glorified holding area. The county facility, larger and appropriate for longer-term detainment, was in Plattsville. But there’d been some kind of hearing here in Cold Springs, and then the judge or psychologist or some damn body wanted Virgil’s competency evaluation to be here as well. The problem was, Virgil didn’t. The man refused to speak to anyone.

      That was fine by Luther. He’d looked in on Adam’s father from time to time, when he was dozing, or pretending to. No wonder Virgil was crazy, sleeping at odd times and never more than an hour or two at a stretch. And he was crazy—Luther had no doubt of that, evaluation or not. Once when Virgil was lying on a bunk, face to the wall, he’d turned to look at Luther over his shoulder, as if he’d felt the deputy’s eyes on him. Little hairs had prickled on the back of Luther’s neck, like they had on the mountain in the dark, not so long ago.

      Multiple agencies were still processing the crime scenes at the rock pinnacle. Days after Luther froze his ass off while hoping he wasn’t watching Adam Rutledge die, they’d found the first set of human remains. These had been preliminarily identified as young Sarah Edmunds, a girl who’d disappeared from Beecham County twenty years ago, within months of Danny Carpenter’s kidnapping. They were still waiting for additional forensic analysis, but so far, there was no physical evidence linking Virgil Rutledge to the girl’s abduction or death.

      A few days ago, they’d uncovered a second set of remains: a young male, probably a teenager and probably of more recent vintage than Sarah Edmunds. Tracking down Danny Carpenter’s archived records had proved challenging, and the experts hadn’t examined the remains yet, so law enforcement refused to speculate on identity. And there wasn’t as much of that—speculation—as you might expect, even among the community at large. It’s as if people were too superstitious to speak of it.

      In the meantime, Luther was stuck babysitting one of the local prosecutors and Virgil’s assigned public defender. Grant had called to say he was on his way but running late. The Sheriff had sounded flustered and hadn’t given an explanation, both of which were so uncharacteristic of him that Luther had spent the past ten minutes wondering what was going on with his boss. It beat listening to the lawyers (he couldn’t remember either of their damn names) yammer at each other about timelines and motions and whatnot.

      Luther shouldered his way to the counter, muttering a pardon when he inadvertently bumped Virgil’s lawyer. (Defense attorney or not, she was a woman, and not bad looking at all if she’d stop scowling.) Pouring fresh water from a gallon jug, he flipped the switch, listened to the coffee maker pop with promise, and tried to think of a justification for leaving the room. Let the two suits (both navy blue) cross-examine the refrigerator for a while.

      “Luther!” Deputy Beth Marshall called out from the front desk, and he latched onto her voice like a lifeline.

      Although certain neither attorney would notice his absence, he excused himself and went to thank Beth on two counts.

      “Good idea on the bottled water,” he said, leaning against her desk. Minus the tap water’s heavy sulfur and iron content, the coffee he made now was almost palatable. “And thanks for—”

      Getting me out of there, he nearly said, but the deputy interrupted him with a pointing finger.

      “Hello, Luther,” said Iris Rutledge, the object of the pointing finger.

      Luther had the feeling Iris Rutledge didn’t much care for him. He wasn’t sure why she wouldn’t, other than general antipathy toward the Beck family. He couldn’t hold that against her—hell, he didn’t like his relatives, either. Still, dealing with her invariably made him uncomfortable.

      “Ms. Rutledge, what brings you in?” he asked. She simply stared, and he felt a fool when his brain caught up to his mouth, as she’d likely intended. “Ah, so you’re here to see your son?”

      Virgil’s attorney must have heard them from the other room, and she nudged Luther aside. Light brown hair in a simple bob with bangs, she didn’t wear much makeup, and she’d entirely missed the mascara on her left eye this morning. It made Luther smile.

      “Mrs. Rutledge,” the woman said.

      Iris flinched slightly as the lawyer took her by the arm toward a set of chairs pushed against the white walls. Luther always addressed Iris as Ms., and the woman did not abide being coddled.

      “Should we be talking in front of him?” Iris asked, ignoring Luther but indicating the assistant district attorney. The prosecutor smiled back at her, as much as the man was capable of smiling.

      “It’s okay for this,” the public defender said, hunched over Iris, neither sitting nor standing. “But later, when we talk about your son’s mental state in more detail, we’ll do it confidentially.”

      “Sit down. You make my neck hurt,” Iris told her, and the woman complied. “I haven’t seen my son in at least twenty years, so at this point I’d say you know more about his mental state than I do. I take it from the way you lawyers are mincing around, it’s not good.”

      “Miss Rutledge,” the prosecutor said. Luther almost snorted when Iris glared at the man’s intrusive knee as he sat on the arm of the chair next to her. “It’s not often my colleague and I agree.”

      “How trying for you,” Iris observed.

      The man’s lip twisted, as if he couldn’t decide on the appropriate expression. “Yes, well, the fact is—”

      “The fact is the judge has ordered a competency evaluation to decide if your son can understand the charges against him and assist me with his defense,” the public defender cut in. “Unfortunately, he’s been unwilling to cooperate.”

      “Unwilling or unable?” Iris asked.

      Virgil’s attorney raised her brows and shrugged lightly padded shoulders. “Either way, if the psychologist can’t do the evaluation, the court can have your son committed.”

      Iris’s eyes closed briefly, before she asked, “For how long?”

      “According to statute, initially fifteen days. But he’d still need to be evaluated—and the judge would still have to decide if he’s competent—before his case can move forward. With transport back and forth, and scheduling hearings… the timeline starts getting complicated.”

      Things were about to get complicated where Virgil Rutledge was concerned all right, but Luther wasn’t sure the man’s attorney grasped the magnitude about to rain down on her. No doubt the woman had spent a lot of hours over the past week with her nose in heavy law books and endlessly scrolling computer screens, trying to get a handle on the procedures involved with Virgil’s kind of crazy. She’d probably even made a flow chart on a big sheet of paper and taped it up in her office. The problem was, Virgil’s kind of crazy didn’t much abide by flow charts.

      Iris stared at the public defender, Luther suspected mirroring his own train of thought. Iris at least had an inkling of which way the tracks were running. “Is he on medication?” she asked.

      Virgil’s attorney pressed her lips together, then asked in a flat tone, “To treat a mental health condition?”

      Iris almost laughed. “I guess he wouldn’t be able to tell you about his history, would he? If he’s not cooperating.”

      And crazy as a fucking loon, Luther thought.

      The defense attorney frowned at the prosecutor, still leaning against Iris’s chair. He raised his hands and retreated behind the reception desk while the woman escorted Iris to the far corner of the room, saying, “Let’s discuss this in private.”
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      Luther nearly jumped over the reception desk with enthusiasm when the Sheriff stumbled through the front door. If he’d had to hear that damned bore of a prosecutor talk about trout fishing much longer, Luther might have strung himself from the overhead pipe in the bathroom with his own belt.

      Grant’s pale cheeks were flushed and his auburn hair unruly, his broad-brimmed hat nowhere to be seen. The man’s eyes skated around the room, as if he’d forgotten why he was there as soon as he’d crossed the threshold. Luther moved quickly to intercept him.

      “The attorneys—and Iris—are here about Virgil Rutledge,” Luther said, voice low. “You okay?”

      Grant nodded, but still didn’t seem entirely present, not acknowledging anyone as he approached the reception desk. Beth glanced at Luther uncertainly.

      Luther said, “Sheriff, Mr. Rutledge has been secured in Interview Room One. I believe Ms., uh…” He stared at the public defender, waiting for her name to drop from the sky. “Virgil’s attorney would like Iris to go in with her.”

      “Actually, Deputy Breck, I’ve changed my mind,” the lawyer said. “I’d like to meet with Mr. Rutledge alone first.”

      She smiled at Luther as she spoke, and seemed surprised when he couldn’t help but smile back. He was certain she knew his proper name (nicely played), and now he was determined to find out hers. In fact, he was so determined, it took him a moment to realize that Grant still hadn’t spoken.

      “Shall I lead the way, sir?” Luther asked, hoping the rarely used formal address would snap Grant out of his fugue.

      Grant’s eyes finally focused on Luther as he said, “Thank you, Deputy.”

      The prosecutor stepped outside to make a phone call, but everyone else followed Luther. The Beecham County Sheriff’s Department was small. They only had one true interview room, halfway down the short, broad hallway, but sometimes used a file room or conference room in a pinch. A simple bench stood against the wall opposite the interview room, bolted to the floor.

      Luther motioned Iris to sit, but she shook her head. The one-way mirror, a staple of cop shows, was nowhere to be seen. Instead, the interview room had a small, high window in the wall with recording equipment installed inside, tucked away from angry, grabby hands. The window had an adjustable Venetian blind on the outside and was broad enough to accommodate a couple of people standing side-by-side. The officers used it for security purposes when the cameras weren’t on.

      Standing by the door, waiting to enter, the defense lawyer asked, “You’ve turned off the monitoring equipment?”

      Luther found himself smiling again. “Of course,” he said.

      The Sheriff nodded his approval, and Luther stepped in front of the lawyer to open the door. Virgil sat with his back to the wall, wearing a blue jumpsuit and restraints, in a chair behind a bolted table. Deputy Gerald Hayes, a big sonuvagun with a neck nearly as thick as his bearded, blonde head, stood next to him. The room was so small, Luther stepped back outside once the lawyer cleared the entry. Deputy Hayes left her alone in the room with her client once he was satisfied everyone was settled and secure. Luther twisted the blinds slightly, just enough to see inside.

      “Are you supposed to be doing that?” Iris asked.

      “I don’t know how you feel about his lawyer, but would you want to be left alone with your son in his current mental state, with nobody watching?” Luther asked. He motioned for Iris to take a place at the window, and she reluctantly joined him.

      Physically, Virgil looked healthy, more healthy than he would’ve expected. It struck Luther that, while Virgil was older than him, he and Virgil were probably closer in age than he and Adam. Deep lines in Virgil’s face contradicted an overall sense of raw vitality about the man. His hair hadn’t been cut yet, so it hung to his shoulders, but it had been washed, with shades of gray and brown and blonde fighting for dominance. Luther watched Iris as Iris watched her son intently. Her demeanor gave away nothing, but within moments she turned from the window.

      “She’s wasting her time,” Iris said.

      Grant stepped to the window, taking the spot she’d vacated. “Why? What do you see?”

      “I can just tell,” Iris said.

      Luther and the Sheriff observed as Virgil interacted with his attorney, or rather, failed to interact with her. The public defender’s back was to them as she spoke to Virgil, shoulders and upper body shifting slightly, occasionally using her hands. He sat immobile and never responded, just stared at the window, as if he could feel the officers watching. No doubt he could—anyone could—with their silhouettes visible through the narrowed blinds. But those eyes… Those damned, uncanny eyes of his belong in another world.

      Soon the Sheriff shuffled over and sat next to Iris, and Gerald took his boss’s place at the window. Grant rested his head in his hands, as if massaging the back of his skull. It did nothing to improve the tidiness of his hair.

      “What’s wrong, Grant?” Iris asked.

      “I just left the hospital,” he admitted. “Dad had a bad fall this morning.”

      “Is he all right?” Iris asked, before Luther had a chance.

      Grant simply shrugged.

      “Bonnie should have called me,” Iris said.

      “I doubt she’s had a chance,” Grant said.

      The old Sheriff Mason had been good to Luther, both when he’d hired him and in their years working together. Better than Luther had any right to expect. Luther said, “You know, I can handle this. You don’t have to be here.”

      The ghost of a smile lit Grant’s face. “Thank you, Luther. But my mother is with him now, and he’s pretty out of it. They’ll be doing hip surgery tomorrow. His prognosis is good.”

      “I’ll drop by the hospital later,” Iris said. “See if she needs some relief.”

      Movement in the interview room caught Luther’s eye—Virgil was leaning across the table—and Gerald yelled, “Sheriff!”

      Rather than wait for the man’s response, Gerald strode to the door of the interview room and charged inside, allowing Virgil’s yells to carry into the hallway. Luther followed quickly to the open door, but waited for a request for assistance to enter. With an inmate restrained in such a small room, Luther could easily do more harm than good by adding his bulk to the space.

      “He’ll do it again!” Virgil’s voice was pleading.

      “Sir, you need to settle down,” Deputy Hayes said, and motioned Virgil’s attorney to move slowly toward the exit.

      Luther helped her through the doorway then stood, watching and waiting. The soundproofed walls seem to absorb the sliding, clattering of the metal chain as Virgil’s hands came together. He started to rise, but Gerald put his hands on Virgil’s shoulders and firmly pushed him back into his chair.

      “You need to stay seated, sir,” the deputy said.

      “But he’s not finished! You have to stop him, because he’ll never stop on his own.”

      “Hey! I don’t want to hear it.” Gerald was an easygoing guy, but an edge had crept into his voice.

      Luther was reminded of the moment when Virgil tried to reason with him in the cave on the mountain. But the man didn’t seem to have any more common sense than he’d had a week and a half ago. Luther braced himself, ready to move, until Virgil reached across the table and pressed his forehead flat against its surface between his outstretched arms. Luther let out his breath and looked to the other deputy. “You got this?”

      Gerald nodded, and Luther went back out into the hallway, closing the door behind him.

      “I don’t understand,” Iris was saying. She and Grant were the only people in the hallway.

      “Where’s the girl? I mean, the woman,” Luther stuttered. “His lawyer. Where is she?”

      Grant inclined his head, indicating she’d gone in the opposite direction. Luther headed that way, knowing he didn’t have much building to search. He found her in the reception area, sitting in Beth’s chair.

      “Ma’am, is Beth—”

      “Deputy Marshall went to get me a glass of water,” the lawyer said. Her face was pale, except for two red spots on her cheeks.

      Luther kneeled next to her chair. “Are you okay, Ms.…? I don’t recall that we were ever properly introduced.”

      “I’m Faith Callaway. And you’re —”

      “Not named after a haircare product,” Luther said, earning a smile. “I’m Deputy Luther Beck.”

      “I know,” she said. “But you’re not quite what I expected.”

      Luther, unsure what to make of that, felt a flush of his own and tried not to be distracted by it. “Did he hurt you?”

      “No! Not at all. He just wasn’t…”

      “He wasn’t what you expected either?” Luther grinned. He might not have Adam Rutledge’s dimple, but he could be charming when the occasion called for it. “If you’re going to stay in this business, you might need to work on managing your expectations. So what was all that about back there?”

      She looked down at her lap and shook her head, hair swirling around her chin. “You know I can’t tell you.”

      Before Luther could follow up, he felt someone behind him… Iris, flanked by the Sheriff. Luther stood slowly, ignoring the angry pop of his knee.

      “What was he saying?” Iris asked. She was nearly as pale as her son’s attorney. “Who was he talking about?”

      “I’m sorry—as I told the deputy, I can’t share privileged communications,” Ms. Callaway said. Then she softened and added, “Besides, trust me, Mrs. Rutledge, you don’t want to know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      “Man, you best get where you’re going, because that battery is shot.”

      Adam barely heard the driver’s parting words over the sound of the tow truck’s diesel engine. The truck rumbled up the hill until it reached the first driveway on the left, then carefully turned around and came back down. The driver raised a finger from the wheel toward Adam as he passed.

      It had taken longer to jump Adam’s little hatchback than to haul it back onto the road. The tow truck driver had only charged fifty bucks (he called it the “JJ Special”), but it’d probably cost Adam another hundred and fifty to replace the battery. He still had a little money tucked away—he always kept a “blow town” kitty—but with no money coming in and no idea what was on the horizon… maybe he could squeak a couple more weeks out of this battery. He needed an oil change, too, and probably new spark plugs. The car’s engine miss was showing its ugly head too often for comfort when the prospect of restarting a stall was so uncertain.

      The rearview mirror seemed off kilter. Adam adjusted it before encouraging the whining car up the mountain toward JJ’s, inadvertently catching sight of the darkness ringing his sunken, blue eyes. The mirror probably got moved during the tow, or—scary thought—maybe Adam didn’t sit as straight as he used to a whopping two weeks ago. He turned at the second driveway, taking it faster than he should have to keep the RPMs steady. He was nearly alongside JJ’s vehicle when he noticed Evie’s bicycle on the ground, and braked hard to avoid crushing it. The car stalled at the sudden stop. Adam heaved a relieved sigh as he switched off the ignition. The way things were going lately, he’d have done more damage to his car than to Evie’s bike.

      JJ, standing on the front step, had seen the near miss. “Evie!” she yelled into the house. “What did I tell you about your bike? You’re lucky Adam didn’t run over the god—”

      He grinned as JJ caught herself and rolled her eyes.

      “—The god blessed thing. And hurry up if you don’t want Rachel to start without you. They already left and we need to get gas on the way.”

      “I could drive,” Adam said.

      “No thanks,” JJ snorted. “I’d rather not have to push start your car in the middle of town.” She put a hand on his shoulder, part affectionate and part directional, as they meandered away from the house. “You look like shit.”

      “Thanks,” he said. He was getting a little tired of hearing that but tried to let it go, studying JJ in the dusky light instead. Her voice had a grating quality, and she looked as though sleep hadn’t been her number one priority lately, either. “You’re not exactly projecting rainbows and buttercups yourself.”

      They walked over to a thick poplar tree, the one that had borne their initials since childhood. “One of the nurses at the hospital quit, so I’m stuck working crazy shifts for a while.”

      “And?” he asked, knowing there was more. The two of them slid down, backs against the tree, until they both sat on the ground, shoulders touching. It had warmed up considerably since the recent early cold snap (the one that gave Adam hypothermia), but he wouldn’t want to sit on the cool earth for very long.

      JJ sighed. “And Marcus has been hassling me. Calling at weird hours, showing up outside Evie’s school—”

      “Has he showed up here?” Adam asked.

      “No.”

      She’d said it too fast, and he didn’t believe her. “JJ…”

      “He hasn’t!” she protested, but quickly softened to, “Not exactly. Not to the house. But Otto said there was somebody he didn’t recognize parked on our road.”

      “And you think it was him?”

      She didn’t answer aloud, but he felt the motion of her nod. “Have you told Grant?” he asked.

      “No! He’s the Sheriff, and I don’t want things to be weird between us.”

      “You mean you think it would be awkward if the boy you like had to arrest the boy you used to like?” Adam asked, letting his voice slide into a higher register.

      JJ smacked him, just as Evie burst through the front door. “Did you feed Trooper?” JJ asked.

      Now it was Evie’s turn to roll her eyes, before banging back inside the house. JJ groaned theatrically as she stood, offering Adam a hand. He took it, rising more slowly than she had, trying to hide it when his head swam.

      “You sure you’re okay?” JJ asked.

      “Yeah. Listen, don’t you think it’ll get weirder between you and Grant if he hears about this from someone else first?” Adam asked. Still lightheaded, he clamped his mouth against the urge to pant for oxygen.

      JJ’s eyes turned hard. “Who’s he going to hear it from? You?”

      “Don’t be stupid!” Adam said, wrapping his arm around the tree to prop himself upright. “If you don’t want me to tell him, I won’t. But this is Cold Springs, not…”

      His brain ground to a halt as he tried to maintain all necessary bodily functions and come up with the name of anyplace bigger than their town. Which would be pretty much anyplace in the country.

      “Plattsville?” JJ joked. The next town over, it wasn’t exactly a booming metropolis. It was bigger than Cold Springs, and they’d invoked it ironically like New York City when they were kids.

      Evie emerged from the house carrying a plastic novelty cup as if it were filled with liquid gold rather than dog food. The clatter of kibble into Trooper’s bowl (a former saucepan, now missing its handle) was somehow reassuring. Adam watched as the dog waited patiently for the eleven-year-old to step back, still clutching the cup the way a much younger child would. She looked up at Adam.

      “Where’s your costume?” she asked.

      They were going to the Volunteer Fire Department’s Trunk-or-Treat Halloween celebration. Halloween wasn’t until Monday, but the adults running things decided they’d much rather have the weekend to recover from the festivities.

      “Was I supposed to wear a costume?” Adam asked, walking with Evie to JJ’s Bronco while she locked up the house.

      “I am!” Evie said, unnecessarily. She wore jeans tucked into cowboy boots, a matching cowboy hat, a brown vest and red bandanna over a white button-down shirt, all topped off by a low-hanging, double holster and a shiny sheriff’s badge.

      “Your mom didn’t dress up,” Adam pointed out. Both he and JJ were wearing jeans and flannel shirts over T-shirts, as did most people in Cold Springs this time of year.

      Evie’s snort eerily echoed her mother’s. “She never does. But I thought at least you would.”

      “It seems I’m forever disappointing the Tulley women,” Adam muttered.

      JJ didn’t comment.
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      Twenty minutes later, they were on Main Street looking for parking, along with everyone else in Cold Springs. Vehicles crept by the school grounds, eyes peeled for parking spots and unruly children. Parents had angled cars in alongside the edge of the road on the school side. The opposite side had no shoulder, just a guardrail against the steep bank that fell to the river below, thus no parking. The school parking lots were full, as was the playground’s basketball court. Even the paved loop that bisected the small campus (the main school building lay on one side, with the cafeteria and machine shop on the other) was choked with cars and people. Adam was half surprised they hadn’t filled the baseball field, too.

      “Mom! Mom, there’s Rachel’s car!” Evie said.

      Adam felt a rumble in his stomach as he recognized her father Otto’s pickup in the growing darkness, but there was no one in it.

      “I know, sweetie, but I have to find a place for my car.”

      “Mom!” Evie whined.

      Adam was surprised when JJ caved, asking him in a soft voice, “Would you mind taking her to find the Nicholsons, and I’ll catch up?”

      Adam could feel Evie’s wiggling excitement in the seat behind him. “Of course not,” he said, then whispered, “You owe me.”

      “No kidding. Evie, wait for Adam to get out first, and hold his hand while you cross the street. Do not run off—stay right next to Adam at all times. Got it?”

      “Got it, Mom. I’ll be good.”

      “You’d better be.”

      A shiver ran through Adam when he got out of the SUV and the cool night air hit a sheen of sweat he hadn’t noticed before. Suck it up, Rutledge. He opened Evie’s door and quickly wiped his clammy hand on his pants.

      “I’m afraid your steed is bedding down for the night, Sheriff Tulley, so we’ll have to go on foot. Shall we mosey?”

      Expressions warred on the girl’s face. She tried to look older and cynical and above it all (like JJ), but excitement won out. She jumped down onto the asphalt, catching Adam’s hand on the way. Adam had a flash of Rachel, of her tiny, cold hand in his, and steadied himself against the vehicle until the sensation passed.

      Evie held Adam’s hand as they threaded through the traffic and the parked cars cozied along the road. She let go once they reached a gap in the chain-link fence and stepped onto the grassy play yard. He allowed it, but kept his hand on her shoulder, trying not to grip it too tightly. Beware JJ’s wrath if I let her child out of my sight, even for a moment. The crowd was thick, though you could still squeak through, and pretty well mixed age-wise. Costumeless teenagers traveled in packs and had mastered the cynical look Evie tried earlier. Younger kids moved in slightly smaller groups that orbited around central cores of taller adults.

      “There’s Jacob!” She pointed toward one of the costumeless, teenaged packs, but didn’t wave. Adam barely recognized Rachel’s older brother, having only seen a photograph of the boy taken before his most recent growth spurt. Evie pulled Adam by the arm and said, “I know where to meet Rachel.”

      It was easy to see her best friend when they got close—or it would have been if the light were better. Few people stood beneath a familiar old oak tree where she and her parents waited. The delicate child wore a vivid red cloak, hooded over her long, dark hair. He wasn’t sure why, but it turned Adam’s stomach a bit to see her in it. Perhaps because she looked so pale and vulnerable, and even a little frightened.

      The girls clasped hands, leaving the adults to stare at Adam. Otto had foregone the opportunity to dress as a Viking (Adam couldn’t help but see the large, bearded man that way) and was dressed much as Adam was. “Adam,” he said, nodding.

      “Where’s JJ?” Dorothy snapped.

      Apparently Rachel’s mother’s opinion of Adam had not improved with her daughter’s recovery. Wearing a black gown with ragged edges, Dorothy crossed her arms over her chest, squishing an amount of décolletage that verged on the unseemly for a family gathering. Adam quickly looked away.

      “She’s looking for parking,” he said. “Rachel, you should have told us to bring Trooper. He could have been your wolf.”

      Rachel didn’t seem thrilled by the idea, but Evie gave him a look that said, Oh, sure, you wait ’til now to share the scheme that lets me bring my dog.

      “Mom made my costume,” Rachel said, holding the cloak out to show a white, puffy-sleeved shirt tucked into a red skirt beneath it.

      “She did an excellent job,” Adam said. “I’ve never seen a finer Red Riding Hood.”

      “She made her costume, too,” Rachel added. “My mom’s a witch.”

      Adam avoided looking at Dorothy, but glimpsed Otto’s smile in his peripheral vision and struggled not to answer it. “You know, Evie’s mom and I used to sit under this tree when we were your age.”

      “I didn’t know the tree was that old!” Evie exclaimed, although she obviously did. Still, it gave the adults an excuse to laugh away some of the tension.

      They decided to start their rounds and let JJ catch up. Adam was surprised when the girls flanked him, neither quite taking his hand but both staying close. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that the Nicholsons had fallen a few steps behind, snuggling and giving the girls some privacy.

      “Where to first?” Adam asked. “The Bouncy House?”

      The big inflatable looked less like a house than an oversized life jacket. It made a good landmark, though, standing brightly in the upper field.

      “I don’t feel much like bouncing right now,” Rachel said, then veered abruptly to, “Why doesn’t my mom like you?” She stared at the ground ahead of them, as if the answer weren’t important to her.

      Adam blew out his breath. Feeling queasy (yes, Iris, I know you told me the sandwich was bad), he concentrated on choosing his words carefully, knowing there was a good chance Rachel would repeat some version of them to one or both parents. He seized on his rolling stomach.

      “You ever get really seasick?” he asked.

      “I’ve never been on a real boat,” Rachel said. “Just a canoe.”

      “I have, but I was too little to remember it,” Evie chimed in. “Mom said I was fine, but my dad got seasick.”

      And probably complained about it the whole time, Adam thought, then regrouped. “What about carsick?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been carsick bad before,” Rachel said. “I puked all over my backpack and Mom got mad at Dad because he was driving and she said she told him not to let me eat that many pancakes at grandma’s.”

      “I’ll bet you didn’t want to eat pancakes again for a while.”

      “I was okay with pancakes, but I couldn’t do sausage,” Rachel admitted, mouth wrinkled in distaste as she looked at him.

      “Well, it’s like that,” Adam said, hoping he wasn’t reaching too far with the metaphor. “When your mom sees me, she thinks of what happened to you, and how she was so scared it made her sick.”

      “But it wasn’t your fault!” Evie protested.

      “No, but it wasn’t the sausage’s fault that Rachel got sick, either. We can’t always help the way we think about things. Sometimes we just have to wait for it to pass.”

      Maybe he shouldn’t have chosen a food analogy. Adam’s stomach cramped and rumbled, and he suddenly realized that some things refused to wait.

      “Excuse me, girls,” he said, and jogged desperately for the nearest portable toilet.
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      “Not bad for a bunch of rednecks,” Luther said, scanning the transformed school grounds. Squealing children in cheap, plastic costumes were lined up to get their faces painted at a booth to the right. The ring toss across the way drew a decidedly older audience, with more excited fathers than daughters and sons tossing plastic circles at Coke bottles.

      “I think hillbilly is the preferred term,” Grant said.

      Luther smiled. “Are you sure you want to be here? You know it’s not a big deal for me —”

      “Thanks, Luther, but it’ll do me good to get my mind off things.” Grant arced sideways to avoid a waist-high kid racing by, slopping a bright red beverage like a contrail. “For a little while, anyway.”

      Both men wore their khaki uniforms. They wandered through the crowd, tipping their hats, nodding and smiling and making small talk. It was the kind of gig Luther looked forward to once in a while, so long as you didn’t have to bring down the law on a bunch of rowdy teenagers. Eventually they made their way to the Strongman High Striker, manned by none other than Luther’s brother, Leslie.

      “It looks like Les is having way too much fun,” Grant observed.

      The man had certainly gotten into character, wearing hiking boots and jeans with his flannel shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows and some kind of crazy hat that Luther thought was supposed to suggest a lumberjack. Les’s voice was loud and boisterous, and his grin was wide. It was good to see his brother having fun, but he was still his brother.

      “You know he just volunteered to do that because he thinks it’ll improve his chances of getting laid,” Luther said, then looked around to see if anyone overheard them. “Sorry, Sheriff.”

      Grant laughed. “I don’t suppose there’s any shame in that, Luther.”

      The deputy turned in a slow circle, taking in the crowd around them. “Come to think of it, I haven’t seen JJ yet…”

      Grant gave him stink eye, but it was hard to take a blushing man’s anger seriously.

      Les waved as Luther and Grant approached. “Can I interest either of you gentlemen in a contest of manly strength?”

      Grant held up his hands. “Not me, thanks. I can barely lift my head tonight, much less that big hammer.”

      Luther said, “Well, I guess somebody has to uphold the Department’s good reputation. All right, I’ll take some of that.”

      Les handed Luther the heavy hammer with a smirk. “Let’s see what you got, old man.”

      Luther strode forward and extended the hammer toward the bell, like a baseball player calling his shot. Then he squatted a bit, shimmying his hips back and forth. When he turned toward Grant, he recognized a few other faces gathered around, including Virgil’s public defender, Faith Callaway. He gave her his biggest, best grin and said, “You know, it’s all in the hips.”

      “Are you going to hit that thing, or are you trying out for one of those dance shows?” she asked.

      Les cackled, and Luther grinned even wider. He felt almost giddy with anticipation as he bent his knees and swung the hammer with both arms. A resounding clang cut through the air, and Luther raised his hands over his head in triumph. Ms. Callaway clapped her hands slowly, as if she’d either seen better, or she hadn’t but didn’t want to admit it.

      “Who’s next?” Luther asked, and held the hammer toward Grant with raised eyebrows. Grant shook his head, but Luther noticed Adam approaching. “You want to take a turn?”

      Adam demurred, holding up a hand much as Grant had, except Adam appeared to be in pain. In fact, Adam looked like shit, pale and sweaty and slightly hunched. Luther handed the hammer back to his brother and took a bow before joining Grant and Adam. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” Adam said, unconvincingly. Then he clutched his midsection. “Actually, no. I think I got a touch of food poisoning.”

      Luther took a step back involuntarily, thankful he hadn’t shaken the man’s hand. “There’s real bathrooms open over there in the schoolhouse.”

      “Thanks,” Adam said. “I think I really just need to go home. Have either of you seen JJ? I came here with her and Evie.”

      “We haven’t, but I’d be happy to give you a ride to Iris’s,” Grant offered.

      Adam swallowed hard and turned an interesting shade that seemed more leprechaun than human in the mix of carnival and street lights. “Thanks, I might just take you up on that if I can’t find her,” he said, leaving the men behind with a little wave.

      In the past few minutes, the sky had slipped from dusk to full dark. Luther watched the plaid of Adam’s shirt as he set off through the throng, traversing the long field toward the beckoning lights of the schoolhouse restrooms. He shook his head. “That guy couldn’t catch a break unless it was a compound fracture.”

      “It does sometimes seem that way,” Grant agreed.

      Luther’s thoughts returned to Virgil, to the crazy things the man had said on the mountain about the first son being resurrected, and then the crazy things he’d been saying today. “Do you think there’s any way to ever make Virgil right?”

      He expected the Sheriff to be philosophical, say something like, how do we even know what right is? Or what right is for him? Instead his boss simply responded, “I don’t know.”

      Luther looked around, wary of eavesdroppers. He leaned in until he and the Sheriff were shoulder to shoulder and pretended to watch kids race across the way. “Did you hear all that crazy shit Virgil said today?”

      Grant lowered his voice. “I heard enough.”

      Luther glanced over at Faith Callaway, in a crowd of people, head tilted to laugh with another woman about her age. “I tried to get her to tell me what it was about.”

      Grant shook his head. “Luther…”

      Luther ignored the man’s disapproval. “She wouldn’t tell me. ‘Course, I didn’t try that hard. The thing is, all that stuff he was saying, about somebody who couldn’t be stopped —” He hesitated and almost didn’t finish, but over the last month he’d felt as if he and Grant had developed a better relationship. At least, he hoped so. Still, his voice dropped almost to a whisper. “So I asked Gerald what he said. He was talking about Adam.”

      Grant pushed his hat back and rubbed his forehead. “Yeah, I was afraid of that.”

      A frustrated energy rose in Luther, and he worked to keep it under control. That’s something else he’d been cultivating over the past month. “You know it’s bullshit.”

      “Of course I know it’s bullshit,” Grant said, pulling his hat back down firmly and showing a little energy himself. “But Adam’s position in this town, however long he chooses to stay, is tenuous enough as it is. That’s why I didn’t say anything, and why we need to keep it between ourselves.”

      One of the volunteer firemen caught Grant’s eye and waved the two men toward his booth. He probably wanted to point out some underage drinkers. Luther had seen a couple of flasks himself, but tended to let that kind of thing go so long as the kids didn’t get obnoxious or behind the wheel. Together, he and Grant made their way toward the Pin the Tail on the Goblin, smiling and genial with everyone they passed. How many could have guessed their thoughts?

      Grant leaned into Luther and said, “God forbid we have another kid go missing. If these people heard what Virgil said about his son, he’d be lucky if they didn’t string him up.”
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      It was disorienting, approaching the entrance of a place Adam had spent so much of the first twelve years of his life but hadn’t set foot inside since. The school in Cold Springs served kindergarten through junior high. Local students attended a consolidated county high school when they reached ninth grade. The structure had been built around the same time as the War Memorial Building down the street, and it showed. Pale, concrete steps practically glowed against the brick backdrop, red in daylight but dark at night. The steps led directly onto an asphalt basketball court, crowded with cars Adam had circled around, not trusting himself to negotiate such close quarters. Just a little farther.

      A man bumped Adam’s shoulder hard as he passed, and Adam stumbled, dropping to his knees on the asphalt under a wave of intense nausea. The bright steps left an afterimage on his retina, fuzzy white lines superimposed over everything that passed in front of his eyes. When he stood and turned to get a better look at the man, he’d vanished. Which, in Adam’s current state, merely meant the man was more than six feet away.

      Wide, concrete-topped, brick sections bookended the steps. A few young couples sat there, nuzzled close enough to provoke parents, while far enough apart in the bits that mattered to suggest intervention was unreasonable. Adam nearly tripped over one young man’s lazy leg as he walked past; only his crawling pace saved him.
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