
  
    [image: What’s Left of the Night]
  


  
    
      What’s Left of the Night

    

    
      
        Alex Gates

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblances to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      Alex Gates

      What’s Left of the Night

      Copyright © 2019 by Alex Gates

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover designed by MiblArt.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        WARNING!

      

      
        Prologue

      

      
        Tessa

      

      
        Part One

      

      
        Gibson

      

      
        Savannah

      

      
        Emely

      

      
        Savannah

      

      
        Gibson

      

      
        Savannah

      

      
        Gibson

      

      
        Emely

      

      
        Part Two

      

      
        Savannah

      

      
        Gibson

      

      
        Savannah

      

      
        Gibson

      

      
        Savannah

      

      
        Gibson

      

      
        Bethany

      

      
        Savannah

      

      
        Gibson

      

      
        Bethany

      

      
        Savannah

      

      
        Gibson

      

      
        Matthew

      

      
        Savannah

      

      
        Matthew

      

      
        Gibson

      

      
        Savannah

      

      
        Gibson

      

      
        Part Three

      

      
        Savannah

      

      
        Gibson

      

      
        What did you think?

      

      
        There’s More

      

      
        TEASER: Dead Awake

      

    

    
      
        Also by Alex Gates

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WARNING!

          

        

      

    

    
      The disturbing story you are about to read is a sequel. If you are like me, and you have to read or watch a series in order, you can find A Mask of Silence, the first book, HERE.

      

      Thank you for reading. I hope you enjoy.
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        “In the end, we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends.” – Martin Luther King Jr.
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        “To sin by silence when they should protest makes cowards of men.” – Abraham Lincoln
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      December 22nd—Evening

      

      Tessa shouldered the black garbage bag, carrying it across the kitchen. To hoist it, Tessa had to hunch over, straining her lower back. It stretched and sagged with weight. Juices seeped from a split at the bottom, dripping along the kitchen’s tile floor. 

      “Ricky,” she called to the busboy. He had long, greasy hair, and acne spotted his pale cheeks. Dark bags dragged down his eyelids—a teenager hellbent on staying up late to get high. “Can you get the door for me?”

      The kid dropped a wet rag onto a stainless steel counter and hustled over to the back door leading into the alley. “You want me to take that for you?” he asked, nodding at the overstuffed, leaky trash bag.  

      Shaking her head, Tessa said, “No, thank you. I need the fresh air.” She winked at him—by fresh air, she meant a moment to step outside and smoke. 

      Tessa attended college at UCLA. For winter break, she’d returned to her God-forsaken hometown of Galt—a small town in the middle of nowhere, Northern California. Funds had diminished through the semester, and cigarettes and alcohol were expensive habits. To make an extra buck or two, she’d picked up shifts at the restaurant her parents owned. A small diner in the heart of the small town where the same old men ordered the same breakfast and flirted with the same waitresses.

      Stepping into the alley, Tessa dropped the garbage bag onto the asphalt, allowing the heavy door to close behind her. The dumpster sat across the alley, but she needed a breath. A light rain pattered onto the ground, creating a false cold. Galt, residing in the valley of Northern California, wasn’t known for winters. Last year, Tessa and her family had celebrated Christmas outside, reveling in the sunshine by barbecuing bacon and sausage while drinking mimosas on a sixty-degree morning.

      Reaching into her apron pocket, she retrieved a loose cigarette, along with a lighter. She leaned against the brick wall of the restaurant and inhaled the sharp smoke, allowing the heat to warm her lungs. Mentally, Tessa counted down the days she had left in Galt, to when she could see Manuel again. 

      The two weren’t yet exclusive, but Tessa didn’t like him that way. He played football for the university, and she felt no shame in admitting that’s why they hooked up. Shallow? Yes. But who cared? She was young, attractive, in college, and not looking for a husband. 

      From the darkness of the alley, someone coughed, a distinct sound above the tittering raindrops that appeared black under the single lightbulb above the restaurant’s door. Tessa froze. Was someone out there, standing in the rain, hiding in the shadows? Not naturally curious, Tessa dropped her cigarette and stamped it out with her foot. Orange embers scattered into the damp darkness. 

      Turning around, she gripped the door handle and pulled. It didn’t budge. How stupid was she? The door locked from the outside when closed. Normally, she would have placed the kickstand down. But under the oppressive weight of the bag, the deep craving for a cigarette, and the growing frustration of dealing with perverted small-town men in a gross, sticky, small-town diner, she had neglected to prop it open, leaving herself stranded in the back alley. 

      The cough sounded again, like a man clearing his throat before saying something important. 

      Tessa tried to rip open the door, then she slapped on it with her palms. “Ricky!” She pounded on the metal. “Ricky!” 

      Glancing behind her, she noticed a shadow darker than the rest—a shadow in the shape of a human. It stood beside the dumpster. A tall, sinister presence carrying weight and depth, seeming to stretch toward her like growing tendrils.

      “Ricky!” Tessa beat on the door until it flew open. She tumbled inside the restaurant and into Ricky. “He’s out there. Someone’s out there. Do you see?” Pointing toward the dumpster, Tessa dared another glance at the shadowed form. She saw nothing but rain falling. “Someone was right there. I swear.” 

      Steadying her, Ricky said, “You needed that cigarette more than I thought. How many hours you work the past three days?”

      Swallowing back a lump of fear, Tessa said, “I saw someone. I swear. I heard him.” Her hands trembled. 

      “Hey, Cassie,” Ricky called over the chefs’ clattering and cooking. “How much has Tessa worked since being back?”

      Cassie, the head chef, appeared from a small office the size of a broom closet. She had red hair tied haphazardly back so strands dangled over her eyes. Freckles spotted her skin. “I keep telling her to go home, but she won’t listen. What happened, now?”

      The lights from the kitchen and the familiar noises of the restaurant worked together to soothe Tessa’s nerves. She wondered if she had really seen anyone, heard anything. Or were the darkness and rain playing tricks on my exhausted mind? 

      Ricky spoke up when Tessa didn’t comment on Cassie’s question. “She said she saw someone outside. This is after she locked herself out there.” He chuckled. “When I opened the door, I saw nothing. I think she’s overworked herself and should probably go home.”

      Raising an eyebrow at Tessa, Cassie said, “You have worked three straight fourteen-hour shifts.”

      Tessa had worked nonstop since coming home for winter break. She needed the extra cash to help pay college expenses, including beer and smokes. But more than the money, she needed time away from her parents. As terrible as that sounded, they smothered her. Her mom constantly peppered about, like a dog that couldn’t get enough attention, asking question after question, whether it pertained to something of relevance or not. Her dad had stage-two breast cancer, and depression had gripped him with an unrelenting hold. Tessa understood his pain, and she suffered for him, but he forced his misery onto the household. If Tessa or her mom smiled or laughed in front of him, he’d have a conniption. What did they find so funny considering his looming, emasculating death? 

      With the past few days falling into perspective, Tessa realized she was not only physically exhausted, but emotionally. The incident outside could have been nothing more than rain and shadows and imagination. Maybe Ricky had a point. Maybe she should go home and get rest. 

      Nodding, Tessa said, “You’re right.” 
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      Thirty minutes later, Tessa approached the front door to her parents’ house. They’d turned off the interior lights. Their car was missing from the driveway. Worry filled her thoughts. Had something happened to her dad? Did they have to rush to the emergency room? Fishing her phone from her purse, she called her mom. 

      “Tessa,” her mother answered, her voice cheery and warm.

      “Hey. Everything okay? I just got home and no one’s here.” Tessa wedged her phone between her ear and shoulder as she unlocked the front door and stepped inside the house. After flipping the entryway switch, light flooded across the hall. 

      “I’m sorry I didn’t call. Your father surprised me with a Christmas dinner. He made the reservations for tonight. I forgot to tell you. We’re in Sacramento though, so if you need anything—”

      “I’m twenty-four. I’ll be fine.” Flopping onto the couch, Tessa flipped on the television. “You guys have fun. I’ll probably be asleep when you get home, so see you tomorrow.” 

      “How was work?” her mom asked. 

      “Mom, enjoy your date. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

      “Fine. Goodnight. I love you.”

      “Love you. Give dad hugs and kisses for me.” 

      Hanging up the phone, Tessa turned up the volume to the television. The movie Scream played. The plot centered on a masked person wielding a knife and murdering a ton of young adults for no apparent reason. Tessa quickly tired of the movie, drifting in and out of sleep until a sound barked through the emptiness and jolted her awake.

      She sat up straight. In a panic, she scanned the room for the strange noise. When she realized it was the house phone, her breathing slowed. After a few seconds, the ringing ceased. Glancing at her cell phone, she noticed a missed call had come in a few minutes ago from her best friend, Emely. Did Emely also try the house line, knowing Tessa was at home?

      Tessa called her back.

      Emely answered in Emely form. “You’re such a bitch. You’ve been in town, what, four days now? And have we hung out? No. Have we talked? No. And you’ve tried to contact me how many times? Hm, let’s see. Fucking zero, you stupid whore. And don’t tell me you’re working, because I know damn well you only work to avoid your soul-sucking parents.”

      “Hi. I missed you,” Tessa said. “Why’d you call the house line?” 

      “What’s a house line?” Emely asked.

      “Shut up. I’m sorry I’ve been a terrible friend.”

      “Terrible doesn’t come close to the right word, but I’ll accept the apology.  Tell me because I’ve been dying to know, did you ever hook up with that one guy you sent me a picture of? Twenty-pack abs. Pecs I’d nurse from. What was his name?” 

      “I don’t know which guy you’re talking about,” Tessa said, lying back on the couch so her legs curled over the backrest and her head dangled from the seat to the floor. The room turned upside down.

      “You little slut. How many are there then?” 

      “None,” Tessa said, grinning. “Three.” She giggled. “I went on one date with that Harley guy, but he was creepy. Remember? I told you about his dead tooth and the way his eyes never looked above my neck.”

      “Oh, yeah. Is he the one who tried to put his tongue down your throat on the first date?” 

      “Yup.”

      “He sounded cute. I mean, despite the dead tooth. But I like a guy with conviction.”

      “Conviction?” Tessa asked. 

      “He liked your tits, and he made that known, and he never deviated from that. Conviction. I wish a dude would stare at my chest like that. I’d rip my damn shirt off for him.” 

      Tessa chuckled. The house phone rang again. The noise was intrusive and foreign in the silence fogging the home. 

      “What’s that?” Emely asked. 

      “The house phone. This is the second time in like, five minutes it’s rung. I didn’t even know that thing worked anymore.”

      “Answer it.” 

      Chewing on her lower lip, Tessa debated picking it up. She rolled off the couch and ambled into the kitchen where it sat on the charger. The obnoxious sound quieted.

      Tessa lifted the phone and held it in her hand, trying to figure out how to check missed calls. “I’ll answer if it rings—”

      It rang again, as if punctuating the end of her sentence.

      “Is that them?” Emely asked. “What’s the caller ID say?” 

      After waiting for the information to pop onto the screen, Tess said, “Unknown.” 

      “Telemarketers,” Emely said. “They’re relentless. Answer it in, like, this sexy voice. Tell them you want to suck their dick.” 

      “What? No. What’s wrong with you?” 

      “Just do it. You’ll freak them out. Here, answer the phone and say what I tell you to say.”

      Feeling guilty about not contacting Emely sooner, Tessa caved to her best friend’s demand. She repeated after Emely. In an erotic voice, she said, “I’ve been waiting for you to call me.” 

      “Breathe like you just finished a marathon, but you’re not panting like a dog. You’re controlling your lack of oxygen,” Emely chimed.

      Grinning, Tessa labored her breathing. On the other end of the line, the caller exhaled in ragged, harsh breaths. 

      “What’s he saying?” Emely asked. “Tell him, or her, you’re home alone.”

      Dropping the house phone to her chest, Tessa said, “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she whispered. “It’s just someone breathing on the other end. It’s creepy.” 

      “Ask who it is,” Emely said. 

      Tessa raised the phone back to her ear. “Who is this?” 

      Ragged exhalations responded. Then the line clicked dead. 

      “Who is it?” Emely asked. 

      Placing the home phone back on the charger, Tessa said, “They hung up. I don’t know. Shit, Emely. I’m not gonna lie, I’m a little freaked out. I was watching that stupid movie, Scream, on TV, and some home intruder calls the house before breaking in and killing the girl.” 

      “Want me to come over and keep you safe? Oh, or better yet—want me to call Matthew and have him go over there and keep you safe? He doesn’t have a dead tooth and all that, but he still has some positive qualities.” 

      “Should I call the cops?” Tessa asked. 

      “And tell them what? Someone breathed really scary like in the phone. They’d laugh their fat, lazy asses off at you. Just lock the front door and wait for Matthew to arrive.”

      “I thought we weren’t supposed to mention Matthew.” Walking to the front door, Tessa peered out the window. A figure stood across the street, silhouetted against the night. 

      Dropping her cell phone to the ground, Tessa suppressed a scream with both hands. Scrambling, she lifted the phone from the floor and said, “There’s someone outside. Someone is outside.”

      “What’re you talking about? You’re scaring me.” 

      “I’m not kidding. There’s someone standing outside.” She moved toward the window again, daring another glance, seeing a light rain falling, illuminated by the streetlights. Houses and trees rose from the darkness like unknown beasts. But she didn’t see the dark figure. 

      “Tessa,” Emely said. 

      “He’s gone. The person’s gone. What do I do?” 

      From the living room, the sound of glass shattering exploded through the halls. Tessa shrieked. She yelled into the phone, “He broke the window! Shit, he broke the window!”

      “Don’t go outside!” Emely said. “Grab something you can use as a weapon. Can you get to the kitchen and grab a knife?”

      Nodding, Tessa shuffled to the kitchen two doors down the hall. When she reached it, she sprinted to the knife rack and armed herself with the biggest one she could find, then she lunged for the counter where the house phone sat on the charger. Wedging her knife beneath her belt, she picked up the phone and dialed 9-1-1. 

      When the dispatcher answered, Tessa said, “Someone is stalking me and trying to break into my house. Please send someone. Please.” 

      A woman with a calm, smug voice said, “Ma’am, I need you to slow down—“

      “No, I need you to hurry up and send someone over.” Tessa slinked around the kitchen door, pressing her body against the wall. She shuffled down the hall to the living room.

      “Ma’am, please remain calm.”

      “Tessa,” Emely said in her other ear. “What’s happening?” 

      The dispatcher continued. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Tessa said into both phones, unable to peek into the living room and see what waited for her. “I saw someone standing across the street and staring at me. I couldn’t make out any details, but I’m sure it was a man. Before that, someone called the house and just breathed really creepy into the phone.” Tessa cried as she spoke, her words broken and full of gasps. “I need to call my mom and let her know. She needs to come home.” 

      “You think you saw someone across the street?” The lady asked. 

      “I did see someone. Not think. Then they shattered the living room window. Just send over a police officer.”

      “Someone is on their way right now. Could you tell me your name?” 

      Tessa mustered the courage and poked her head into the living room. Rain blew onto the hardwood. Glass scattered all about the floor and onto the furniture. The moisture that clung to it glistened under the overhead lights. Her body followed her head into the room. 

      Under the shattered window was a face.

      “There’s a… I don’t know. It’s like a face. Someone threw a rock into my house.” 

      “What?” Emely said through the cellphone. 

      “Ma’am, could you please state your name?” 

      “Why do you care so much about my name? There’s a rock on the floor. Someone took, like, a Sharpie and drew eyes and lips on it, and they’re stitched, like—” Her breath caught. She finished the sentence in a whisper. “Like from the Masked Massacre last year.” 

      “The drawing on the rock resembles the mask?” the dispatcher asked. 

      Tessa nodded. 

      “Wait. Are you serious?” Emely asked. “Holy shit. Get out of the house, now. Tessa, leave.” 

      “Ma’am,” the dispatcher said, “a unit is on the way. Whatever you do, don’t leave the house. You’re safest inside. Lock yourself in a closet until the police arrive. Do you have a weapon?” 

      “I have a knife,” Tessa said, feeling the stiff blade against her thigh.

      “Okay. Good,” the dispatcher continued. “Do you know a hiding place?” 

      “I can go to the hallway bathroom. There’s a lock on it, and the door opens inward, so I can barricade.”

      “Are there windows in the bathroom?” the dispatcher asked. 

      Shaking her head, Tessa sprinted to the bathroom door across the hall. She put her cellphone in her pocket, silencing Emely, and she grabbed the handle. It stuck and didn’t twist. From inside, the toilet flushed. 

      “Ma’am,” the dispatcher said, “are you in the bathroom?” 

      From her pocket, she could hear Emely screaming, yelling at her. On her waist, the weight of the knife called for her, but her hand remained on the door handle. Emely’s words were faint, inaudible, drowned by the heavy footsteps that approached the door. 

      Tessa’s face broke into a million pieces of fear and defeat. Gently, she took a step back, though she begged her legs to sprint. Her body ignored her wild pleas. 

      “Ma’am,” the dispatcher repeated. 

      The hinges creaked as the door swung open. A shadow stepped forth from the dark bathroom.
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      December 22nd—Night

      

      Annie Gibson swayed in the passenger seat as Bennett turned the squad car too quickly down a side street. She hadn’t buckled in, and she nearly crashed through the side window. He glanced at her and smirked.

      Bennett had a broad chin, auburn hair, and dark eyes. Gibson thought he resembled that actor who played in some Star movie. Captain Kurt or something. Whoever the character and whatever the movie, no one could deny Bennett’s attractiveness. When he turned and faced her, Gibson’s stupid stomach somersaulted. 

      Notions of romance didn’t cross her mind often, if ever. She had always found that work served her fine. If she needed pleasure, she found it easy enough, be it through means of a male, female, or something other.

      Gibson shied her gaze away from Bennett, like a star-struck fan girl. Probably the alcohol flooding through her system.

      “Shit,” she said. “Can you slow down?” 

      The squad car’s siren blared through the silent night. The red and blue lights flashed through the darkness. Bennett spared her another quick glance, then returned to ten and two, eyes glued to the road, shoulders pinched—rigid as an adolescent boy hiding an erection. 

      “You want to get?” he asked through clenched teeth.

      “Alive,” she said, pulling down the visor and working on her hair. 

      “You can drive if you don’t feel safe. Oh, wait—” 

      “And look like this in front of Jones?” Gibson gestured to her face, which lacked makeup and sported dark shadows under her eyes. Thirty minutes prior, the off-duty call had come as she lay awake, drunk and staring out the window at nothing. “This can be a career-breaking case, Bennett.”

      “Glove box,” he said.

      “What?”

      “You brush your teeth?” 

      Shaking her head, Gibson opened the glove box and found a pack of gum. “Is it bad?” 

      “You smell like you just returned from a sorority party. It’s bad.” He took the risk to shoot her a side glance and smirked. 

      Gibson popped in a stick of gum, finished putting up her hair, then said, “We have time for coffee?”

      One year ago, Gibson had arrested Leonardo Espinoza at the Masked Massacre—a brutal crime scene that littered the small town of Galt with six dead bodies, five of them teenagers. Bennett had put a bullet through the suspect’s neck, ultimately killing Evan Lewis. 

      After the dust had settled—as much as dust can settle from something that brutal in such a small town—Jones, Gibson’s Lieutenant, had called Gibson and Bennett into her office. She praised the way they had executed their duties that grim night, and how they had settled such a high-profile case with tact. 

      Despite Gibson barking laughter and muttering something like, “Didn’t know killing kids was solid police work,” Jones had promoted them to homicide—in title only. An exciting label that Gibson had always dreamed of attaining, but it didn’t come with a pay raise, and it occurred in a town where homicide occurred as often as a Bigfoot sighting. 

      Until tonight.

      Earlier that evening, Gibson had signed off from a slow, tedious day of helping the elderly cross the street and removing cats from trees. Making her way to the grocery store, she bought a fifth of Grey Goose, some microwaveable popcorn, and, at the last second, a pack of condoms. Anything could happen, she convinced herself with a knowing smile. 

      When she arrived home, she had tried her best to see through the bottom of the Vodka bottle, then she collapsed, sleepless, onto her bed, which entailed stressing over unimportant tasks she’d neglected to do.

      Bennett clicked off the lights and siren and pulled into the Starbucks drive-through. “What you want?” 

      “A shower. Fried eggs and greasy potatoes. Advil—”

      The barista spoke through the drive-through speakers, asking for their order. 

      “Venti black coffee,” Gibson said from the passenger seat, then glanced at Bennett. “You want anything?” 

      He shook his head.

      “It’s on me,” Gibson offered.

      “Will that complete your order?” the barista asked. 

      Gibson cocked her head and mouthed, “Will it?” 

      “Yes, thank you,” Bennett said, then pulled around to the window. After retrieving the coffee, he handed the steaming cup to Gibson, leaving his palm open to her. 

      “What?” she asked.

      “You gonna pay?” 

      Fumbling through her wallet, Gibson pulled out her Visa. When she did, her ID clattered onto the center console. Bennett grabbed it, then paused to look at it. Gibson ripped it from his hand, tossing her credit card onto his lap. She shoved the ID back into her wallet.

      After paying, he said, “Annie, I won’t ask why you have a fake ID in your wallet. That’s none of my business. But do me one favor and realize that this is the first murder since our promotion, and you’re drunk. That doesn’t just reflect on you, but me. We’re partners.”

      “Bullshit,” Gibson said. “Bullshit.” She blew on the lip of the steaming cup, then slurped. “This would be better with some whisky. You ever have Irish coffee?”

      As Bennett merged back onto the main road, he flipped on the siren and lights, allowing them to flash and wail through the empty streets. His lips tightened into thin lines, and his eyes narrowed. He wrung the leather of the steering wheel between his palms. 

      “Part of being a detective is always being on call,” he spoke between his clenched jaw. “We’re not just detectives when there’s a murder. We’re always on duty. Always. How can you serve and protect when you’re intoxicated?”

      “You’re lucky you are cute. Otherwise you’d be a walking buzz kill.” Placing her coffee in the vehicle’s cupholder, Gibson pulled down the visor once more and with clearer eyes, she readjusted her hair.
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      When Bennett pulled up to Tessa Thompson’s house, he silenced the wailing siren. White Christmas lights strung around the gutters took charge over the flashing red and blue lights. He and Gibson sat in the car with their seatbelts on and soaked in the surrounding chaos. 

      Other squad cars parked haphazardly around the driveway and street. Their lights illuminated the neighboring houses and the crowding people in an unnatural light. Yellow tape stretched around the property line of the house, enclosing the quarter-acre as a potential crime scene. In front of the yellow tape, three officers prevented the onlookers, the reporters, and the victim’s parents from stepping under and compromising any potential evidence. 

      A pretty woman tried to claw her way past an officer, her hands raking at his back as she tried to get to the house. She wore a black dress that showed plenty of leg, and a shawl that protected her from the cold. Her hair fell in loose curls around her shoulders and across her face. A man stood directly behind the crazed woman, holding a black umbrella over her. He wore nice jeans and a dress shirt. His free arm dangled beside his hips, and he stared at his feet. 

      “Hopefully this will sober you up,” Bennett said as he unbuckled and stepped out of the vehicle, leaving Gibson alone. 

      She hustled through most days—moderating domestic disagreements, sweeping drunks into the tank for the afternoon, and scattering kids from the local loitering spots. But now, as red and blue light flashed over the parents’ faces, a powerful shift occurred. The fresh stench of too much blood returned to her memory. She recalled the fear of trying to figure an impossible way to console a grieving parent and witnessing their soul shatter with her words. 

      How had she forgotten what murder looked like after the incident a year ago? How could allow herself to drink so much, knowing she would eventually be called to a similar scene? Because the alcohol had helped her forget the horrific details of that night, of seeing dead children, of tearing families apart. 

      Gibson wanted to crawl to the floorboards and curl into a ball and cry. How had she been so stupid?

      Eventually, she opened the passenger door and followed Bennett into the house. She darted to the front door with her head down, avoiding eye contact with the looming crowd. 

      Stepping through the front door, Gibson first noticed the odor of blood and death. A year ago, when she had walked into Evan Lewis’s trailer, the same awful stench had greeted her. The odor and the waning alcohol worked in tandem to nauseate Gibson. She doubled back outside before vomiting onto the front lawn, right in front of the victim’s unbelieving parents. 

      “You get it all out of you?” asked a female from just inside the home. 

      At the sound of Ruby Jones’s grating voice, Gibson’s Lieutenant, she hacked again. Bile burned through her throat and contaminated her mouth, disguising the reek of alcohol. That’s a blessing, Gibson thought. 

      Coughing, Gibson said, “Now I did.” 

      “Well, make sure. If the smell did it, you might have a hard time with the visual.” The Lieutenant stepped from the inside of the house and stood on the front porch, under the overhead lights. She stood five-foot-nothing, but appeared as if she chewed gravel for fun. “You look like a sorority girl after spending the night away from her dorm.” 

      “Yeah, sorry. Bennett called when I was sleeping, and I didn’t really take the time to pretty myself up,” Gibson spat through her embarrassment. 

      “Well,” Jones said, “You gonna stand there and stare at me all night, or you gonna do your goddamn job?”

      Nothing, not even the slaughter from a year ago, could have prepared Gibson for what she saw. The shell-shocked, desperate parents had only set the table. The dried blood wafted around the house’s interior like burnt popcorn. But when Gibson saw the body, she thanked God she had already heaved. 

      Tessa Thompson, a beautiful, lively girl of twenty-four—Gibson’s age—lay pale and in pieces, dead on the floor. Her head sat away from her body, her chopped-off hands and feet surrounding them. Stitches held her eyes shut, pulled her sealed mouth up into a deadly smirk. The killer had removed her clothes and folded them neatly, setting them off to the side.

      “He took the time to wash the blood from her corpse and off the hardwood she’s resting on,” Bennett said. 

      Gibson had forgotten where she was. Rapidly blinking, she tried to move past what rested before her. Tessa’s body appeared clean, absent of blood and gore, as did the area surrounding her—other than the sawed off appendages, which were also wiped clean.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Don’t know,” Bennett said. “Didn’t hide the mess though. The sink is full of bloody rags.” After a few seconds of silence, Bennett spoke again, his voice as steady and cool as a cement wall. “Gibson, that’s not the worst.” 

      That statement gave her the strength to tear her eyes from Tessa. Looking at him, breathless and scared, she said, “What do you mean?”

      Bennett nodded at the baseboards. Carved into the wall, the killer had spelled out five names: Tessa Thompson, Emely Ortega, Matthew Phelps, Bethany Barnes, Morgan Davis. A jagged line ran through Tessa’s name. 

      Staring at the names, Gibson fought for words. “Future victims? Suspects?” Gibson blurted, massaging her temples. An icy cold gripped her, sent chills across her body and froze her in place. “Any idea?”

      “Names have been run through our database, along with FOIPA,” Jones said from behind them. “No hits. You ready for the kicker? Follow me.”

       Turning and heading down the hallway, Gibson and Bennett shuffled after Jones into a large living room furnished with an L-shaped couch. After walking around the sofa, Gibson saw the yellow evidence stand marked 13, then she immediately recognized what it identified. 

      “But…you saw her face,” Gibson said. “Now this. Is it—”

      “The same killer from last year?” Jones interrupted. “It’s a copycat. Freak must have drawn on the rock with a permanent marker, then tossed it through the window to distract her. Allowed him to sneak into the house another way and hide in the bathroom.”

      More than anything, Gibson wanted another drink. Actually, she needed about ten more drinks to wipe out the nightmare she was walking through. Bennett stood close to her, she could smell him, feel his presence. Gibson almost reached out and grabbed his hand, wrapped it around her shoulders for comfort. “Did the parents see?” she asked, looking through the room’s window and seeing the married couple hugging each other. 

      “No.” Jones said. “They came home to yellow tape. I broke the news.”

      A heavy hand squeezed Gibson’s shoulder. 

      “Can you do this?” Jones’s sharp voice asked.

      Gibson peered through the window. White Christmas lights cast a dim glow over the dark yard. Watching Tessa’s parents fall apart, Gibson doubted herself. What if she jumped into the investigation and found nothing, found no one? Small towns weren’t patient with crimes like this. The citizens would demand justice for the killer. Could Gibson provide it? 

      You arrested Leo Espinoza, she reminded herself, silently scoffing at the idea. She had arrested a child for confessing to a crime he didn’t have the means to commit. Cormac, one of Leo’s supposed victims, had weighed a shade over two hundred pounds and stood over six feet. How could a kid have overpowered him? In her gut, Gibson doubted her arrest, despite the hard evidence pointing to Leo. However, the town of Galt had lost four teenagers in twenty-four hours. They had demanded closure, adding pressure to law enforcement and the court, creating a rushed investigation. 

      As Gibson continued to watch Tessa’s parents, she couldn’t stand abandoning them. She would find Tessa’s killer and bring him to justice, provide the grieving parents with answers.

      “Gibson,” Jones said. “Can you lead this investigation?” 

      Glancing at Bennett for confirmation, which he gave in the form of a slight nod, Gibson said, “Yes.” 

      “You realize how high-priority this investigation is. That we may have a copycat in our town. The brutality of the crime. If that list of names contains future victims who wind up killed, our department will have to answer questions from the national media. This case isn’t just your career and reputation on the line. It’s not just mine. It’s all of Galt. Do you understand?”

       Gibson did. “Jones, I understand the severity, but with all due respect, if it’s so high profile, why are you not taking the lead?” 

      “Because someone will have to deal with the media and PR of this shit-storm, and I’m not allowing you within a football field of a camera.” She stared Gibson square in the eyes. “Gibson, I’ve worked with a lot of good men in this line of work, but I wouldn’t trust any of them with this case.”

      Speechless at the compliment, Gibson whispered, “Thank you.” 

      “Now sober up. If you arrive at a crime scene drunk again, I’ll see you working security at dance recitals the rest of your career.” 

      Jones exited the room, and Gibson returned her attention to the happenings outside the window, looking beyond the grieving parents and the crowding neighbors. At the end of the street, buried in shadows, stood a dark figure that appeared to wear a burlap mask.
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      2 months later…

      

      Savannah approached the pill counter and reached out a trembling hand to receive her morning medication. Her hair frizzed and split. Acne dotted her cheeks. Dark, heavy bags burdened her eyes. 

      “Ms. Espinoza,” the orderly said. She had short, dark hair. When she extended her hand to offer Savannah the capsules, skin rolled over her wrist. “I have good news for you.”

      “What’s that?” 

      “The new psychiatrist assigned to your case, he granted you access to the computer. Here are your credentials to sign in. Remember, we monitor everything you look up.” 

      Nodding, Savannah popped the pill, stuck out her tongue to prove she had swallowed, then grabbed the information and hoofed it straight to the small library within the Sacramento Mental Hospital.

      Powering on an old-school computer—deep, cream-colored, slow—Savannah waited for the screen to pixelate. When it did, she went straight to Facebook and signed into her account. The bell icon showed over five-hundred notifications. Exhaling her nerves, Savannah clicked on the bell, bringing her to the missed posts. 

      Most comments came from strangers, or people she barely knew, and most contained nothing but soul-crushing sentiments. They attacked Savannah, her brother, Evan, or her mom, defacing them, slandering them, creating false stories that surrounded them. 

      Savannah endured every single post. She waded through the hate in search of one person who might stand up for her or Leo. Finally, after scrolling for what felt like hours, she found a post in her favor. Someone had responded to all the accusations with a single link that led to another web page. 

      When she clicked on it, Savannah half expected to land on a page dedicated to proving Savannah, Leo, and Evan guilty. However, the link brought her to an online news article published three months ago. The heading read Local Girl Goes Missing. Savannah didn’t read the entry. Instead, she stared, perplexed, at the image of the missing girl. 

      Karissa Kross, a twenty-two-year-old girl from Sacramento had disappeared after leaving a friend’s party. The girl had dark, curly hair, a vibrant smile, and loud eyes, eyes that held attention. For a moment, Savannah thought the article a mistake, she thought the commenter made some twisted joke she didn’t understand—she thought the picture of Karissa Kross was of her.

      In the Related Posts section off to the side of the page, Savannah noticed another girl—pretty with dark hair set in an afro. The headline read UCLA Student Found Slaughtered in Home. Clicking on the picture, the computer loaded another new’s article, this one from two months ago. 

      Tessa Thompson was found murdered in her home last night. Details to the crime were not released to the media, and the Sheriff’s Department refuses to acknowledge any connection between this crime and last year’s Masked Massacre. Tessa left Galt to go to UCLA and study music. She was in Galt for winter break. On the night of her murder, her parents had gone out for dinner. 

      “We came home,” Mrs. Thompson said, “and saw police cars and ambulances all over the block. I knew right away it was my baby.” 

      “She…whoever did this to my Tessie,” her father said. “Well, I hope God judges him harshly.”

      Chills broke across Savannah’s body. Why did Karissa Kross resemble her so closely? Had Dumah found a new host? Had it returned to taunt Savannah? The demon still had a score to settle. And why kill Tessa? Did she hide some terrible secret?

      “Ms. Espinoza,” a female voice called from behind. 

      Minimizing the opened window on her screen, Savannah turned and faced the woman. “Hi, Denise,” she said. “See my new toy?” She motioned to the antique monitor.

      “Fancy.”

      “How’s your morning?”

      “Oh, I can’t complain. Last night, my son hit the game-winner for the basketball team. You’d think he had won the lottery.” 

      Grinning, Savannah said, “That’s amazing. Did Craig make the game?” 

      “He did. First one he’s made all year.” Denise sighed. “Doctor’s here for you.”

      “Which one thinks they can fix me today? Have you told them they’re all crazier than anyone in this place? And yes, that includes you.” Savannah stood and walked toward the older lady.

      Denise chuckled. “You think they’d listen to an orderly? Imagine a nurse telling a doctor how to cut out a heart.” Placing her hand on Savannah’s shoulder, Denise guided her down a hallway and into the psychiatrist’s office. “Dr. Tacet, this is Savannah.” 

      A tall, skinny man unfolded himself from an office chair. He loomed like an unnatural creature in the dimly lit room. He had raven-black hair and obsidian eyes that didn’t look at Savannah, but peered through her, as if he could see into her soul, and they gazed on her hungrily. 

      “A pleasure,” he said, skittering forward like a crab over rocks and extending a long, skeletal hand. “I’m Dr. Tacet, but please, call me Morty.”

      Begrudgingly, Savannah shook his hand. It felt cold and damp. Lifeless. 

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Savannah.” Turning toward the orderly, he said, “Denise, thank you.” He smiled like the devil. Denise nodded, then left the office, closing the door behind her. 

      Suddenly, Savannah felt trapped. 

      “Please, Savannah, have a seat.” He gestured to a sofa parked off to the side, then he curled around his desk and sat back in his chair, and he steepled his hands over the surface.

      With reluctance, Savannah sat on the stiff couch. “Where’s Dr. Silva?” 

      “You’ve been here just over a year, Savannah. Can I call you that? Or do you prefer Ms. Espinoza?” 

      “Savannah is fine.”

      “Well, as I was saying, you’ve been here over a year, and still you refuse to leave. The court removed Dr. Silva and Dr. Menshew from the case, and they assigned me. Did you enjoy your gift?”

      “I’m not an idiot,” Savannah said, ignoring his question. “My lack of credibility is a problem. Is that why Leo’s trial keeps getting postponed? They’re waiting for me to get better? Well, listen, Morty, my brother didn’t kill anyone. A demon did. Dumah, the angel of silence.”

      He scoffed. “Tell me, Savannah, what do you want most out of this life?”

      “What the hell kind of question is that?”

      Reclining in his chair, Dr. Tacet asked, “Are you always this hostile? I’m just trying to do my job, Savannah. Believe me when I say I would love nothing more than to write you a glowing review. Help you regain some of that credibility. Did you know that I have deep-rooted connections with the people of the courts? Do you want Leo free from Juvenile Hall? From the trial? From his case?”

      Biting back frustration and impatience, Savannah shook her head. “I don’t know. I want him safe from Dumah, and right now, locked away is safe.” 

      “Very well. I have standard questions I must ask. A mental health survey if you will. Those might naturally lead into more pressing questions.”

      “Like what happened that night?” Savannah asked. 

      “Like what do you want most out of this life?” He crossed one long leg over the other.

      Fuck it, she thought, leaning back on the couch and closing her eyes. “When I close my eyes, I see Leo and my mom. She’s healthy, and she’s smiling. We’re all out in an open field. I guess that’s what I want.” 

      “The open field is a peculiar detail. Do you mind expanding on that?” His voice mirrored a lazy professor—dull and uninviting and without fluctuation. But the hypnosis of it allowed Savannah to drift, to imagine and speak her mind. He had a safe voice. 

      “It’s just, I don’t know. I mean, I’m in here, right? Too afraid to leave this place. My brother is incarcerated for murders he didn’t commit. And my mom, last I heard, is locked in a rehab facility. We’re all in cages—and I’m not even talking the physical ones. Because in reality, emotional cages drive us insane, right? They trap the mind until it has to break out. My mom is trapped by her addiction. Leo by his memories. Me by my knowledge, my fear.” She bit her tongue. Had she said too much? No, he legally couldn’t disclose their sessions. 

      “So the field represents openness? Freedom?”

      Shaking her head, Savannah said, “Kind of. But it’s more like…are you religious?” 

      “No.” 

      “Well, the Bible says our sins were washed clean when Christ died for us. That we are handed a new slate. That’s what it’s like. The field is an opportunity to go anywhere and do anything. To start over and build what we want to build, how we want to build it.” 

      “So you said you’re trapped by your knowledge. If the field represents a new beginning, what knowledge are you hoping to forget?” His voice and his questions came like waves. 

      “That life is hopeless. No matter what I do, whether it’s good or bad, no matter how hard I work or what I say, none of it matters. My voice is a grain of sand skittering across the beach in a heavy wind. My actions are a single raindrop falling in the middle of the ocean. That’s the knowledge I possess—the knowledge I wish to forget.”

      A heavy silence blanketed the office for a few seconds. Savannah suffocated in it, then Dr. Tacet asked another question. “What do you dislike most in others?” 

      “That’s a tricky question, isn’t it? Others are mirrors to us, right? So when I find traits I dislike, I’m gravitating to what I hate about myself. Please, doctor, be straight with me. I’ll answer you honestly if you don’t pussyfoot your questioning.”

      “Very well,” he said. “What do you hate most about yourself?”

      “I hate how hypocritical I am. Did you hear me earlier, sitting out there and chatting up Denise the Orderly?” Savannah chuckled. “I’ll never meet her son or her husband. I’ll never speak to her outside of this facility. Yet I smile at her, and I pretend that I love my life, that I am interested in hers. In reality, I’m more interested in the color and size of my shits. What about you, doctor? Do you find yourself staring at the water spiraling down the shower’s drain, realizing you’ve paid more attention to something disappearing than you have to your lover? Or your children, who are also disappearing, I guess?”

      “Hypocrisy?” he asked. 

      “Hypocrisy is what I dislike most about myself. I smile when I should cry, and I laugh when I should scream. And I think one thing, yet I do another. Living one life in your head and another to the world is exhausting. Yet, I bite my tongue and keep my silence.” 

      “What is the biggest fear in your life?” he asked, as if everything Savannah had said never left her lips.

      Smirking, Savannah said, “If you want me to say Dumah, you’re mistaken, doctor. I invite Dumah to find and kill me. I’d gladly sacrifice my meaningless existence to rid the world of that darkness. Yet, Dumah won’t come. It won’t kill me. That’s what I fear. I fear that if I leave this place, the demon will haunt and torture me until I break. Until I truly go insane and become a harm to myself and society.”

      From his desk, Savannah heard him flipping pages in a notebook. “You have given very detailed reports on this demon. Dumah, as you call it. I believe you say…Oh yes, here it is. You say, and I quote, ‘Dumah can leave this world when all the silent are punished. I’m the last of the silent. It’s stuck here until I am killed.’ Why are you saying you fear it won’t kill you?”

      “I think it’s returned, and it’s having too much fun here. Everything we knew was from a couple hours of skimming. It’s been a year, and I’ve done nothing but read and think in that time. The demon is like a shark. Once it tastes human blood, it can’t go back to eating fish. Dumah likes it here. It plans to stay and punish all the silent. Not just me and my dead friends. Which means only my death will stop it. Which means it won’t come for me. My greatest fear, doctor.” 

      “Well Savannah, do you plan to stay here, in this hospital? Is this the place you want to call home?” 

      As she lay on the couch with her eyes closed, she squeezed her eyelids tight so that colors exploded in the darkness of her head. She wanted to leave, to find and kill Dumah herself. But she didn’t have the courage.

      Besides, if she wanted to leave, she had to find someone to sign her out and care for her. The court hadn’t ordered her to stay, nor could any psychiatrist revoke her right of discharge. But she had no one. What she really wanted was to lock herself in this facility for the rest of her life and hide from the demon, from all the responsibilities resting on her shoulders. 

      “Can you tell me about Leo’s case?” she asked.

      “You know that answer.” 

      “He didn’t kill anyone,” she said, her voice a mere whisper.

      “That’s not for me to judge.”

      “But it is. You’re judging me based on that statement.”

      “No,” he said, his voice no longer consistent and smooth, but brash. It was close, too, closer than behind his desk.

      Savannah opened her eyes and saw Dr. Tacet looming over her. Bolting to a seated position, she said, “What the hell?”

      Regarding her, he said, “A sick mind doesn’t deny the truth. It doesn’t comprehend the truth. Does that makes sense? A sick mind creates a reality that makes more sense than the impossible.” 

      With that, the doctor turned from Savannah and exited the office, leaving her as she always was—alone.
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      The interview room smelled like cheap coffee. Emely sat unrestrained in an uncomfortable metal chair. Her left leg crossed over her right, and she hugged her body with her arms.

      At almost twenty-three, Emely looked more like a high school student, due in part to her weight. She didn’t struggle to stand from her seat, nor did she breathe hot, wet breaths from her open mouth, but she would prove dangerous in a fight. Despite her pretty face, her eyes were mean, full of hate and distrust.

      She glared at the handsome detective named Bennett, who stood in the corner of the small room with his arms crossed. A bitchy female detective leaned over the metallic table.

      Gibson had blonde hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, and her eyes gleamed pink. She kept squinting, as if warding off a headache, and Emely wondered if the woman had drunk too much the night before. Despite her obvious discomfort, Emely thought if the female detective stepped out of the bulky uniform and let down her hair, she would be beautiful. A unique pretty, one that Emely recognized but couldn’t quite place. 

      “Do I know you?” she asked, scared shitless, though she didn’t allow her voice to give that away. “You look familiar.” 

      For a second, Gibson hesitated, then threw a stack of photographs at Emely. Picking one up, a flood of saliva filled her mouth—not drool, but the harbinger of vomit. She dropped the image as warmth spread across her body. She scanned the room for a trash bin.

      In the fraction of a second Emely had viewed the image, she saw her best friend naked and dead, every limb removed from her body. Next to Tessa’s decapitated corpse, the murderer had carved names into the hallway wall. Tessa Thompson was the first, and her name had a line through it. Underneath, Emely Ortega, Matthew Phelps, Bethany Barnes, Morgan Davis.

      From the photographs, Emely recognized Tessa’s hallway, the pictures hanging from the walls, the door that led into the bathroom. She had stepped across that floor more times than she cared to count. That house had belonged to her as well, a part of her childhood. 

      Gibson sauntered around the table and forced another photograph into Emely’s face. Closing her eyes, Emely refused to look.

      Why were they showing her the pictures? To elicit and observe a reaction? To destroy her?

      “Why is your name on this list?” Deputy Gibson asked.

      In a softer voice, the other detective, Bennett, asked, “You don’t know why your name is on this list?”

      “No.” Emely shook her head. These same officers had questioned her two months ago, right after Tessa’s murder. Why had they brought her back in? Were there no other leads? 

      “Do you know these people?” Gibson asked. 

      “I told you last time I did.” 

      “How?” 

      “Is this just going to be a repeat of the last interview?” Emely scoffed. “I’ve seen enough true-crime documentaries to know I’m a suspect. I was the last one to talk to her on the phone, right? My name is on the wall. How about you do your job and leave me alone?”

      Sucking on her lips as if they provided energy, Gibson collapsed into a chair. “How do you know them?” she asked.

      Sighing, Emely said, “We went to school together.” She glanced at Bennett standing in the corner. “You can’t hold me here all day.” 

      “You hung out?” Gibson asked.

      Glaring at the female detective, Emely muttered, “No.”

      “Tessa Thompson had dark, curly hair and brown eyes. Morgan Davis. Emely Ortega. Dark hair. Brown eyes.” Gibson did not include Matthew Phelps in her listing, who had red hair and blue eyes, or Bethany Barnes, who had blonde hair. “Similarities are odd, don’t you think? You and Tessa could pass as sisters.” She rode her eyes up and down Emely’s body. “Maybe not twins, but sisters. Did you hear that often?” 

      Emely didn’t budge, not wanting to provide Gibson the satisfaction of even a nod. However, strangers often commented on how similar the two girls appeared. “I don’t understand why I’m still here,” Emely said. 

      “Tessa went to college. She had a good family. Had healthy relationships outside of you.” Gibson cocked her head and smirked. “Forgive me if I’m…a bitch, but I am just speculating. You skipped college, which is fine. But you skipped to help your boyfriend start up a pot business. How’d that go?” 

      “Fuck you.” 

      “What happened then?” She made a show of looking at the ceiling as if trying hard to conjure the facts. “Parents disowned you.” She counted her fingers. “That same boyfriend dumped you. And since mommy and daddy weren’t willing to take you back, you were homeless for a couple months. Did I get anything wrong?”

      Emely gritted her teeth. 

      “Did Tessa know about that? Did she know that your parents disowned you? That you had to work the streets to buy a cheeseburger? Listen, I’m not blaming you. Extreme measures right? But did Tessa know?” 

      “No.” Emely had lowered her head to hide the embarrassment that stamped her face.

      “I mean, and that’s the extreme. In high school, back when your family was Little House on the Prairie, you still despised her, didn’t you? She was skinny and tall. You, not so much.” Gibson paused, cocked her head, chuckled. “I’d imagine that being very hard. You always in her shadow, growing resentful every day, being BFFs with the girl you wanted to be. Then all that other unfortunate shit happened.” Gibson leaned on the table. “Did you kill Tessa Thompson out of jealousy? I mean, you two were supposed to be sisters. Best friends, and yet she had everything, and you had nothing. Were you high or drunk, and she said something that offended you?” 

      Something about the way Gibson’s mouth worked, the way the lips curled into a nasty smile, the way her eyes couldn’t keep contact with Emely, as if she were something awful to look at. She knew the detective. How? Emely could only shake her head. She had no words. 

      When the interview ended, Bennett escorted Emely to the department’s exit. He touched her arm, and he said, “Off the record, but I need to know—how are you and Tessa connected to the other names?”

      A tear broke and raced down Emely’s cheek. The story tempted her tongue, but she closed her eyes and forced her mouth shut. When she opened them, Bennett stood with legitimate concern across his face. 

      “We were in the same class in high school. That’s it,” Emely said, then Bennett let her go. 

      Climbing into her car, Emely sat in the driver’s seat. She stared out the windshield, noticing a grocery bag swelling with wind and hopping around the Sheriff Department’s parking lot. For thirty minutes she followed the bag with her wide eyes as it danced across the asphalt. 

      The tears had dried. Her throat hurt, along with her head and the rest of her body. Yet the real pain came from a deeper level, from a source she couldn’t pinpoint. Emely didn’t believe in souls or heaven, but she had never experienced something that rattled her core, that made her question her purpose and existence. We live to die to live to die. What did that even mean? What was the point of anything if the inevitable dulled it—purposelessness? 

      Without thought, Emely stabbed her key into the car’s ignition and rolled the engine. The vehicle sputtered then started. Music broke the thick silence that fogged the cab. Taking out her cellphone, she scrolled to Tessa’s contact and called her dead friend. Her parents hadn’t yet disconnected the service though two months had elapsed. Some things were too present to fade into the past. 

      “Hi. This is Tessa.”

      Emely hung up the phone. The voicemail greeting had sounded too much like Tessa—alive and energetic. Closing her eyes, the images the detectives had shown her appeared in her mind. Tessa’s bruised body lying in the hallway. The eyes and the mouth on her removed head sewed shut, a twisted parody of the rumored mask.

      Emely called Tessa’s phone again. 

      “Hi. This is Tessa. Please don’t leave a voicemail because I won’t listen to it. If you really want to talk, send me a text. Bye.” 

       The recorder beeped, and an extended quiet followed. Emely didn’t know what to say to her best friend. She felt angry and confused and sad all at the same time. How was she supposed to convey such complicated emotions and feelings through mere words? 

      “I’m sorry,” she blurted, then hung up the phone. 
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      Later that evening, in the Sacramento Behavioral Hospital’s recreational room, Savannah stared at a laptop. An old television, mounted on the far wall, played a black-and-white movie on low volume.

      The hospital's patients circled around tables and played cards or dominoes. Some read books on ratty couches. Others sat side by side and conversed about their past regrets or future aspirations. 

      Not caring to socialize, Savannah checked out the laptop from an orderly and found a spot away from everyone. She pulled open the computer and researched Dumah. Sifting through local and national newspapers, Savannah searched for clues revealing the demon’s identity or location—evidence that might help exonerate Leo. 

      As she read a forum from an ad-riddled website, an old man rolled up to her in a wheelchair. When she didn’t pay him any mind, he cleared his throat. Glancing up, Savannah noticed liver spots staining his bald head and wrinkly hands. His shoulders stooped, and he smelled like old cheese. Yet despite his deteriorated appearance, his eyes possessed a strange lucidity. 

      “Ms. Espinoza, it’s a pleasure,” he said in a rumbling, low voice that boasted lifelong substance abuse. 

      After taking a quick inventory of his appearance, Savannah went back to reading the article on her screen, hoping he would take the message and roll himself away. 

      “My name is Richard,” he said. 

      “Hi, Richard.” Savannah didn’t glance back up at him when she responded, but continued to run her eyes over the dull glare. “I’m clearly busy.”

      “Humankind is only busy doing one thing.” 

      “Let me guess,” she said. “Dying. We are all busy digging ourselves a nice, cold grave. Listen, Dick, I’ve been stuck with nothing but my thoughts and philosophies for over a year. If I wasn’t crazy before coming to the looney bin, I’m bat-shit now. You won’t surprise or wow me with your jailhouse eurekas.” 

      When he said nothing for a few seconds, Savannah finally regarded him. He flashed a simple smile. “I murdered my wife,” he said as he grinned. “Two kids. My sister.” 

      Glancing to the side, she searched for an orderly. She found Denise assisting a middle-aged woman across the room. Turning her attention back to Richard, Savannah said, “Go away, or I’ll call Denise over here.” 

      “My brother-in-law and I got piss drunk one night. He was a wiry guy. Skinny. Yet he tried to keep up with me—shot for shot. Maybe now I don’t look like much, but years ago, I did nothing but drink, and my weight used to prove that.” He fought against a smile, like a comedian trying not to laugh at his own joke. “We was stumbling around each other, you know? Like two boys do. Arguing about nothing, about the damned air we breathe. Complaining about government and women. He had a lot to complain about. Poor and unable to get a job. Cancer took his first child. Then that night he told me that my sister planned to leave him. That whenever she saw him, she saw the baby too, and she just couldn’t handle the pain anymore. She needed to start over.” 

      “I’m sorry for your losses,” Savannah said. “But I don’t want to hear this story.” She feigned business with the computer screen, but she couldn’t focus on reading any of the words, on stringing together a thought. Instead, she continued to listen to his story.

      “He said, ‘If she leaves me, I’ll kill her.’” 

      The detail struck a harmonious chord within her. Or maybe this madman had spoken his way into piquing her interest. Either way, she reluctantly caved to his story. She closed the laptop and folded her hands over her lap. 

      Denise approached the old man in the wheelchair. Rooting her hand to her hip and grinning lazily, she said, “Richard, what are you doing? You know Savannah doesn’t like the company.” 

      “I…I asked him over,” Savannah said. “I wanted to talk with someone, and he was sitting alone.” 

      Titling her head with speculation, the orderly asked, “Are you sure? I can have him leave. He’s prone to ramble.”

      Savannah nodded and smiled her fakest smile. “That’s okay. Thanks, though.” 

      “Well, he’ll talk your ear off, so be careful.” Denise squeezed Richard’s sunken shoulder, then waltzed across the room. 

      “You didn’t really kill them, did you?” Savannah asked, leaning in.

      Everyone knew her from the Masked Massacre. She was a celebrity among the mentally unhealthy. The patients loved her story about the demon. Some scoffed her, but most soaked in every detail, congratulated her on her bravery, or told their own war stories involving demons and ghosts from their pasts. Savannah knew that Richard had killed no one because this wasn’t a hospital for the criminally insane—but more than clutching onto the demon, the patients resonated with Savannah’s silence during her story. 

      Throughout their lives, the patients in this hospital had gone unheard, their voices silenced by society—by a world that shouted over their delusional whisperings and illogical thoughts. So, when one of them built the courage, they approached Savannah with a story about silence.

      Richard licked his lips and scratched the white stubble that spread across his cheeks. “You think you’re in control of your life, but you’re not. Of everyone and everything out there, you’re in the least control of your own life. If I wanted, I could reach across the table and choke you until you’re dead. And what would you be able to do against me? We trust flawed humans, self-serving individuals to run our country and government, to lead us in our workplaces, to help raise our children. And we think we control our life.” He chuckled. “All we control is how we react. Our existence is comprised of reactions.” 

      “What happened to your wife?” Savannah asked. “Your kids? Sister?”

      Taking a deep breath, Richard said, “I told my sister she had to leave her husband. Those words pushed her over the fence, and she left him. He had his faults, but he was a man of his word. He shot and killed her. He knocked on my door, sweat and blood running down his face, crusting his clothing. I swear he saw right through me. He walked by when I opened the door like I didn’t exist. Went straight to my wife. Bang.” Richard clapped his trembling hands together. “My daughter. Bang. My son. Bang. Then he turned and stared at me and cackled. ‘Now you get to live alone,’ he said. Bringing the gun up, bang, he dropped.” 

      “Why’re you telling me this?”

      The old man’s eyes gleamed. “When he told me what he’d do if my sister left, I believed him. So how did I react? I told her to leave. I told her to press her head against the barrel of his gun. Do you understand, now? A demon possessed him, Savannah, just as a demon possesses all of us. But you know my biggest regret in life?”

      “Telling your sister to leave?” she asked.

      Shaking his head, Richard said, “I should have killed that man. Instead, I allowed the demon to live and fester and ultimately destroy. You say your brother is innocent, and you sit here and you find all these pretty ways to exonerate him. You sit here on your computer and do the equivalent of me telling my sister to leave. What does it earn you? Your brother is still in prison. Still responsible. And whatever demon is responsible for the crime continues to walk the streets. Don’t let my regret be your regret. You don’t get rid of weeds by cutting them down. You have to pull out the roots.” 

      Pivoting in the wheelchair, Richard rolled away from Savannah, leaving her with a lot to chew. She didn’t believe Richard had encouraged her to go out and kill anyone presenting her with a problem. Instead, he advised her to face her problems at the root. Leo’s imprisonment inflicted the most pain upon her. Dumah walking around the world, alive and free, kept her awake at night.

      The realization sent her stomach into hysterics. Her palms became sweaty. What could she do? Despite voluntarily being there, she couldn’t sign herself out. The only workaround was to contact a responsible adult who could serve as her caregiver. Yet Savannah’s mom failed in the responsibility department. Most recently, a court had appointed her into a rehabilitation clinic. Savannah didn’t know any other adults who would sacrifice their time, money, and energy to take her in. And she didn’t blame them. Why would anyone want to absorb a disgruntled teenager who hadn’t graduated high school, who was now resident at a mental hospital, and whose brother was about to start a multiple homicide trial?

      Would she have to go to a halfway house, or have a pastor sign her out? She didn’t know what the exact stipulations involved. Richard was right. That’s all she knew. Savannah couldn’t allow the demon to take over her life, Leo’s life, to destroy anyone else’s life. She had to destroy it. To do that, she needed to figure a way out of this place. 

      Standing, Savannah shuffled across the recreational room and to the orderly’s desk, where Denise sat and supervised.

      “Everything okay, Savannah? Did Richard tell you some story? Don’t believe anything he says, okay? If you want, I can go—“

      Waving her off, Savannah said, “It’s fine. He…I just realized something, and I need to speak to a doctor. Is anyone here?” 

      “I’m sorry, Savannah, but all the doctors have left for the night.”

      Ruffling her hair, Savannah tried to think of something. Suddenly, she felt claustrophobic in the hospital, like the walls were closing on her, crushing her. The air had turned warm and stuffy and made her nauseous, and she wanted nothing more than to escape.
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      The next morning, a line of people stretched to the front door when Gibson entered the coffee shop—a local treasure that had served Galt for over thirty years. The couches boasted torn and shredded fabric from too much love. The air smelled like gas-station French Vanilla coffee. The scent overwhelmed her. 

      “We should have gone to that new Starbucks,” she said.  

      Bennett stood beside her, fingers looped around his deputy’s belt. The line to the front desk went to the glass door.

      The bell above the cafe’s entrance rang. Gibson glanced back and noticed a man with his hair in a bun standing behind her in line. His body odor overpowered the burnt coffee aroma. The man didn’t have room to squeeze into line and shut the door, so he propped it open, allowing a cool gust of wind to blow into the shop.

      “Want to go somewhere else?” Bennett asked. 

      Shaking her head, Gibson said, “It’s fine.” She sniffled and rubbed her pounding head. Sleep had eluded her the past few nights. 

      “You drinking again?”

      Irked by the question, she asked, “What’s that supposed to mean?” Gibson knew he hadn’t accused her. If anything, Bennett probably felt concerned about her. The embarrassing truth of her recent binges and having to lie about them made her angry though. 

      “It means nothing. But realize that two months have passed and,” he lowered his voice to a whisper, “we haven’t identified a decent suspect. And recently, you’ve—“

      The woman standing in front of them whirled around. Her heavy jacket rustled with the sudden movement. “I knew it,” she said. She wore dark business attire and high heels, and high heels and an expensive-looking purse that dangled from her shoulder. Gibson knew next to nothing about fashion, but she could recognize expensive material. She pointed at Gibson and Bennett. “You don’t know anything about the Thompson case, do you? She went to school with my sister, you know.” 

      Quickly glancing at Bennett with a dumbfounded expression, then back at the lady, Gibson said, “What does that mean? Lots of people went to school with her. I did.” 

      “Ma’am,” Bennett said, extending his hand forward, nearly touching her shoulder. 

      Gibson had done her damage, though. The woman glared at Bennett, then spat, “You’re that same guy from the press conference a week ago. Said you were following up on every lead, turning over every stone. Bullshit. You keep blowing smoke up our asses. Truth is, there are no leads.” Stepping back, she bumped into another person in line—a stocky, balding man wearing flip-flops and shorts despite the chill outside. He had also turned to face the officers. 

      “Sorry,” the lady in line said to him. 

      “No, you’re right,” he told her. “My buddy knew Karissa Kross. What do you know about her? You find her yet?” 

      Gibson threw up her arms. “What? Kross isn’t even in our jurisdiction. That’s a Sacramento case. What does—“

      Bennett pinched her shoulder and shushed her.

      The incredulous woman crossed her arms. “That’s one missing girl and one murdered girl from Galt in five months,” she said. “What do we have to show for it? You just said you haven’t identified anyone.” 

      Annoyed with the too-long line, with her hangover, with the case, with her life, Gibson snapped. She stepped forward to the woman, and she said, “Do you have any suggestions? I’m all ears. Tell me, what the shit do you know?” Gibson spread out her arms. “Oh wait, I bet your pea-sized, dick-shaped brain couldn’t follow a lead if it dragged you with a leash. I’m surprised you remembered the victim’s name.”

      The woman didn’t back down. She went toe-to-toe with Gibson. Bennett’s hands wedged between the two women and separated them. He said, “Can we please—“

      The customers had broken their file and formed a semicircle around the scene. Some held up their phones, most likely recording the incident, capturing Gibson with her blotchy skin and mussed hair and dark sunglasses, as she picked a petty fight with civilians. 

      “I think…no, I did,” the woman said. “I heard him ask you if you’re drinking again. This early? Or are you just hungover? Maybe that’s why you’re so ineffective at solving the case. You drink all night. You don’t care about us, this town. Those families affected by the crimes.” 

      Bennett’s hand gripped Gibson’s arm. “I think it’s time to go,” he whispered into her ear. “Now.” 

      “Fuck you and your…your,” Gibson said, unable to think of any brand names to insult the lady’s clothing. She ripped away from Bennett’s grasp. “In your luxury outfit. You don’t know fear. You don’t understand uncertainty. You try to sleep at night seeing what I’ve seen. Knowing what I know.”

      “You don’t know shit,” the woman said. “Otherwise, someone would be sitting in jail right now.” 

      Grabbing her arm again, Bennett dragged her from the coffee shop. Gibson didn’t put up a fight this time, but allowed him to take her outside. When he released her, she swiped at her nose and glanced over her shoulder, trying to peek into the cafe’s tinted front window. 

      Bennett paced between two columns, fists clenched. “Shit, Gibson,” he said, muttering under his breath. He paused, then moved straight to the squad car. 

      Feeling guilty, she jogged after him. When they both sat in the cab, she said, “That bitch deserved to be punched.”  

      He bit his lip and punched the top of the steering wheel. “I don’t understand you,” he said. “What was that? What the hell was that?” 

      She had never heard him raise his voice to that level. Lifting her head high enough to see out the window, Gibson said, “I don’t know.” 

      “You saw that, right? You noticed their phones. They recorded you. The video will be on every social media channel, the news—I mean, CNN for all I know. Yet you still pushed. We’re supposed to be quiet about this. No national coverage. Now guess what? There’s a cop story in the city of Galt where a girl has been brutally and mysteriously murdered.” He slammed his fists on the steering wheel again. 

      Gibson bit her lip. She wanted to apologize, but she couldn’t get herself to do it. “We have suspects,” she said.

      Spinning to face her, his face beat red, Bennett said, “Who? Matthew Phelps? Shit, Gibson, there’s more evidence on Tessa Thompson or Karissa Kross committing the crimes.”

      “And? Leo Espinoza had less evidence pointing to him than this guy. Why’s that kid sitting behind bars?” 

      “Again with this Espinoza kid? Can you drop it already? He confessed, Gibson. Besides, he’s not our problem anymore.” Shifting gears, Bennett reversed and drove out of the parking lot. After a few minutes of silence, he said, “Listen, I lost my temper with you, and I apologize.”

      Bennett had an annoying way of making people feel like they were the worst individuals alive, like they owed him something. When he apologized for raising his voice a little, Gibson couldn’t suppress her apology any longer. “Shut up. I’m sorry. Recently, I can’t sleep, and the alcohol helps me at least get my eyes closed. It also makes for bad mornings, and I just lost it. I’m an idiot.” 

      Whistling, Bennett said, “Is that an apology? Did Deputy Gibson, Homicide Detective, Bitch Supreme, just apologize?” 

      “Too bad you didn’t get that on video.”

      “I still don’t know if I’d believe it.” He glanced sideways at her. “By the way, did you tell that woman she had a dick-shaped brain? What does that even mean?” 

      Chuckling, Gibson said, “I’m hungover. I’m surprised I made a coherent sentence. Speaking of, can we still stop somewhere for coffee?” 

      “Nope. As your punishment, you get that shitty stuff from the station.”
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      Standing beside Bennett, Gibson knocked on Jones’s office door. As they waited for her to respond, Gibson glanced around the precinct. 

      Men bustled around. Some moved with an athlete’s grace and spoke with soft voices, while others scratched their asses and boisterously moved about the claustrophobic area. Old computers sat on metal desks. Dusty awards and portraits and framed newspaper clippings hung from the white walls. 

      “Come in,” Jones said from behind the door. 

      Glancing at Bennett, Gibson said, “After you.”

      “Scared?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I don’t think I’m her favorite person right now.” 

      Opening the door, Bennett said, “Are you anyone’s?” He stepped into the office and Gibson followed.

      Bare walls covered Jone’s dark office. Her metal desk contained a slim computer monitor and a keyboard—no scattered files, no chip crumbs, no red wine stains. The lieutenant sat in a lumbar-supporting chair, the blue light of the screen reflecting off her too-pale face, making her appear sickly. “Have a seat,” she said without looking at them. 

      As Gibson sat on the stiff, maroon-clothed chair, Jones turned her computer so it faced them. The coffee shop immediately looked familiar, as did the lady wearing designer clothes. 

      The female officer appeared unrecognizable to Gibson. The woman on camera had ratty hair that wired across her forehead. Despite the sunglasses she wore, bags darkened the skin around her eyes, stressing her face’s blanched color. Bright-red pimples grew from her forehead and cheeks. 

      Wincing at the way she looked on film, Gibson said, “It already got to you?” 

      Jones stared at Bennett. “What were you thinking, allowing her to step into public, wearing that uniform and looking like that? She’s still slurring her words. Is she still drunk from last night, or did she wake up and hit the bottle?” 

      “How would he know?” Gibson asked. “I’m right here. Address me about it.” 

      Still glaring at Bennett, Jones continued, “Gibson, if you can’t hold your tongue, I’ll dismiss you, and I’m not talking from my office. Do you understand?” 

      Gibson leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms like a toddler pouting.

      “Bennett, is she still drunk?” 

      Cracking his neck, Bennett said, “All due respect, I believe you should address her off-duty habits privately, with her. As for this incident, I don’t believe she was intoxicated, but again, that’s not for me to say. That’s a conversation you should have with her.” He cleared his throat. “You know as well as I do that Gibson is one of the brightest deputies we have. Whatever she’s going through at home, it’s not affecting our investigation. Truth is, there are no leads. No evidence. Nothing to convict anyone. I understand the town’s losing its patience, and by default, the sheriff is breathing down your neck. But we’re doing all we can. It’s no reflection on you, or the department, or Galt. It’s a reflection of the case, and as I’ve said from the beginning, we should release information to the media to try to receive outside support.”

      Jones seemed to seethe. “Well, with Gibson’s antics, the case will break on national outlets. So you have your damn wish.” She untied her hair, then gripped it and tied it up again. “You have any new information for me?” 

      “Just a weak suspect,” Bennett said. 

      “Who?” Jones pulled open a desk drawer and removed a notebook and pen. 

      “At the time of Karissa Kross’s disappearance, she was seeing a guy off and on—a booty call type of thing. I don’t think her parents or friends approved of him because his name was entered into her phone as some girl she went to high school with. We looked into her name first, found out she had moved out to Illinois with her new husband. Then Gibson here ran the phone records, found out the number belonged to our newest suspect.”

      “What’s his name?” Jones asked. 

      “James Gross,” Gibson said, unable to bite her tongue any longer. “Get this, he was there that night. At the Masked Massacre. An EMT.”

      Rose cocked her head, interested.

      “He removed the mask from Evan Lewis,” Gibson said, leaning forward in her chair. “Remember when the mask went missing, and we searched his house for the evidence? Found nothing. Shortly after, he quit and moved out of town. When we interviewed his supervisor, the chick shrugged her shoulders. Said Gross was a whacko. Always mumbling to himself and staring at walls like they spoke to him.”

      “Where’s he now?” Jones asked. 

      “That’s the craziest part. No one knows. He went missing as soon as Karissa did.”

      “Maybe they ran off together,” Jones said.

      Gibson shook her head. “No. I spoke with Karissa’s parents, her closest friends. She was bright. Attractive as shit. Had a solid internship at a law firm, and they verbally promised to take her on when she finished school. On the other hand, this Gross, he was evicted from his apartment three weeks before they went missing. I heard he tried to move in with Karissa in her Sacramento apartment, but she refused.”

      “We interviewed some people from the party Karissa attended the night she vanished, and they said Gross was there,” Bennett said. “He crashed it, high out of his mind, bragging how he had killed someone before. When Karissa saw him, she brought him outside, and—“

      “Bam,” Gibson said. “Neither were ever seen again.”

      “So him and Karissa dated when he was an EMT,” Jones said. “When he started to lose his mind, she stayed in touch to what, look out for him? Help him out? Then he was kicked out of his apartment, she refused him, he showed up to the party looking for her, then she’s gone?”

      “More or less,” Gibson said. 

      “And we don’t know where he’s at?” 

      “We’re looking,” Bennett said. 

      “How’s this relate to Tessa’s murder?” Jones asked, always wanting impossible answers.

      “We don’t know yet,” Gibson said. 

      Jones scratched her head, pulling her hair loose from the ponytail, then she turned to her computer and typed. After a few seconds she said, “He has no record.” She continued to type and scan. “Went to high school with Tessa Thompson. You see that?”  

      “Yeah,” Gibson said. “But what’s that mean? I went to high school with Tessa Thompson. Am I the murderer?” She chuckled, a raspy, dead sound in the minimalistic office. 

      “You went to Galt High?” Jones asked. “I’ve scoured that yearbook like a bad romance novel, and I’ve never seen your name pop up once.” 

      “I was only there a semester. My dad moved here for his job, then we moved right back out. But I ran into James once or twice. He…he wasn’t the type to kill someone. He was EMT all the way through.”

      “Have you looked into him regarding Tessa’s murder?” Jones asked.

      “No,” Bennett said. “We just found out about his connection to Kross.”

      Jones sat back and chewed on her pen. Gibson itched her neck and tried to remember if she had brushed her teeth that morning, and she couldn’t recall. 

      “He’s our primary suspect as of now,” Jones said.

      Gibson tilted her head to the side, confused. “Excuse me?” 

      “We have to talk to the media after your little stint this morning.” Jones glared at Gibson. “We have to give them something, even if it’s circumstantial evidence. And who knows, maybe someone will offer his whereabouts so we can question him. He had the mask. He quit his job, became unstable. Go back to Tessa’s and look for evidence of Gross being there. Go back to his apartment. I don’t give a shit. Find me something, though.”

      “You want us to go back to Tessa’s house?” Gibson asked. “Her parents moved out, new owners have moved in. I’m sure a cleaning service has run through there. What do you expect us to find?” 

      Smirking, Jones said, “You never know.” She slapped her desktop with the flat of her palms. “If you don’t want to go look, I can always find two other homicide detectives. Ones capable of holding their temper and managing their alcohol. Which reminds me…Gibson’s punishment for her conduct this morning. If you don’t have this case solved in a month, I’m sending you back to the jail like a damn rookie. Permanently. If you have another conduct issue, your badge belongs to me. Understood?” 

      “I do.” After a pause, Gibson asked, “Is that all?” 

      Scoffing, Jones said, “No. Bennett.”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “You and Gibson are partners, and her conduct reflects on you. As for her, if you don’t solve the case within a month, it’s back to the jail.”

      “That’s not fair,” Gibson said.

      “Yes, Ma’am.” 

      “That’s still not all. You and Gibson will both volunteer your time at the Sacramento Mental Hospital as security this weekend. I received a call from one of their doctors, and he said they are short staffed, and have been suffering vandalism the past month.”

      Bennett nodded his consent. 

      Gibson said, “What? No. I’m off tomorrow, and I made plans already.” 

      “Your plans are now nixed. And you’re correct, you don’t work tomorrow. You’re volunteering out of the kindness of your small, bitchy heart.” Shifting in her chair, Jones faced her computer and typed. “Now I’m done with you.” 
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      The morning after Savannah requested Dr. Tacet, Denise notified her that he would swing by in the afternoon to speak with her.

      As the hours slowly melted away, she didn’t know how to pass the time. The worry knotting her stomach suppressed her appetite, so she didn’t eat. Thoughts of chasing down the demon, facing it, seeing the mask it wore, exploded in her mind, so she couldn’t focus on reading or researching, nor could she settle down enough to sleep.

      Savannah meandered to the recreational room and sat by the window. The midmorning sun burned through the glass and warmed her face—a normal temperature amid a California January. “Denise,” she called across the room as she continued to stare outside. 

      A few seconds later, the orderly’s shadow blotted the bright rays. She carried the smell of too much perfume. Had she picked up smoking again? Savannah wondered, realizing she didn’t care enough to ask.

      “How can I help you, Ms. Espinoza?” 

      “Could I go out to the courtyard? I’d like to sit in the sun,” Savannah said. “It’s a beautiful morning, isn’t it?”

      Often, the residents could go in the courtyard with supervision. On rarer occasions, the staff would grant permission to sit out there alone. Savannah didn’t have a history of suicidal tendencies or of trying to escape.

      Even if she had wanted to flee, no one in their right mind would attempt their flight through the courtyard—but, no one shuffling around these halls was in their right mind. The courtyard sat in the middle of the small hospital, surrounded by the three wings. The open area leant itself to a faded-brick wall topped by rusted razor wire. Two wooden benches sat about ten feet from each other, and a sloppily attended garden, filled more with weeds than plants, wrapped around the perimeter, broken only by a cracked sidewalk leading out to the sitting area. 

      After a couple seconds of Denise’s silence, Savannah said, “I want some fresh air. This place has started to feel claustrophobic. And with Dr. Tacet coming in today…” 

      Clicking her tongue, Denise finally said, “Yeah. Yeah, I think that’s okay. But since you skipped breakfast, promise me you’ll eat lunch.”

      “I promise.”

      “And this weather will not last forever. Looked at the forecast. There‘s a storm is coming in. Big one from the reports. Heavy winds. Hard rain. Enjoy the sunshine while you can.” 

      A few minutes later, Savannah sat on the bench that faced the faded brick wall. It also gave way to a view of the open sky. White, wispy clouds stuffed the blue horizon, and sunshine poured over her—a far sight from the storm the forecast had promised Denise.  

      Closing her eyes, Savannah basked in the warmth and the cool breeze and the smell of damp dirt. Maybe if she had sat there in the springtime, she would have kept her eyes opened and absorbed the colors and the beauty of the flowers and plants surrounding her. In January, they stood as sticks, their leaves browning to mulch. She almost wished the rain beat upon her, drenched her, plastered her hair across her eyes and threatened to drown her. That the wind would carry her away to a place, a world, a realm outside of this existence, into another life. At least then her surroundings would match her life—dark and gloomy and full of nothing but threats and violence and despair. The sun offered hope. Hope that didn’t exist. that wasn’t real. False hope. 

      “Fuck the sun,” Savannah muttered.

      “Are you supposed to be out here?” a female voice asked.

      Savannah’s eyes flew open, and she scoured the area for the source of the unfamiliar voice. A female security guard, who Savannah had never seen before stood at the door leading into the hospital. The woman made Savannah uncomfortable, spawning feelings of remorse and fear. Maybe because she looked oddly familiar.

      “They said it was okay,” Savannah said. “I have to eat lunch.” 

      “Okay.” The lady turned back into the hospital, then popped back outside and ambled down the sidewalk that led to the bench. “I’m sorry. You’re Savannah Espinoza, aren’t you?”

      “I am.” Savannah narrowed her eyes, skeptical. People around here only knew her for one reason—surviving the Masked Massacre. “And who are you?” 

      The lady, who had to be in her early twenties, had a few zits on her pale face, and she appeared tired—dark bags under her eyes, mussed hair, slumped postured, a sluggish gate.

      “Deputy Gibson,” she said. “We met…” She trailed off, but Savannah didn’t need her to finish the sentence. 

      She knew where they had met, and she knew why the deputy had seemed so familiar. And she had thought she could just sit outside and enjoy the depressing sun. “You had Leo arrested that night,” Savannah said. “Your partner shot Evan.” 

      Staring across the horizon and the blue sky, Gibson sucked her teeth, as if posing for the world’s greatest bitch award. After a few seconds, she said, “Why’re you still in here? In this place?” 

      “Can’t leave. I mean I can, but I need a family member to check me out. Funny, thing is you arrested one, and the other is stashed in some rehab clinic here in Sacramento.” Savannah chuckled, a dark sound that carried no mirth. 

      “Sucks,” Gibson said, still staring off at nothing, sucking her teeth like a sliver of beef was stuck between them. 

      “Why are you here?” Savannah asked. “Couldn’t keep up with the big boys?”

      “Yup,” she said, like she hadn’t even heard a word Savannah said. “Yup, yup. Funny, right? People say it’s a man’s world, yet who runs a man’s world?” 

      What’s that? Savannah wondered. A joke? Small talk? What am I supposed to say?

      Deciding on nothing, a silence consumed them, a silence full of a soft wind pushing through cracked gutters and rounding the courtyard walls. 

      After a minute, Savannah said, “I read you’re in charge of the Thompson case.”

      Gibson shot a quick glance down at Savannah, then returned her gaze to the sky. “I am.” 

      “I know who did it,” Savannah said. “And if you weren’t such a bitch, I would probably tell you. You can’t even look at me? Why’re you even out here? What’s the point of coming out to talk if you won’t talk?” 

      Finally, Gibson turned and faced Savannah. “Who?” 

      Savannah’s face lit into a smile. “Oh, the robot shows interest. Tell me, Deputy Gibson, are you always this hungover on the job, or is it just when you’re working security?” When Gibson didn’t respond, Savannah exhaled with defeat. Why not just tell her? If Savannah couldn’t build up the strength to find and fight the demon herself, why not pawn her information to the present authority? Maybe, at the least, Gibson could look into it. “Dumah possessed the EMT who took the mask. I saw him that night when I sat in the ambulance. He stood in shadows and wore it. The demon waved at me that night. Find that guy.”

      Scratching the back of her neck, Gibson said, “So this demon, somehow through the mask, possessed an EMT and is now using him to kill people? Maybe it’s a good thing you’re still here.” 

      “Ms. Espinoza,” Denise called from the door. 

      “See you around,” Gibson said. “Oh, and if you ever think of solid information, call me.” Gibson dropped a business card into Savannah’s hand, winked at her, then sauntered toward Denise. She pushed by the orderly and disappeared into the hospital. 

      Why the wink? Why that encounter? What did Deputy Gibson want?

      Turning toward Denise, Savannah said, “Yes?”

      “The doctor is here. He’s ready for you now.”
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      A few minutes later, Savannah lay on the couch with her eyes closed, listening to the metronome click the seconds from her life.

      On the table between her and Dr. Tacet sat a candle that smelled like vanilla. She wondered why he had chosen that scent—something so overpowering and distinct. Did he enjoy the smell of it? Did it hold some deeper meaning to this session, to what he thought of her, how he planned to diagnose her? Was she really going crazy? 

      As her thoughts swirled with the wispy smoke, she backed off her initial intention of wanting to leave. What if vanilla was a subtle clue to how easy she had it here, and if she left, life—Dumah—would destroy that routine and simplicity? What if it meant that she held an ace, and if she checked out, she would burn that bridge into a cloud of dark smoke? 

      If Savannah stayed, and the doctors cleared her as mentally healthy, she could testify as a key witness in Leo’s trail. Her words might save him. Or they might not. Or the doctors may never stamp a clean bill of mental health on her paperwork. Yet how would she prove his innocence if she left? Kill someone whom Dumah possessed, say, “Look, Dumah controlled this sadistic bastard.” What would that prove? How do you prove in a court of law that a demon exists, that it comprised a person’s ability to act on their own volition, make their own choices? 

      “Savannah?” Dr. Tacet said, wiping away the smoky thoughts that shifted in her mind. 

      “Hm?” she replied. 

      “What’re you thinking about?” 

      Without thought, she answered. “If I want to leave or not.”

      Tacet remained silent for a moment, allowing the metronome to drown out the physical world and reintroduce her doubts and fears. Finally, he asked, “What do you plan to do when you’re out of here?”

      Savannah inhaled, keeping the image of Dumah in her head—the white mask with the sleazy smile stapled across it. That’s what she would do when she left. Kill Dumah. Eradicate the demon from this world. Save Leo. Or condemn him. Would that prove to the world she had gone crazy? Her mom was a drug addict. Savannah a murderer. Who would look at Leo with sympathy then? The jurors and the rest of the world would see him as another psychopath from that drug-riddled, mentally unstable family of nut jobs. 

      As she opened her lips to speak, her tongue swelled bigger than her mouth, and it wouldn’t move. The words didn’t escape. Coughing to clear her throat, Savannah rasped, “A family friend is taking me in. She’s…she’s reliable, and she’ll help me assimilate back into society. I want to enroll in college classes.” 

      Why am I lying? Just say you want to find Dumah and kill the demon.

      “What about Leo? If a psychologist clears you, you can testify as a reliable witness. Does that not seem enticing?” She heard his pants whoosh against each other as he adjusted in his seat. A toe tapped on the floor. 

      Again, she spoke without thinking, finding purpose in her decision. “I can’t help him from here. So what if I stay and testify? What’s that do? I’m his sister. I was Evan’s girlfriend.” She air quoted girlfriend. “My words mean as much to them as a demon possessing someone. If I’m going to help him, it’s on the outside. You know that as much as me. I’m tired of sitting back and doing nothing, of allowing him to rot in a cell while the real murderer walks free.” 

      “And who’s that?” Tacet asked.

      “Dumah.” She turned her head and faced the doctor. He twirled a ring around his finger. It had a ruby stone attached to a thick gold band. He faced his lap, where his hands rested, but his eyes glared up at Savannah. They were green and wild, like an unexplored jungle full of threats at every turn. And they held a deep-rooted, self-confident wisdom, like he knew all the answers in the world. “I know you believe me, Dr. Tacet. Can I ask you a question?”

      As if pulled by a string, his chin lifted so his gaze leveled across the room, and he grinned gently. “Shoot.” 

      “Do you believe in God?” 

      His simple smile faltered before he said, “I believe something outside our realm of comprehension is responsible for this mess called life. Is it the Hebrew God? Or some other deity from some other religion?” He splayed his hands so his palms faced the ceiling. “I don’t know. But I don’t think humans were meant to know. I think we were meant to have faith and to believe in the impossible, and we are supposed to live life to reflect that belief. Did I answer your question?” 

      “In the most pedantic, pompous way possible, yes,” she said, turning her attention back to the white ceiling and closing her eyes. “So if you believe in that overly complicated explanation of God, do you believe in an afterlife? In demons and angels and heaven and hell?” 

      “Do I believe you?” he asked. “Do I believe Dumah exists?” 

      Savannah said nothing, and Tacet sat quietly for a moment. The metronome counted time. Savannah’s fear, though abated, ebbed just below her eyelids, in the dark corners of her mind, waiting to explode back into her thoughts unless someone said something soon. 

      Tacet relieved her of having to laugh or scream or cry just to make some kind of noise. 

      “Ephesians 6:12 says, ‘For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.’”

      “What does that mean? That you believe me? That demons exist, and that one possibly possessed Leo?” 

      Dr. Tacet said, “My turn to question you. What is your greatest fear, Savannah?” 

      “I told you before. That Dumah won’t kill me. That it will stay in this world and punish the living.” 

      “You’re lying. No one’s greatest fear is bleeding. It’s getting cut, feeling pain, seeing their life pump from their veins. What’s your greatest fear?” Emotion flowed into his calm voice for the first time. 

      Savannah heeded his tone and took time to think. She feared Dumah never coming after her, but that didn’t matter because she was determined to find the demon. She really feared that she wouldn’t have the answers on how to defeat him, nor the evidence to exonerate Leo.

      “I fear failure,” she said.
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      Annie Gibson shuffled across her apartment, holding a glass of straight bourbon. She peeled back the drawn curtain and stared out the window at the street. Cars sped past. On the sidewalk, a scattering of pedestrians walked dogs or rushed to their next destination or ambled about, enjoying the January sunset—the hint of warmth on a cold evening.

      Savannah tickled her thoughts. The girl had aged over the past year. Annie remembered her as fearful and wide-eyed, a child lost in the mall. That morning, Savannah was more like a lonely woman lost in the world. Not afraid, just confused and angry. Her eyes carried a dark weight, a secret that only she could see. 

      Taking a sip of the whiskey, Annie wondered about that secret. Dumah, the demon that punishes sinners for their silence against injustice. She thought about Tessa Thompson. Had Dumah returned and punished her for remaining silent? 

      Allowing the curtain to shut, Annie turned and faced her small apartment, sipping from the glass. Manilla folders and xeroxed papers lay scattered over her couches and the tables and the kitchen counters. Old dishes stacked high in the sink. Laundry, both clean and dirty, piled together on the floor. 

      “What a mess,” she said aloud, glancing down at her glass. Shrugging, she shot back the whiskey, then carried the empty cup into the kitchen and poured herself another drink. She sat on a chair at the kitchen table, setting her glass off to the side, and she lifted a skinny stack of papers and riffled through them.

      The files included pictures of the Tessa Thompson crime scene. Her naked body sprawled over the hardwood. Carved into the hallway wall were the four names of her classmates. Flipping the page, Annie studied the picture of a camera—a Nikon D3500. 

      Back at the station, they had projected the images from that same camera onto the office wall. Mostly, the images were snapshots or videos of Tessa in college, enjoying her independence. Her and a boy hugged and smiled and kissed in a lot of the photographs. He had greasy, brown hair and hazel eyes. A cigarette stuck to his lip in every picture. Toward the end of the roll, the documentation drastically changed. 

      A darkly clad figure stood in the Thompson bathroom. It wore a white mask—the same white mask Evan Lewis had worn a year ago. Staples held together the lips, and they curled into a dark, menacing smile.

      Pausing on the slide, Annie asked, “Is that you, James? Are you hiding behind that mask?” She didn’t think so. It didn’t feel right to her. “What about you, Matthew?” Yet even Matthew Phelps seemed off to her. It was the shoulders. Matthew and James weren’t monsters of men, but they had broad shoulders. The person in the picture had a narrow physique—slim shoulders and a skinny torso. “Who are you?” 

      Before Annie flipped to the next image in the file, she reached for the bourbon and finished the double shot in one go. Her hands hadn’t stopped shaking for two months—since the night they had entered the Tessa’s home and discovered her mutilated body. Bile constantly sat in the back of her throat, and no matter how much drank, she couldn’t swallow it, nor could she throw it up—she was stuck with the rotten taste.

      Galt was a small town. One high school. Churches on nearly every corner. Two grocery stores. Anyone over the age of fifty knew at least one person from every family, which meant two things—rumors spread like fire, and secrets leaked. The trick was deciphering the fact from the fiction. 

      After the Masked Massacre last year, the town had been quick to crucify Leo Espinoza and Evan Lewis. Leo’s family was poor, his mom was a junkie prostitute who treated jail like a revolving door. His sister, Savannah, had a history of behavioral problems and bad grades in school. And the boy had confessed to murdering two of the kids. 

      Evan had died by police that dark night. When the deputies arrived at the Lewis trailer a year ago, the boy had worn the demented mask, and he was swinging a baseball bat at Savannah. The officers had no choice but to shoot. And the town of Galt never once doubted Evan’s ability to slaughter his father and friend. He, like Leo, grew up impoverished. His abusive father ran a failing mechanic shop, and his abused mother made certain that food and beer stayed in stock. Evan ran in the same crowd as Savannah, often finding himself staying after school for detention.

      Despite their socioeconomic upbringings and the pile of evidence that pointed their way, Annie felt like Leo’s arrest and Evan’s posthumous declaration of guilt were rushed—a Band Aid slapped over a wound to hide the bleeding, not heal the gash. The small town needed to cauterize the seepage and prevent the Masked Massacre from reaching national attention. They needed answers. They needed the person responsible.

      She didn’t doubt the boys’ involvement, but she questioned their mental health. Savannah continued to claim demonic possession, and Leo, though having confessed, also stuck to the possession story, saying that Dumah had used him like a nightmarish instrument. Had Leo and Evan suffered a mental break at the same time? By demonic possession, was Leo hoping for a defense of insanity? Annie didn’t think so. The boy seemed lucid when she interviewed him. He genuinely believed a demon had compromised his body.

      And what if one had? Would a court exonerate him? Annie smirked at that thought. The justice system had falsely accused men with better alibis than a possession.  

      That left Tessa Thompson’s killer—a slender man wearing the same demonic mask. Was he the real killer? A copycat? Another person possessed by the demon? The mask had gone missing after that night, never making it to evidence.

      Shaking her aching head, Annie poured another glass of whiskey. The headache behind her temples persisted, but a fuzzy exhaustion fought for control, and she tried to embrace it. Sleep was rare for her these days, so if she could get drunk and pass out to oblivion without the threat of a nightmare, she didn’t let the opportunity slide by. 

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket, startling her. Cussing, she set down the files and grabbed the phone, glancing at the caller ID. Jason Bennett. She would need a stronger buzz to talk to her work partner. Finishing another shot, Annie answered the phone. 

      “Hi,” she slurred. 

      “I’m just going to pretend you sound half asleep because you woke from a nap,” he said, disappointment clear in his self-righteous tone. 

      “I’m just going to pretend you’re Chris Hemsworth so I don’t hang up on you,” Gibson said.

      Sighing through the phone, Bennett said, “I just sent you a picture.”

      Her phone vibrated against her head, rattling her brain. “If it’s another dick pic, I told you I’m not interested in little boys.” Taking the phone from her ear, Annie put Bennett on speaker, then tapped to her messages. An image of a hacksaw appeared. Dried blood and cartilage strung the serrated blade. “What’s this?” she asked.

      “The murder weapon. Jones told us to look through the Thompson house again, so I knocked, asked, and did it.”

      “Without me?” To drown her budding anger, Annie shot another glass of whiskey. 

      “It’s just…people live in this house, Gibson, and I…I—“

      “You didn’t want me to embarrass you. I get it,” she said. “That’s fair. Deputy Bennett, always tactful and professional. Deputy Gibson, a loose-cannon bitch who can’t control her emotions.”

      “Shit, Annie,” Bennett said.

      “Did the choirboy just curse? Jason, I hope you don’t choke on the soap mommy makes you eat.” 

      “Can you pull your head from your ass for once? No one cares if you’re a drunk. No one cares if you patrol town in your goddamn pajamas, chugging coffee, and wearing sunglasses in the middle of the night. People care about us solving this case. About finding Tessa’s killer. Stop making it about you.”

      Setting her phone on the counter, Annie poured another glass. Her hand trembled so violently, bourbon splashed onto the files scattered about the table. Tears threatened her eyes, and a wild scream pushed against her throat. But if she did either of those things, she would prove Bennett right. That the hangovers and the moodiness served as attention-grabbing behavior.

      Retrieving the phone, she said, “You think I don’t want to solve this case? I can’t sleep, Bennett. Every time I close my eyes, I see her head sitting next to her hacked torso. You don’t think I want to find the ass-hat who did that to her? This isn’t about me.” She forwent trying to pour a glass and drank straight from the bottle.

      “Damn it,” he said. “I’m sorry, Annie. Listen, we found the hacksaw in the corner of the attic. You searched that area the first time around, right?”

      “No,” she whispered, her nerves exploding and her stomach roiling, as if someone were using it to mix cement. It had been her job to search the attic, but had she done a thorough job? Remembering the smell of the confined space, the dust and the heat that lingered, she wondered if she had performed a proper search, or if her hangover had prevented her from executing the job. “There was nothing but rat shit and dust up there.”

      “You’re sure?” 

      Annie nodded. Cobwebs had brushed against her face, forcing her to squirm and move faster than her sluggish body allowed. The attic had rocked from the sudden movement, and she had to swallow her vomit to not contaminate potential evidence. “I know we only have a month to solve this, Bennett. But what did you do? Why did you go alone?”

      “Did you document your search? Take pictures or recordings of the attic?” 

      “Oh God, Bennett. Don’t tell me you caved? That she scared you that bad. James Gross isn’t our guy,” she said. 

      “How do you know? How are you so sure? All the signs point to him. He dated Karissa, she dumped him. He left his job, went cuckoo. He was the last person to see her alive.” 

      “But what’s that have to do with Tessa? Besides, it’s all circumstantial. No mask. No weapon. He has no prints or DNA or anything anchoring him to Tessa.” 

      After a prolonged moment of silence, Bennett said, “I found His prints on the saw.”

      “The saw you planted?” 

      “On the hacksaw in the attic. Where you searched. Maybe you were hungover and did a sloppy job. We’ve all been there.”

      “Fuck you,” she said, hanging up the phone. Placing her face in her palms, she sobbed softly for a second, then wiped away her tears, grabbed the whiskey, and drank straight from the bottle. Her phone buzzed again, but she ignored the call from Bennett. 

      He would take the hacksaw to Jones. She would issue a warrant, which meant they would arrest an innocent man. 

      “How do you know he’s innocent?” Annie asked herself, wanting to throw something and shatter it against the wall, to see something other than her job and reputation and life break to pieces, but she didn’t want to risk the alcohol, so she abstained. “His shoulders? The slenderness could be a trick of the camera, a weird angle.” She argued with herself, drunk and afraid. “Maybe I just missed it. I couldn’t have. It’s a hacksaw with blood on the blade. A blind person would have seen something that obvious.” 

      Fifteen minutes of uncertainty passed. Annie wore a too-big shirt and no pants, gripping the whiskey bottle’s neck like it might save her life. Her phone rang again. She stumbled to where it sat on the counter and checked the caller ID. Sacramento Behavioral Hospital. They psych ward, she thought. What do they want? Before ignoring the call, she remembered her conversation with Savannah earlier, that she had left her business card. 

      “Hello,” Annie said. “This is Annie, Deputy Gibson to you.” Her voice felt thick on her tongue from the alcohol.

      “Hi,” Savannah said, her voice shy and nervous. 

      “Is this Savannah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s up?” Annie’s stomach felt light, and her heart pattered. She didn’t know why the call discomforted her, but she could barely breathe. “Finally come to your senses?”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called,” Savannah said. 

      “Wait,” Annie shouted, then more quietly, “wait. Why did you call?” Maybe it was the alcohol empathizing, trying to connect with the broken girl on the other line. Maybe Tessa Thompson’s murder and the mysterious hacksaw had freaked her out, and the voice of another person felt reassuring and comforting. Maybe Savannah really had relevant information. She didn’t know why, but Annie didn’t want Savannah to hang up the phone. She didn’t want to sit in her silent, empty apartment alone with her thoughts and nightmares. 

      After a second, Savannah said, “They won’t discharge me unless someone accepts guardianship over me. My mom’s in rehab and not fit. And…and I, I had no one else to call. I just stared at the green phone hanging on this white wall and I started to cry because I had no one to call. I tried to think of a number I had memorized, and 9-1-1 kept popping into my head.” She chuckled, a pathetic sound. “That made me think of you. You gave me a card. Said I could call you if I thought of anything. Well, I thought of something.”

      “Shit,” Annie said, knowing exactly where Savannah was steering the conversation. Say no, she told herself. She’s a key witness in a major investigation. I arrested her brother for multiple counts of murder. You’re already on thin ice with Jones and the department. You can’t say yes.

      “I know it’s stupid, but I can’t be in here any longer. And I think I can save my brother. I think I can find Tessa’s killer and stop Dumah. But I can’t do it in here. You have to help me.”

      No. I can’t. I could get fired.

      “Please.” 

      You’re already gonna get fired. Bennett sealed that fact when he planted evidence where you searched. Maybe Savannah can help with the investigation, save your job.

      “Please,” Savannah said again.

      “Okay. Okay. But just know I’m drunk, and I might change my mind in the morning.” Annie dropped her head to the table and banged her forehead on the surface.

      “Thank you, Deputy Gibson. Thank you so much.” 

      “Please, call me Annie,” she said so quietly, she barely heard herself. “I’ll be there tonight.”

      When she hung up the phone, she threw down another double shot. What had she agreed to? Glancing at the clock, Annie noticed it was nearly eight. The night was young, her bottle of bourbon half gone. She tripped across the flat and poured herself another drink. 
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      Tessa Thompson. Emely Ortega. Matthew Phelps. Bethany Barnes. Morgan Davis.

      Emely peered down at an empty bottle of vodka. She wobbled, dropped the glass container onto the sidewalk where it shattered. A dark stain spread across the cement. The winter moon reflected off the shards, allowing them to sparkle. Captivated, Emely reached down to grab one. She capsized, her palms crushing against the jagged edges, her cheek sliding across them. Blood joined the spilled contents of the bottle, spread over the broken glass.

      The alcohol had numbed her, and she didn’t feel pain—not physically. Not even when she pushed herself up and saw that the glimmering glass had absorbed a blood-red sheen. Warmth spilled down her face and stained her blue shirt purple. Turning over her hands, her palms appeared unreal—ripped and torn and shredded, oozing blood from the lacerated skin. 

      Afraid, she scampered back until her ass pressed against a tree trunk, then she glanced around the park. At eleven in the dead of night, no one played on the playground, no dogs frolicked through the lawn, no joggers ran across the sidewalk. Yet it felt alive, dangerous, full of unseen noises and a palpable chill and terrors hiding behind shadows.

      Emely waited alone for Matthew to show. 

      After the interview with Bennett and Gibson, she had spent her day at the local bar, drinking until she couldn’t piece together a strand of coherent thoughts. Until the lights and the disorientation and the jumbled noises held her attention—trying to create clarity from chaos. When the bartender stopped serving her, Emely zigzagged her way to a 24-hour grocery store, bought a bottle of vodka and texted Matthew, who was in her phone as Marvin Peters. She told him to meet her at the park.

      “You’re a wreck,” he said from the obscurity of the night, his voice like silk. He had always been like silk, smooth and soft and cool, something a girl wanted to rub over her face and body. “You need to go to the hospital.” 

      Chills broke across Emely’s skin as she tried to pinpoint him in the night, but when she whipped her head around, she lost her balance and capsized onto her side. There, on the damp grass, she cackled, unaware of her bloody injuries. 

      Matthew stepped out of a void and knelt before her. He smelled like sandalwood aftershave and peppermint. Helping her up, wrapping an arm around her, he said, “What’s going on, Em? Are you okay?”

      “You killed her,” she said with a grin, wanting to laugh, but knowing sobs were all that remained. “I know you killed her.” Her accusation was thick with booze and bile. 

      “Emely, are you drunk? I thought you quit with the rest of us.” He sounded concerned. “I can take you home. To the hospital.”

      Scoffing, Emely said, “Why? So you can kill me, too?” 

      Moving away from her, Matthew said, “Why would I kill Tessa?”

      “How do you know who I’m talking about?” Emely asked, swaying back and forth.

      “I live in this town, Em. My name appeared on that list. They questioned me. Emely, you’re drunk and scared. If you really believed I killed Tessa, then why did you call me out here to meet you? Alone? In the dark?” 

      “So I could kill you,” she said. 

      Matthew stood and paced. Emely attempted to look up at him, but fell backward in the grass. She viewed the stars instead. They appeared so close. She almost believed she could reach out and grab one. She extended her arm and swiped at the night air, missing the celestials. They were just out of reach. How could the impossible feel so close, yet be so unattainable? 

      “They questioned you, too?” Matthew asked. 

      Emely didn’t glance away from the heavens. She continued to reach out for the burning light so many miles away. 

      When she didn’t respond to his question after a few seconds, Matthew asked, “What did you think of Gibson?”

      Emely finally turned and faced him. She licked her lips, tasted blood on them. Deputy Gibson was the hungover bitch you had interviewed her, thrown the images of Tessa’s decapitated body at her. “She looked familiar,” Emely slurred. “Why?” 

      Scratching his neck, Matthew shook his head. “I thought so too, but…” He trailed off, his voice disappearing into the cold darkness that surrounded them. “What did you tell them?” he asked.

      “That you’re the murderer. You killed Tessa. I told them all about Sadie and—“

      Reaching down, he grabbed her shirt, tearing it as he pulled her up. His hand smacked across her bloodied cheek, snapping across the dead night like ice cracking. “We agreed to never bring that up, you stupid, drunken slut.” His eyes beamed like the moon.

      “Is that why you killed Tessa? Because she would tell?” Blood bubbled off her lips.

      “Shut up,” Matthew said. His voice had turned from silk to sandpaper. The night shrouded his face, but anger showed in his words and tone. 

      “You saw the names, didn’t you?” Emely asked, smiling with confidence. Blood stained her teeth. “Tessa. Bethany. Morgan. You. Me. What little secret do we all share? And who in that list has the most to lose if someone exposed that secret?”

      Matthew released Emely’s shirt, allowing her to fall back to the grass so she could stare at the moon. “I didn’t kill her,” he said. “I didn’t even know she was in town.” 

      “Bullshit,” Emely said.

      “Can we discuss this tomorrow, when you’re sober? I feel it might be more productive.” 

      “What? You want to drive me home? I have a hard time believing I’d make it there if I allowed that. I’d wind up dead, beside that same list, except my name would be crossed out. Tell me, genius, how do you plan to explain that you’re the last survivor from the list?” 

      “I’m not the killer, Emely. And if we could have a productive conversation, maybe you’d understand that.” He pivoted and walked away. 

      “Where are you going?” she called after him. 

      “I’m leaving. You don’t want my help, you won’t listen. I’m not gonna stand out here and freeze to death while you drunkenly ramble on about shit you don’t know.” The night swallowed him whole.

      “I’m calling the police,” Emely yelled. “I’m telling them everything.” 

      When Matthew didn’t respond, Emely sat up and scanned the park. Trees grew from the darkness and the fog. The breeze pushed the rusted chains holding up the swings, allowing a creaking that sent chills down Emely’s spine. Matthew had vanished, though.

      Feeling dizzy and sick, Emely lay on her side and stared at the tree line. In that small forest, a murder from the Masked Massacre had taken place. Cormac someone or another…Emely couldn’t remember his last name, just that everyone had known him as QP. She had seen him around town, though. He was four or five years younger. Rumors had it that a seventh-grader had sawed his head from his body. 

      Standing, steadying herself on the tree beside her, she stumbled to the tree line. A coldness greeted her, wet and icy and foreboding. Go home, she thought. Don’t go in there looking for ghosts. 

      Why not? They had arrested the kid charged with the killings, Leo Espinoza. What’s the worst that could happen? She would get scared to death?

      “Stop being a baby,” she told herself, stepping into the forest. 

      As she skirted the shoddy, unkempt trails, paranoia settled upon her. Every noise seemed amplified underneath the branches. The moon and stars were blotted out, creating an inky darkness. Emely only had her phone light to get around, and a hundred yards in, she felt lost. 

      The human imagination feared the unknown. Emely knew nothing that surrounded her. As she dug deeper into the forest, something fluttered by her face and landed on her shoulder, and she froze in complete and utter terror. After a few seconds passed, and she hadn’t violently met death, Emely dared to shine her light on the assailant, noticing a browned leaf. 

      “Get it together,” she told herself. “It’s just the dark. There’s nothing out there.” 

      Her hands cramped from the arriving pain. It took most of her strength to grip her phone and shine her light at her feet to continue hiking. After descending further into the unknown, her phone light exposed a pair of black boots in her path. Pausing suddenly, she nearly fell onto them. She didn’t scream. She didn’t run. She stood still and stared down at the foreign shoes, slowly raising her light and seeing black pants. One hand was shoved into a side pocket. The other wrapped around the figure’s back. 

      Emely closed her eyes, hoping she could blink away whoever stood before her. Her imagination and the booze had finally broke reality. She had hallucinated. Taking deep breaths, she attempted to calm her nerves, and she opened her eyes. The hand that had rested around the small of the back now dangled near the person’s waist, holding a framing hammer. 

      Without raising her light, she jerked her gaze to the upper body and saw a pale white face staring back at her. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought the person wore a mask, a burlap mask that possessed a crooked smile. 

      “Matthew?” she asked. “I was joking before. You know that, right? I didn’t mean it.”

      The figure shook its head, a slow movement like storm clouds passing overhead. 

      Emely let out a wet moan. “Please, don’t kill me. Please,” Emely said again, dropping to her knees, allowing the phone to drop from her hands. 

      The flashlight beamed upward, illuminating the stitched lips and stapled eyes of the mask. It grinned at her as it raised the hammer. 

      She felt a penetrating cold enter her skull, then she felt nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Coming Together

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Savannah

          

        

      

    

    
      When Savannah woke the next morning, she panicked, unable to recognize her surroundings. She had grown accustomed to white, blank walls. As she blinked away sleep, she glanced around the room and noticed framed pictures adorning the walls and shelves full of books.

      Taking deep, calming breaths, she tried to orient herself.

      “Annie picked you up last night…checked you out,” she said in a whisper, loud enough to hear herself, to make the words solid and real. “You’re in her house. You’re safe. You’re out of the hospital.”

      Neither Denise nor Dr. Tacet had been on staff when Annie showed up, stumbling around the waiting room and slurring her words. However, the orderly supervising the discharge had Savannah and Annie sign a form. It stated that Savannah voluntarily signed out. It also provided her with follow-up resources and instructions to medicine, and it required that she attend follow up sessions with Dr. Tacet.

      After she had signed the form, she slid it across the counter to Gibson, who signed under a fake name, and she showed proper identification with a fake ID. Savannah didn’t catch the name, but the picture portrayed Annie with dark hair, nearly raven in color, and liquid-brown eyes. She had thought it strange at first, then remembered that Annie had arrested Leo, and since his trial was about to start, she would have to appear in court. What if the prosecutors or judge knew that she signed out Savannah? How would that effect the case? Her career?

      Sitting up, Savannah remembered she had fallen asleep on Annie’s couch—a lumpy, brown thing that had kinked her neck. Massaging her shoulders, she stood and wandered around the flat, fighting her urge to piss. The apartment consisted of three living areas: a bathroom hidden behind a closed door, a bedroom right beside the bathroom, and an open-style living area, which included a kitchen and the living room where Savannah had crashed.

      Due to the proximity of the bathroom to the master room, Savannah feared she would wake Annie if she used the toilet, and taking into account how drunk the deputy had appeared last night, Savannah didn’t want to draw the wrath of waking a hungover person too early—especially if that person was adept with a gun. Her weak mother had proved a nightmare nursing when nursing her own hangovers. She didn’t want to test Annie.

      Studying Gibson’s place, Savannah noticed papers and files scattered across the coffee table, on the floor, and over the countertops in the kitchen. Dishes stood like wobbly towers in the sink, and laundry piled up in a miniature mountain on a love seat. The mess gave Savannah anxiety.

      Though she felt intrusive, she couldn’t live in such a sty. She suppressed her better judgment and began tampering with Annie’s possessions and work files. She started with the laundry, folding Annie’s clothes—even if that meant a severe invasion of privacy. After thirty minutes, she had neat stacks of folded clothes circling the chair. She moved on to the dishes. Turning on the sink, she scrubbed and chipped crusted food from the pans and plates. The running water forced her to cross her legs to barricade her bulging bladder from bursting.

      Another half an hour killed, another relieving chore completed, and Gibson still hadn’t crawled out of her room. Savannah glanced at the oven clock. The green numbers showed nearly 10 a.m. Last night, Annie had been pretty drunk, though. Needing to kill more time, Savannah decided to thank Annie for taking her in. She started a pot of coffee and began to fry some bacon, crossing her fingers that the scents would drag the deputy into the kitchen.

      As she waited, she debated whether or not she should pick up the papers and files. They looked official, and maybe Annie had a method to her madness. Savannah didn’t want to shuffle the work around. Sitting at the table, she picked up a manila folder, knowing she had definitely crossed the personal boundary line. After a second of hesitation, she opened it.

      Polaroids dropped to the tabletop.

      Picking one up and studying it, she noticed a torso with the hands and feet cut off, along with the head. There was no blood anywhere. Severed limbs and a decapitated head rested beside the hacked body. Someone had taken the time to stitch together the woman’s lips and eyes, sealing them shut—a crude, nightmarish rendering of Dumah’s face. With trembling hands, Savannah set down the picture and lifted another. It showed a simple shot of a wall, depicting five names carved into the paint. A victim list.

      “What did you guys do?” Savannah said, staring at each name. “What secret are you keeping?”

      Glancing around the cluttered apartment, Savannah scanned for a laptop. She noticed one on the coffee table, walked over, and lifted the flap. It required a password. Shit. Not having a cell phone, or any other way to access Facebook or Google, Savannah couldn’t search the names. That’s how she would find Dumah—locate on of the potential victims, stalk them, and wait for the demon to show its twisted face.

      The smell of burning bacon scorched through the open area like smoke. Savannah could nearly taste it. Jogging to the stovetop, she turned off the burner and scooped the blackened strips onto a plate. Briefly, she wondered how Annie preferred her eggs, then decided to make fry them.

      Fried eggs. Bacon. Black coffee. Her mouth watered at the thought.

      In the hospital, she ate runny scrambled eggs and cardboard bacon, or she had milky yogurt and stale nuts, or they served her burnt pancakes with sour fruit. She had forgotten what decent breakfast food tasted like, and for the first time in a year, all thoughts of Dumah and Leo drifted from her mind, and the taste of egg yolk spilling over crispy bacon filled that void.

      Before tossing the eggs onto the skillet, Savannah realized if she didn’t use the bathroom soon, she would piss her pants. She had hoped the deputy would wake at the smell of coffee, but that hadn’t happened.

      Unable to hold it any longer, Savannah tiptoed to the bathroom. She opened the door and saw Annie, naked and asleep, on the tile floor.

      Vomit caked her face and the toilet seat. The room smelled sour.

      Dancing to hold back her urine, Savannah fought the urge to step over the deputy and use the toilet anyway. And she probably would have, if not for the stew of upchuck splayed across the seat. Shutting the door as gently as possible, Savannah scurried back to the kitchen and began searching for something to pee in.

      Panicked she might actually soil herself, she lifted the scattered files, as if her answer lay somewhere underneath them. As she scoured the area, she noticed a black-and-white journal beneath a fluttering of folders. Her name was scrawled across the front. Relaxing for a second to take a closer look, Savannah felt her bladder start to give.

      Frantic, she noticed a nearly-empty bottle of whiskey standing on top of the refrigerator. She grabbed it. After she finished relieving herself and tossing the now nearly-full bottle in the trash, Savannah grabbed the journal and sat at the kitchen table. She stared at her name scrawled across the middle of the cover in big, black marker. Taking a breath, Savannah opened it. She began to skim the pages, snippets here and there.
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        Leonardo Espinoza, a seventh-grader of scrawny build, has been arrested for the murder of two teenagers and Martin Lewis. Evan Lewis, Martin’s son, was killed only after he “murdered” another boy and attempted to murder Savannah Espinoza, Leo’s sister. During the incident, Evan wore a mask—a burlap mask with stitching around the lips and eyes. However, the mask didn’t make it to evidence. Someone stole it. What does this mean?

        

      

      Savannah had a hard time navigating Gibson’s sloppy cursive, but she worked it out the best she could. Skipping a few pages, she stopped to read another entry.
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        Cormac’s head was nearly cleaved off his body. There’s no way Leonardo could have been responsible. He’s too small. Does that mean there’s a third killer other than Evan and Leo? Does that mean Leo is innocent and Evan murdered everyone? Does that mean they’re both innocent? That Dumah, this demon, really does exist?

        Jones won’t listen to me either. DA won’t hear me out. They’re convinced on prosecuting Leonardo.

        

      

      Flipping forward a few more pages, Savannah noticed the handwriting had gone from difficult to nearly illegible. The date reflected a couple weeks ago. Squinting, she tried to decode the text, but she only managed a few lines or words.
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        So similar. Demons don’t exist. Time as a girl. Why make up that story?

        

      

      “Hi,” said a groggy voice from behind Savannah. “That’s my shit.”

      Dropping the journal to the table, Savannah stood and whipped around to face Gibson.

      The detective wore a black pair of sweats and a black hoodie. Her hair stood in a lazy bun, and she wore sunglasses, though she stood inside, and outside, gray clouds creeped across the sky, dimming the sun.

      “I…I made you breakfast.” Realizing she had forgotten the eggs, Savannah hustled over to the range and flicked on the stove and warmed a pan, then she grabbed the carton of eggs and cracked one.

      As Savannah worked, she noticed Gibson watching her, moving like a predator across the apartment. She poured herself a cup of coffee, then said, “Thanks for the coffee, but I gotta run. And, Savannah, stay out of my shit. Actually…” Gibson opened her wallet and fetched a hundred dollar bill. She slapped it on the table. “Stay out of my apartment while I’m gone. Get yourself on a bus or in a cab, and go do something. Maybe get a job so you can pay me back.”

      Turning, Gibson staggered to the front door as if she had been severely wounded.

      “How many?” Savannah asked before Annie opened the door.

      The deputy paused, then asked, “How many what?” She sounded tired and impatient.

      “How many of the five names are dead?”

      For a second, Savannah thought Annie might answer. Instead, the detective grabbed the door handle and twisted.

      Savannah hustled forward, shouting, “They’re connected. They all hold a terrible secret. Dumah will hunt and kill each one, just like it did with me and my friends. If you want to find the demon, you—“

      Annie slammed the door shut, leaving Savannah in an abrupt, violent silence.

      After standing in shock for a moment, Savannah moseyed back to the kitchen, finished frying herself an egg, and ate her breakfast.
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      Gibson’s phone blared. 

      Her eyes fluttered open, and a moment passed before she oriented to her surroundings. The black shower curtain and red bathroom rugs. The cool tile on her cheek. The grimy toilet base she hugged. Annie had fallen asleep in her bathroom. 

      She sat, leaning her back against the sink’s cabinet, allowing the room to swim around her, and she tried not to vomit. Glancing at the floor, she realized she probably had nothing left to throw up. She had missed the toilet bowl last night, spewing all over the porcelain rim and onto the tile. Chunks had splashed and stuck to the cabinet and shower curtain, clotted her bathroom mat. 

      The phone rang incessantly, a shrieking noise in the echoing chamber. 

      Reaching above her head and feeling over the countertop, Annie touched her phone, grabbed it and tapped the ignore button. 

      Her mouth tasted fetid. The bourbon had hammered rusty nails through her head. The alcohol sloshed in her empty stomach. Falling forward onto her hands and knees, Annie crawled to the tub and turned the water to cold. It flowed heavy through the faucet, and she stuck her head underneath, allowing the chill to wash over her. The numbing sensation felt so good she rolled over the low edge of the tub, turned on the shower, and lay in the bath naked, allowing the water to wash away her hangover. 

      Ten minutes later, when her nausea had passed and she had found the strength to stand, she stepped out of the shower. Her phone rested near the sink. After drying her hands, she glanced at the missed call. Bennett. Why had he called? After their conversation last night, Annie wanted to do nothing less than talk to him. 

      Should she call him back, or just let him drive that stick further up his ass? Sighing, she called back. He wouldn’t have called unless there was something dire happening. 

      Annie stood on wobbly legs, supporting herself against the sink’s countertop. She stared at her naked reflection in the mirror, checking herself out. Despite feeling like roadkill rolling around a cement truck, she still appeared, at least in her water-spotted mirror, somewhat like a human.

      “Gibson,” he said, his voice raspy. 

      For a second, she imagined him in the bathroom with her, staring at her athletic body, saying her name. She secretly enjoyed that thought. He was handsome, about her age, charming. Sadly, she hadn’t had sex in months. Her free hand glided across her smooth skin as she imagined Bennett running his fingers over her. 

      “Gibson,” he said again. “You there?”

      She gasped. “Yeah. Sorry. Bad service in here.” Speaking allowed her to taste the rot festering in her mouth, and that negated any notion of sexuality. It also reminded her of the bad taste he had left in her mouth last night. Was he really capable of planting evidence? She had been hungover the day of the search. Still, would she have really overlooked evidence? The doubt ate away at her self-confidence once more. The conflicting thoughts forced her to squint against the pain in her head.

      “What’re you doing?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” she said, reaching for a towel and covering herself. “Just got out of the shower.” 

      “Something happened last night. Something big.”

      Yeah, you showed your true colors, she thought.

      “I know it’s your day off, but you might want to see this,” he said.  

      His hectic tone and the urgency that leaked from his voice made her nervous. What had happened? What did she need to see? As she scrambled to find an answer to those questions, her brain rattled a forgotten truth into her mind. She had checked out Savannah Espinoza, the sister of the strongly suspected murderer in the Masked Massacre, from the Sacramento Behavioral Hospital. Nausea forced her to brace herself on the bathroom counter. She stared at the spinning toilet, trying to anchor herself in place. 

      “Shit,” she said. 

      “What?”

      “Where should I meet you?” she asked in a hurry, not wanting to explain her situation. She faced enough trouble with the department. If someone found out she was harboring Leo’s sister, she would be fired, maybe even imprisoned. 

      I have to stop drinking, she thought. 

      “You sure you’re okay? You hungover again?” Worry coated his voice, but it sounded more patronizing than concerning to her.

      “Where do I need to go?” 

      “Old park. When can you be here?” 

      “Thirty minutes.” 
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      Forty minutes later, Gibson pulled into the gravel lot of Elm Park—or as the locals called it, Old Park. The city had commissioned the building of a new park about fifteen years ago, denoting it in history as the New Park, leaving Elm Park to antiquity. 

      A flurry of squad cars parked in the gravel lot, along with a firetruck and an ambulance. A gaggle of reporters stood in the overgrown grass, cameras and microphones at their side as they waited for the story. Annie flashed her badge and stepped under the yellow tape, her head swimming from the up and down movement.  

      Bennett spoke to another deputy near the tree line that separated the park from the small forest. Walking up to him, Gibson tapped his shoulder. He spun around and faced her. In his hand, he held a coffee cup.

      “Long night?” he asked, handing the black ambrosia to her. 

      The comment burned Annie’s cheeks, but she accepted her coffee and sipped off the top, careful not to burn her tongue. She wore sunglasses to cover her sleep-riddled eyes, despite the overcast sky, and her hair stood like a rat nest on top of her head. She had also neglected to put on makeup. 

      “Didn’t get much sleep,” she said. 

      “I’m sure.” 

      “What’s going on here? This have to do with Tessa Thompson?” Annie asked.

      Bennett nodded and glanced into the forest. “Remember her friend? Emely Ortega?” 

      “Yeah.” Annie stared at the wall of darkness the trees created. The same forest that had swallowed QP. 

      Sucking on his lip, Bennett was quiet for a second, then he said, “Her name’s crossed off that list, now. Got a call this morning from a jogger. Stumbled across her body. Mom identified her about an hour ago, right when I called you. Tattoo on her right wrist. Mole behind the left ear.”

      Annie cocked her head, and the world swayed. Closing her eyes, she tried to steady herself. Bennett must have taken notice. “Did you speak with the jogger?” she croaked.

      Bennett nodded with a tight jaw. “He’s clean. Has an alibi for the suspected time frame the murder took place.” He glanced up at the clouds, chewed on his cheek. “Gibson, it’s bad. Her face is unrecognizable. Blunt force crushed her skull, muddled her features. It’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen.” 

      Annie didn’t know what to say, how to respond. She closed her eyes and relished as the cool breeze enveloped her. “Murder weapon? Any clues? Leads? Maybe something we can plant?” she asked, still with her eyes closed and enjoying the brisk mid-morning temperature.

       Ignoring the jab, Bennett said, “No weapons. But check this out.” He led her into the forest and across an unkempt trail. They stopped about two hundred yards in. He looked at Annie and said, “This is where he found her.”

      Annie dropped to her haunches, posing like a gorilla with her knuckles in the soft earth. This spot was obviously home to a violent crime. Blood caked the ground. “He left blood this time?” she asked rhetorically.

      “On the ground, and on Emely’s body.” Bennett gestured to a giant sequoia. “See that tree?” 

      “Yeah,” Annie said, standing and walking over to it. Someone had carved the same five names from Tessa Thompson’s house into the trunk. 

      Tessa Thompson had a line through her name. Emely Ortega had a line through her name. Bethany Barnes. Matthew Phelps. Morgan Davis.

      Gibson and Bennett had identified the other names immediately after Tessa Thompson’s murder. They had all went to Galt High. However, none of them populated the same circles. Matthew Phelps was a straight-A student with big-college ambitions. His parents had money and prestige in the community. Bethany Barnes cared more about her social media followers and what outfit she wore. Morgan Davis had attended the school for a short period of time, then disappeared—no one really remembered her or her family, and her picture didn’t appear in any yearbooks. Tessa and Emely were the outsiders. Neither of them were popular with classmates or teachers, and they didn’t mind. They preferred to do their own thing. 

      Reaching into his back pocket, Bennett fished out a can of Grizzly. He packed the tobacco, popped the can, and grabbed a heavy pinch, placing it in his lip. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said, words mumbled as he packed his chew. “How do they all connect?” 

      Annie had been thinking the chew gave Bennett’s pretty-boy appearance an edge, made him somehow more attractive. “I’ve been thinking that since day one. This provide any light?”

      Shrugging, Bennett reached into his back pocket and grabbed an empty Gatorade bottle. He spit a stream of dark liquid into the plastic. Annie caught a whiff of the tobacco and her nausea returned. “Nope.”

      “We have more interviews set up already?” Annie asked. 

      Bennett licked a dark smudge from his chin, then nodded. “We scheduled Matthew to come in this afternoon to answer questions about Emely’s death. Bethany is married to a baseball star in Los Angeles, so we don’t believe she has anything to do with it.”

      “No, but a courtesy call would be nice, warning her that another victim from the list has died. Maybe that’ll rattle a memory. Don’t you think? Or is it easier to plant memories?” Gibson asked. 

      Bennett bit his lip and glanced away from her, biting back a remark. “She’s been contacted, but doesn’t anything. We even instructed the local authorities to touch base with her and keep a heavy surveillance.”

      Still not completely satisfied with the answer, but not knowing what else to do, Annie said, “I’ll look around the area, just as an extra pair of eyes on the crime scene. I’m taking pictures this time.” She grinned. “No hidden hacksaws.”

      “Of course,” Bennett said, then he lumbered back to the park, leaving Annie alone. 

      The forest rattled around her as the wind moved through branches and over dead leaves. Crows barked at each other from high branches, some circled in the sky. Clouds crawled across the morning, blotting the sun, creating a lack of warmth that went to her bones. 

      Looking around, Annie noticed blood. She smelled it, tasted it on her tongue. It seemed to have taken up residence there and permeated through the woods. 

      “What happened here?” Annie asked. “Were you alone, Emely, or with someone? Someone you knew and trusted? A stranger?”

      If she was with someone, it would have been someone she trusted. These pines were scary enough without the added discomfort of traversing them with a stranger. Had someone she trusted killed her? Or had a stranger stalked her from a distance and attacked her when they were out of sight? Annie leaned toward the former. Most people were murdered by family or close friends—someone the victim trusted.

      In the middle of the morning, Gibson felt uncomfortable being alone in those woods. But at night, when the edges of darkness continued to threaten, she never would have entered. 

      “Which means someone invited you in. Who would you trust enough to follow in here?” Who would Tessa Thompson trust enough to let into her house when she was alone? Annie shivered, and she drank her coffee. Emely had said she spoke with Tessa on the phone during the murder.

      “She said someone had stood across the street, staring into the house. After they had vanished, someone had thrown a rock through the window.” Annie remembered how scared Emely had looked when retelling the story. 

      Closing her eyes, Annie massaged her temples with her free hand. “Why would someone Tessa trusted break the window? And why would she call 9-1-1?” The two murders didn’t possess many similarities, other than the women were best friends and part of some master list. Again, that played against the Matthew Phelps tune. 

      “Who are you?” Annie asked. 

      She slowly moved around the crime scene, combing through every off-colored rock and dead pine and capsized beetle, anything that might lend light on the case, that might string together the two murders and sketch a face. 

      After an hour, Annie gave up her pursuit. She would have to wait for the autopsy and forensic reports to come in. Before leaving, she sat on a boulder and glanced up at the sky, finishing her coffee, and she tried to shake the last remnants of her hangover before facing Jones.

      Standing up and taking one last inventory of the scene, Annie noticed something odd in her peripheral. When she tried to focus on the item, it disappeared into the muck. Looking away so the item only appeared from the edge of her vision, she saw it again, beside the trunk of the tree. Approaching the object, Annie noticed that mud and blood covered it, making it appear more like a rock jutting from the ground than a heart-shaped locket.
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      Savannah had called a taxi from Annie’s house line, and it had ferried her the thirty miles to Sacramento County Juvenile Correctional Facility.

      After staring at farmland touching against the highway for half an hour, the probation staff working the desk looked up Savannah’s name and sadly turned her away from the metallic door leading into the Visitor Center. “Sorry, Ms. Espinoza,” a woman said. She had chubby cheeks and dark hair pulled into a ponytail. A mole exploded from her neck, two dark hairs creeping from the discolored formation. Her name tag read Ruiz. “You need permission from the court, or from your brother’s P.O. I can save use both time and guarantee, based on the nature and severity of the case, that it won’t happen. Only legal guardians may visit.”

      Running her hand through her curly hair, Savannah said, “Fuck that. No. My mom’s a junkie, stashed away in court-ordered rehab. I’m nineteen. That means I’m Leo’s guardian. I’m allowed to see my brother.” She wanted to tell the lady—Ruiz—to call Annie Gibson, but that would compromise whatever arrangement they had going. If Annie had used a fake ID to check out Savannah, that meant she didn’t want other people knowing about it. 

      “Do you have a court order proving guardianship?” Ruiz asked, looking bored. “I noticed you were just released from the behavioral hospital. Not only that, but you took part in the crimes Mr. Espinoza will face trial for. I can’t imagine any way of you seeing him today. I’m sorry.” 

      A memory flashed through Savannah’s mind. I have deep-rooted connections with the courts, Dr. Tacet had told her. What if she contacted him? Could he pull strings and allow her to see Leo? 

      “Call the hospital,” Savannah demanded, showing her impatience. “Call the behavioral hospital. Ask for Dr. Tacet.”

      “I will have to ask you to leave,” Ruiz said.

      “You’ll have to arrest me before I leave. I just spent a year locked in a mental hospital with nothing but my nightmares, and worse, my memories to keep me company. I couldn’t close my eyes without seeing Evan’s blood mist from his body. Without seeing Tyler’s or QP’s dead bodies. Without watching Robert sacrifice himself so I could live.” Savannah caught her breath. “However, when I’m arrested and I get my one phone call, I’ll call the behavioral hospital myself, speak with Dr. Tacet, then walk through this door and sit my ass down with my brother. So, are we can gonna dance all day, or can I borrow your goddamn phone?” 

      A flash of annoyance crossed over the woman’s face. She probably wanted nothing more than to pepper spray Savannah right across the mouth. Instead, she unhooked the phone and slid it beneath the safety glass. She turned to her computer, typed on the keyboard, then punched a number into the dial pad. 

      “Thank you,” Savannah mouthed, putting the phone to her ear, listening to it ring.

      “Sacramento Behavioral Hospital, how may I direct your call?” answered a friendly female voice. 

      “Hi,” Savannah said. “I’m looking to speak with Dr. Tacet.”

      “I’m sorry, he’s not accepting phone calls right now.” 

      “Tell him it’s Savannah Espinoza, and it’s urgent.”

      The receptionist remained mute for a beat, the power of Savannah’s name dawning on her. Finally, she said, “I’ll transfer you to his office.” 

      Before Savannah had the chance to thank her, the line clicked and music played. She glanced up at the probation staff, who clicked the top of a pen over and over. 

      “This is Dr. Tacet,” said the deadly calm voice. 

      “Hi, it’s me, Savannah,” she said, covering the mouthpiece and turning away from Ruiz. “I need your help.” 

      “Savannah,” he said. “Not even twenty-four hours have passed. What trouble have you found yourself in?” 

      “You said you have connections with the court, right?” 

      A moment of silence. “Indeed.” 

      “Well, I wanted…I need to see Leo. I have to. It’s a been a year. I have no friends. My mom is in rehab, and I don’t…I don’t think I could even see her right now. You know? I just don’t know if I can see her and not feel angry, not say something I’ll regret. Leo’s all I have, and I need to see someone and talk to someone I know.” Her voice broke as she fought against her welling emotions.

      “You’re there right now? At the juvenile facility?” 

      Nodding, Savannah said, “Yes.” 

      “That’s a tricky place you’re putting me in. Certain strings are best left unpulled.”

      “I honestly, and with all due respect, Dr. Tacet, don’t give a shit if you pull a bloody tampon string to get me in there. I’m not leaving this place until I see Leo.” 

      Sighing, Tacet said, “Are you sure you know what you’re asking?” 

      “Yes,” she said. 

      “Okay. I’ll call my contacts under one condition.” For the first time, his voice held malice. 

      “What?” she whispered. 

      “I know where you are, who you’re with. She’s a dangerous person, almost as dangerous as you.” He paused there, as if wetting his throat with a drink of water. “I know you want to find Dumah and destroy it. But you can’t. The demon is too powerful. But I will make the call for you if—and only if—when you find the demon, you bring me the mask so I can dispose of it properly. Do we have a deal?” 

      Shocked into silence, Savannah didn‘t know what to say. How did he know she was with Annie Gibson? Why did he say she was dangerous? Why did he want the mask? Did he believe in the demon? That he could destroy it?

      “Savannah?” he asked when she didn’t respond. “Are you there?”

      “If I bring you the mask, will you get Leo off the hook? I mean, can you—”

      “I can get you in front of him today. Take it or leave it, Savannah, but I’m a busy man.” 

      “Okay,” she said, not sure what she had agreed to. 

      He told her to wait, and soon someone would allow her into the Visitor Facility. Handing the phone back to the Ruiz, Savannah meandered to a chair and sat, staring at the blue wall in front of her, losing her bearings to unanswerable questions. After an unknown amount of time had passed, she heard someone calling her name. Turning, she noticed Ruiz yelling for her from behind the glass partition. 

      Before walking through a metal detector and into the Visitor Center, Savannah glanced at Ruiz, boasting a disapproving glare. 

      Savannah sat on a cream-colored plastic chair in the Visitor Center. She folded her arms across a checker-board surface and she stared intently at the door that led back to the units. A can of Pepsi and a bag of Doritos lay next to her elbow. She had used some of Gibson’s hundred dollars to purchase Leo snacks.

      Lifting a finger to her mouth, she chewed on her nail. Her stomach felt tight, like the nerves pressed against her insides.

      Over a year had passed since she had seen her brother. 

      From across the room, the security door clicked and popped open. Breaking from her thoughts, Savannah glanced toward the noise. A blue-uniformed guard who sported a large, black beard and about fifty excess pounds strolled into the area, thumbs punched into his utility belt. 

      When he reached the sign-in desk, he slapped the counter and shouted a greeting to the petite blonde who sat behind the partition and mostly stared at a computer screen. They talked, but Savannah couldn’t hear what they were saying, nor did she care. 

      Her attention fixed on the boy who had shuffled in after the guard. He wore dark-blue pants and a light-gray sweater and brown slides. His hair obscured his eyes and most of his face. With shoulders hunched and head down, Leo was nearly unrecognizable. 

      The guard’s booming voice echoed through the room, as he said, “Espinoza. Your thirty minutes has started. Walk around the sitting area, not through.” 

      Savannah watched her brother look up for the first time and scan the room. Then he dragged his feet around the perimeter of the Visitor Center to her table, and he sat at the chair across from his sister. She wanted, needed, to leap from her spot and hug him and hold him, but the guards had warned her against physical touch of any kind. 

      Leo’s hair blanketed his eyes as he stared downward. He smelled of processed food and cheap soap. 

      He’s an eighth-grader now, she thought, trying to put everything into perspective. She should have been a freshman in college this year, taking general education classes and going to dorm parties. 

      “Hi,” tickled the edge of her tongue, but is that really what she wanted to say? “Hi. How are you?” She bit down and the silence between them ensued. 

      Fidgeting, Savannah’s elbow bumped the Pepsi can, knocking it over so it rolled across the table and bounced onto the tile. Soda hissed from the silver can, spraying into the air and landing onto the dirty ground in drops that eventually formed a puddle. 

      She cringed as the memory of Robert smashing the beer can over Jimmy’s head played through her mind. A similar hissing had sprayed from the can that night—but blood, not soda, had formed the puddle. 

      “Shit,” Savannah said, fumbling toward the ground. She lifted the can, and the tight spray of pop worked across her shirt, staining the off-white brown. Turning the can around, she sprayed Leo, and he jumped out of his chair to avoid the stream. Releasing the can from her hand and allowing it to lie on the table and shoot into the air so a sweet mist enveloped her, Savannah glanced around the room. 

      The large guard who had escorted in Leo and the small blonde who worked the front desk both stared in Savannah’s direction. 

      Not knowing what to do, she raised a hand, then pointed at the table. “I dropped it. On accident,” she said across the room. 

      Savannah spared a quick look at Leo. He had pushed back his hair, which appeared shiny and damp from the soda, and he wore a soft smile. 

      “I hope you’re not laughing at me,” Savannah said without thinking. “That soda was for you, and I’m not buying you another one.”

      The guard appeared at the table with a rag. He smelled of energy drinks and stale cigarette smoke. He handed the damp towel to Savannah, showcasing a gentle grin behind his gristle.

      “Thank you,” she said, wiping her face and dabbing her shirt before handing it to Leo. 

      The guard nodded and strolled away, whistling a familiar tune that Savannah couldn’t place. She followed him to the vending machine, purchased a new soda, then returned to Leo.

      “That’s Hanson,” Leo said, wiping down the table, then kneeling and mopping up the mess on the floor. When he finished, he covered the broken can with the rag and carried them to the trash, then returned and sat and popped open the new soda and ripped apart the chip bag.

      Savannah thought the silence might pervade once more, but she said, “They didn’t let me have a phone. I wanted to call you, every day I wanted to call you, but I didn’t have a phone.”

      Swallowing a handful of chips, Leo said, “Did that place make you soft?” 

      “What?” Savannah asked, wiping away a stray tear. 

      “You, more than anyone I’ve ever known, have had plenty of reason to cry, and you never have. At least not that I’ve seen.” 

      She barked a laugh. “Shut up. I’m happy. These are happy tears. Have I ever had the chance to cry these before?” 

      Shaking his head, Leo said, “Probably not.” He grabbed a few more chips and tossed them in his mouth.

      “How’re you? I mean, really. Are they treating you good here?”

      Nodding, Leo said, “I get three meals a day and a hot shower. They got a full court to play basketball, a big-screen TV, a PS4, and a pool. And I’m on the honor system, so I get to use it all. Sava, it’s nicer than home. At least, any home we ever knew.” 

      “They got it all but a barber, huh?” 

      “What? You don’t like my haircut?” 

      Leo informed Savannah of his past year while behind bars, mostly convincing her that the place wasn’t that bad, and the food was halfway decent. But there were no girls, other than staff—but no cute staff…and so on.

      When he finished, Savannah said, “When they had me admitted to the mental hospital, I learned a lot about honesty. How we need to speak our mind, but in like a loving, bullshit kind of way. How we should reflect on how actions and words affect us.” She chuckled. “I don’t know. Maybe I have gone soft. It’s just…when I saw you walk in here, with your hair all emo-like and the way you stared at your feet, well, I thought you weren’t doing well.” 

      He drank from the soda. The smile that teased the corner of his lips fell apart. “I’m not happy, Sava. I think there’s a difference between being treated good or having nice things and being happy. I don’t have you. I don’t have Mom. None of my friends. I’m alone here.” 

      Rolling up his sweatshirt sleeves, Leo bared his left forearm to her. Dark scars crisscrossed the skin. 

      Savannah gasped, covered her mouth. 

      “My trial begins in less than a month. I agreed to plead guilty,” Leo said, rolling down his sleeves. “I’m a minor, so they offered me a deal. They said if I confessed to the murders of QP, Tyler, and Evan’s dad, and if I implicated Evan in the other murders, then they’d furlough my time.”

      “You can’t,” Savannah said, her hand still covering her mouth.

      Frowning, Leo said, “I know. But, Sava, I confessed that night. Remember? They don’t care if a demon possessed me, made me do it. Fuck, Sava—“

      “Language,” she snapped.

      “I beginning to doubt Dumah possessed me. I mean, I don’t know. That shit doesn’t happen in real life.  The DA wants to charge me with two life sentences. Plus, they have me as a known gang affiliate. Mom’s a CPA case. I have no other options but to accept the deal.” 

      “We have to fight. You didn’t kill anyone. Neither did Evan.” 

      “I killed three people, Sava. If I stick with that story, they agreed to only sentence me to twenty years with a chance of parole. That means a chance at a real life.”

      “What about Evan?” Savannah asked louder than she intended, garnering the attention of the massive guard and his female friend. “What about Evan,” she asked again, whispering. “What about his mom? She can testify. Say the demon possessed you, then her son.” 

      Glancing at the table, Leo traced his right fingers over his left palm. “She already testified. Wrote it out and signed it for evidence.”

      Savannah’s stomach clenched. Her skin flushed with heat and she felt the sudden urge to vomit. “And?” But she didn’t really want to know what Christine had said.

      “She said…” Leo gulped. “Evan and I planned everything. That we had worked together for you. She said if you and Robert hadn’t intervened, we would all have been killed. You lost your sanity because you couldn’t handle what me and Evan, the two men you loved the most, had done.” 

      A grouping of crayon-colored artwork adorned the wall behind Leo. Savannah couldn’t make out the details of the images, nor did she try to, but she stared at them, allowed the colors to swirl and mix into a hazy blob. 

      “Where is she, now?” Savannah asked, hoping she could leave here and surprise Christine. Convince the woman to tell the truth, as crazy as it might sound. 

      Heavy footfalls echoed through the large, empty room. Glancing over her shoulder, Savannah saw the bearded guard approaching. He whistled a familiar tune. She turned back to her brother. 

      “Where is she?”

      “It doesn’t matter, Sava. I’m stepping forward on this. I don’t want to spend my life in jail.” 

      Slapping the table with her palms, Savannah stood. “There’s no stepping forward. Forward is off the cliff. It’s falling. It’s dying. There’s only fighting. Where’s Christine?” 

      The guard’s footsteps increased in speed, and a few seconds later, he appeared behind Leo. “Espinoza, your time is up.”

      Sava glared at her little brother. “Where?” 

      He matched her stare, then he stood. He had grown in the past year, and his eyes were level with hers.

      “I want a life again,” he said, then he led the guard to the front desk.
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      Gibson stormed from the woods and noticed Jones sitting in her squad car, talking onto the phone, staring out at the gray sky. Shoving by a random forensic technician, Gibson marched toward the car, ignoring Bennett’s voice calling after her. When she reached the vehicle, she threw open the door. 

      Jones glared at Gibson, spoke into her phone, “I have to call you back. Something came up.” She set the phone in the center cupholder, lifted her ass from the seat and reached into her back pocket—all this without sparing a second glance at Gibson. 

      From behind, Bennett grabbed Annie’s arm, spinning her around. “What’re you doing?” he asked, anger flooding his low-toned voice. “She’s talking to the chief about the investigation. About us.”

      Tearing her arm away, Gibson turned from Bennett and faced Jones. The woman had retrieved a battered Marlboro carton, a cigarette stuck to her lower lip, a flame flickering off the top of a blue Bic lighter. She inhaled. The cigarette’s tip glowed orange. Out of the side of her lips, she exhaled a mouthful of acrid smoke toward Gibson. Then she faced her deputy.

      “Well holy shit, Jones,” Gibson said. “I didn’t know you were trying for Broadway. With that kind of goddamn drama, you could be singing under bright lights.”

      “What do you want, Gibson?” she asked, venom harsh in her tone. “You have to the end of this smoke, then I’m done talking to you.” The end of the cigarette glowed once more. 

      Gibson was angry. Angry at herself, at her partner, at Jones, at this investigation, at the fact that another victim had appeared. That anger joined with her pounding head and roiling stomach, and that mixed with a deep-rooted fear, creating a clouded rage she couldn’t see beyond, that led her straight to Jones. “Quit the high-and-mighty act. You were a shit cop who had granddaddy connections. Put your boots in the blood and mud, see how well you fare. You think you can solve this case? Prevent another murder? Be my guest, kick me off the case, but don’t act like you can get out here and do any better.”

      Disbelief clouded Jones’s features. She stepped from the vehicle. Her full height was just below Gibson’s eyes, yet her presence boasted more size than most football players. “You’re hungover again,” she snapped. 

      “Gibson,” Bennett chimed, like a stupid child who needed to piss and was trying to get her attention. 

      “You’re not allowed to speak,” Gibson said, pointing at her partner. 

      Jones exhaled. Half the cigarette remained. “I heard someone found a weapon in Tessa’s house. Dried blood stuck to the serrations? Found in the spot you had searched. Tell me, Gibson, were you hungover that day, too?” She chuckled. “Why do I even ask? It’s a waste of my breath.” As if to emphasize her point, she puffed a cloud of smoke into Gibson’s face.

      Without restraint, Gibson cackled. She glanced back at Bennett. The trees in the background towered over him. “Did she really shove her dick that far up your ass? You really planted that evidence for her? And for what? So she can use and abuse you in order for her to look good on camera? To uphold the good-old-boy Jones name? You see that, right?”

      “Gibson,” Jones said. “Are you drunk right now? Do I need to start an internal affairs investigation into your drinking habits? Maybe we should explore some options. Paid suspension until you’ve completed AA classes.” 

      “Your threats are dumb,” Gibson said. “Paper-fucking-thin. Let me ask you a question, Lieutenant Jones. After you found that hacksaw last night, I assume you issued an APB for James Gross. Did you ever locate him?”

      “No,” Jones said, crossing her arms with impatience. 

      Grinning, Gibson said, “Bullshit. Where is he?” 

      “How would she know, Annie?” Bennett asked. “How would any of us know where Gross is? That’s the damn point of an APB.”

      Ignoring Bennett, Gibson continued, “Did he kill Emely Ortega?”

      “Gibson,” Jones said, pointing to the dwindling end of her cigarette. “I know you’re trying to make some kind of point, but could you please hurry and get to it? I have to return the chief’s call.” 

      “I found something at the crime scene, away from Emely’s body,” Gibson said, unable to contain her smile. 

      Gibson basked in the shocked faces of her partner and supervising officer. When they asked her what she found, she only smirked, turned, and headed back into the woods. Sparing a glance, she had the pleasure of watching Jones toss the cigarette on the ground and follow her. 

      When they returned to the crime scene, Gibson showed them the necklace she had found buried in the mud. They didn’t see it at first, so Gibson fit gloves to her hands and lifted the mud-coated cord from the ground. A heart, darkened from blood and muck, dangled at the end.

      “What’s this have to do with James Gross?” Bennett asked, following the chain’s swing, back and forth.

      “I don’t know,” Gibson said, shrugging. “But I believe when you run this through evidence, you won’t find Gross’s or Ortega’s fingerprints on it. I think we’ll get a clue pointing toward the real killer.”

      “Are you drunk right now?” Jones asked again. 

      Not bothering to answer the question, Gibson popped the clutch and opened the locket. “Holy shit,” she said, as she watched the pictures inside the hearts dangle in circles.

      “What?” Bennett asked, stepping forward. “What’s in there?” 

      Placing it level on her palm, Gibson showed the photographs to Jones and Bennett. She hadn’t bothered to open it before, too heated and anxious to march her ass up to Jones and chew her out. Now, she wished she had. She felt like she stood on a muddy hillside, sliding backward as she fought to climb forward.

      “That’s Matthew Phelps and Sadie Robbins,” Gibson said. 

      “The girl who went missing five years ago?” Jones asked, staring at the images. “Why is she…why is Matthew Phelps in this locket with her?” 

      “Um, sorry to interrupt, but I’m not from this town,” Bennett said. “Who’s this Sadie Robbins girl?” 

      “Long story,” both women said at once. Gibson looked at Jones. They met eyes, and Jones grinned with amusement.

      “I forget,” Jones said. “Everyone here knows everyone, everything. I just assumed you did, too.”

      “What happened?” he asked, glancing into the trees at the sound of a snapping twig. A black bird jumped from a branch and smeared the gray sky.

      “I’m not from here either, but I went to Galt High School my senior year,” Gibson said. “Sadie was in my class. I didn’t know her well…” she trailed off for a second, lost in her memories. “Shit.” 

      “What?” Jones asked. 

      “She hung out with Matthew Phelps, all the time. They were, like, best friends. I didn’t even make that connection when I saw his name on that list, and now this. And he still lives here in town.” 

      “Have we interviewed him?” Jones asked. 

      “Of course,” Gibson sneered. “His name was on a list at a murder scene. You think we didn’t call him?”

      “And he’s scheduled for another interview this afternoon,” Bennett added. “I scrolled through Emely’s texts. He was the last person she had contacted. They planned to meet here.” 

      “What the fuck?” Gibson and Jones said simultaneously. This time, they didn’t enjoy the irony, but glared at Bennett.

      “You didn’t think that’s something we wanted to know?” Gibson asked. 

      Bennett stammered, then said, “I was going to tell Jones as soon as she hung up the phone, and…and—”

      Hearing enough, Gibson said, “You withheld evidence because it didn’t align with your evidence planting? Are you kidding me?” 

      As if to save face, Bennett said, “There was never any evidence pointing toward Matthew, and he had an alibi the night of Tessa’s murder.” 

      “What the hell does that have to do with this murder? Oh, I know,” Gibson said, snapping her fingers. “Because it contradicts your fake evidence. Shit, you guys. How stupid are you? You’re that desperate, Jones?”

      “Gibson, you need to calm down. Bennett didn’t—”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Annie,” Bennett said, “I swear I didn’t plant evidence.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I wanted to show Jones the texts because it confirms a theory we had about two killers.” Bennett and Jones shared a look with each other. “Annie, I swear. I didn’t plant evidence. This isn’t some movie where we arrest the wrong guy and the killer walks free. We found the saw with his fingerprints stamped on the handle. Tessa’s blood rusted the blades. What more can I say?”

      Shaking her head, realizing the conversation wouldn’t solve the murder, Gibson asked, “What’s it matter, anyway? We’re focused on Emely, now.” Gibson no longer felt hungover, she felt beaten. Like the Earth had imploded and collapsed on her, and she had to bear the weight of its destruction. “What about this?” She allowed the necklace to dangle from her fingers. “How do you explain Matthew here?” She glanced at Jones for reinforcement. “I remember he had asked her out. They were best friends, and he had fallen in love. Teenager shit. She told him no, embarrassed him. A month later,” Gibson snapped her fingers, “she’s gone. How is he not questioned? Now, his name is on two different kill lists from two different murders. Every other name is a female. Not only that, but we find a picture of him at a crime scene. How do you explain it?” She rambled, spoke in circles, and she knew it, but she also knew Gross didn’t fit. 

      He was a junkie who had lost his mind, according to coworkers, friends, and what little family he stayed in touch with. How could he plan to murder Tessa Thompson and get away with it? Why would he murder Tessa Thompson? There was no connection. 

      “Gibson,” Jones said, her voice similar to a parent trying to calm a child. “I really think you should take time off from work. Step away from the case.”

      “No,” she said. “That won’t happen. You have the wrong guy. We need to find Matthew Phelps.” More than anything, Annie wanted a drink—she wanted to warm her body with fiery whiskey, burn her mind until she felt and thought of nothing but obscurity. 

      “We will interview Matthew Phelps,” Jones said. “He had an alibi the night of Tessa’s murder. You know that. Gross was in the wind. He could have been anywhere, done anything. The fingerprints on the murder weapon. Gibson, I know you don’t want to admit you made a mistake, that you overlooked crucial evidence that could have sealed the case months ago…but you did.”

      “The two murders are related,” she said, then she added a stray thought that had never crossed her mind before. “So is Karissa Kross.” Immediately, she wished she hadn’t added the missing girl. Karissa had dated James Gross, which only helped prove Jones’s and Bennett’s case. Yet, everything connected somehow.

      “How are they related?” Bennett interjected, a hint of disappointment in his voice. “No blood at one crime scene, this one a gory mess. The causes of death are different. The locations in which they were murdered. You know all this. What makes it so impossible that Gross murdered Tessa and Phelps murdered Ortega?”

      “We found the same list at both crime scenes,” Gibson said 

      If they had found the saw, their theory made sense. Two separate murders by two separate men. What did Occam’s Razor state? When faced with multiple solutions to a problem, the simplest was always correct. Neglecting to thoroughly search an attic while hungover seemed possible. Two murderers in two unconnected cases seemed to fit this puzzle. So why didn’t her gut agree with the logic? Was it the alcohol?

      “Coincidence. Copycat. I don’t know,” Bennett said, shrugging. “Maybe an accomplice. Or maybe it’s James Gross, and he doesn’t have an established MO. Maybe he stalked both girls, murdered them, and detailed who’s next on his list for us. He’s a psychopath, Gibson. We can’t expect him to follow some cookie-cutter, serial-killer methodology created in movies and books. This is real life. Look at the damn facts.”

      Taking a step back, Gibson did just that. She surveyed the evidence. The murders from last year, and the eerie similarities they shared with the murders happening now: The mask’s involvement, inhuman slaughtering of another life, no consistent kill patterns between victims, and the horrible secrets that bound the cases together. 

      “There was a rumor that flew around the school,” Gibson said. “A terrible rumor so gruesome, it made no sense. I don’t think anyone believed it. They probably didn’t even repeat it to the police.” Gibson glanced at Jones. “Did you hear of such a rumor?”

      “No,” she said. “I only heard that Matthew killed Sadie out of anger, like you said earlier.”

      “It goes that Matthew invited Sadie to a beach house near Bodega. She agreed, and they rode up together. Except they never went to Bodega. He took her to an old cabin in Tahoe. Broken windows and rotting walls and a leaky roof, the whole gambit. A hatch rested in the middle of the floor and dived into a dark basement. The rumors spread like fire. Truth became as black and obscure as the smoke. People said Matthew forced her to perform with animals. Others said he made her worship him, grovel at his feet, as she crawled around a floor littered with broken glass. Still others claimed that Sadie still lives, and she ran off somewhere. Matthew had an alibi the night he was supposed to be in Bodega. Studying with friends. Isn’t that odd, since he also had an alibi the night of Tessa’s murder?” 

      “What’s your point?” Jones asked, crossing her arms, tiring of standing beneath the forest canopy and listening to Gibson drone. 

      The secrets, she thought. Evan, Savannah, QP, Robert, and Tyler had kept their secret around Jimmy’s death. Matthew had his own secrets to keep with Sadie’s disappearance. Were they all hiding a secret, and did Dumah, the punisher of silence, now seek to divvy out punishment to them?

      Staring up at the treetops, Gibson said, “You’re right.”

      Shocked, Jones said, “What?”

      “This case…no, the Masked Massacre rooted itself into my mind and rotted me. I keep seeing demons and making connections detrimental to the investigation. I’ll take you up on the offer—I need to take time away and recalibrate.” 

      Truthfully, Annie needed Savannah’s help. Her drunken self had made a strong decision by signing the girl out of Mental Health, a decision that might pay off. No one on the force would allow Gibson to chase a demon. She had to do this on her own time, in her own way. And she needed Savannah’s help to do it.

      “Are you sure?” Bennett asked. “We’re so close to breaking this open and weathering the storm.” 

      Gibson shook her head. “No, you’re so close. I’ve done nothing but hinder any progress.” 

      “You get two weeks,” Jones said. “Use that time to sober up and get your shit together. If you come back looking like a sleep-deprived whore, then you might need to dream up a new job.” 

      “Okay,” Gibson said. “That’s fair.” She handed the necklace to Bennett, meeting his stare. He didn’t appear angry or spiteful—in fact, he looked relieved, like five years had melted from his stressed, uptight face. “See you around.” 

      Bennett nodded, and Gibson walked back to her car alone. 
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      Forty minutes and a fifty-dollar cab ride later, Savannah stood above Evan Lewis’s tombstone. A cluster of wet leaves had blown onto the slick stone, and they now obscured the words carved into it. She didn’t care to brush them away and read the epitaph. What cheap sentiments would it say? Loving son. Great friend. 

      Scoffing at the thought, she mumbled her own remembrances. “You were a terrible son, Evan Lewis. You allowed your father to abuse you and your mom. But more, you were a bad friend—but who of us isn’t? We’re all self-absorbed and idiotic. We’re all stubborn, but—” 

      Unable to finish, Savannah wiped tears from her face. Her throat felt tight, her tongue heavy. She wanted to hold Evan, to kiss his perennially chapped lips and run her fingers through his fiery hair. 

      Why had she even come here? Why subject herself to this untethered misery? Why allow herself to float in the storm of despair, sinking deeper into the depths of sorrow? 

      “Quit feeling sorry for yourself,” she said. Staring at the leaf-littered headstone, Savannah bent down and wiped away the debris.

      Evan Michael Lewis. 

      2000-2018. 

      That’s all it said. Silence followed the name and dates—the silence that had always haunted Evan in life now lingered in his death. She wished she had something to set before the grave marker, or at least provide words. Could she pray? Had Evan been religious? Unable to remember, Savannah wrapped her arms around herself, shielding her body from the sudden cold. 

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice carried by a slight breeze. Closing her eyes, she tried her best to pray. “God, I don’t know how to do this anymore, but I hope Evan is there beside you, listening to this. If anyone deserved heaven, it was him—for he lived in a hell on Earth. He…he made mistakes, but who doesn’t? He made them, and, in the end, he owned them. That’s more than most people do.” 

      Thoughts of her mom and of Leo and of her own actions swirled through the haze in her mind. 

      “I don’t know if I’m allowed to ask for favors,” she prayed. “But somewhere it says you make the impossible possible. With Leo about to start his trial, his chance of release looks impossible. Destroying Dumah looks impossible. Having anyone else on Earth believe me seems impossible. Help me clear Evan’s name. He deserved that much. And whatever remains of this dark night, God, please see me through.”

      Standing, Savannah said, “You’re an idiot, Evan, for getting yourself killed. But you’ll always be my idiot.”

      As she shuffled away from Evan’s gravesite, her gaze lingered on the tombstone beside his. Christine Lewis. Evan’s mother. Savannah wanted to ask her why. Why had she lied to the authorities about Leo? About her own son? Why had she killed herself? Savannah wanted to curse her, spit on her grave, yet she didn’t think the cowardly woman deserved that attention. No, Savannah figured. Time and history should forget Christine—a wasted life unremembered by the world she so silently lived in.

      So, Savannah continued past Mrs. Lewis’s grave, glancing around the gray cemetery. Being there alone sent chills down her spine. She didn’t fear the dead buried beneath six feet of soil, nor did she think their ghosts would haunt or harm her more than they already did, living and breathing in her mind. 

      And that’s what she feared the most, what forced her to bundle up and make herself small—the memories that lingered like specters. 

      The last time she stepped foot on the hallowed, damp earth of Galt Cemetery was when QP had coordinated their last Halloween get-together. Little did he know, his surprise had served as their last—a deadly bang that would never leave Savannah. They had accidentally murdered a friend and unknowingly summoned a demon that would continue to stalk them beyond that night. 

      Circling the graveyard, staying off the wet grass and sticking to the cement sidewalks, Savannah stood at the spot where they had hurriedly buried Jimmy’s body. Her and Tyler had sat against one of those headstones and held each other in shock as Evan and Robert and QP clanked shovels and dug a hole. 

      Movement behind a large cottonwood caught Savannah’s attention. Shifting her gaze, she noticed a figure obscured by fog—a darkly clad figure wearing what appeared to be a mask.

      Rooted in place, she regarded the silhouette, and it stared at her—like two duelists about to draw. Then like an explosion, Savannah burst forward. She leaped over headstones and dodged trees until she arrived at the cottonwood. Her chest heaved as she fought for breath. Saliva filled her mouth and a cold sweat broke. For a second, she thought she might vomit from the physical exertion. In the mental hospital, she hadn’t so much as though about exercise. 

      The apparition had vanished. Putting her hands on her knees, she bent over and allowed spit to drain off her lips as she controlled her breathing. 

      A hand pressed against her shoulder. Jumping around and swinging at the air behind her, Savannah noticed a heavyset man extending an arm. A slender lady dressed all in black stood behind him. They appeared familiar, relatives from another life. How did Savannah know the couple?

      “Sorry,” she said, stuffing her hands into her jacket pocket.

      “I’m sorry,” the man said, touching his chest. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I just saw that—”

      “You’re QP’s dad. Dean?” Savannah blurted, recognizing the gentle deep of the man’s voice. It matched his son’s sing-song tone. 

      After noticing the similar speech patterns, Savannah saw the similarities in the man’s features—him and QP shared the same jaw and nose. Glancing at the woman, she saw QP’s eyes, that same serious gaze that always conflicted with a gentle, easygoing smile. 

      “I am.” Dean stepped back. His wife, Charlotte, grabbed his hand, and they stood and regarded Savannah. “And you’re—”

      “I am,” Savannah interrupted. The three of them regarded each other in a moment of silence. Savannah didn’t know what to say. Her brother was facing charges for the murder of their son. Would they take their confusion and frustration out on Savannah? Would they understand her position? “I’m sorry. For everything.”

      Dean cast his gaze to the shadow-covered sidewalk. Charlotte cleared her throat and said, “He loved you. Cormac.”

      The simple statement dug into Savannah, hurt her more than any insult. Did they hold her responsible for what had happened to him? Were they bitter because Savannah lived and QP died? If she could change roles, she would in a heartbeat. 

      Licking her lips, Savannah said, “I loved him, too. I miss him.” 

      “Yet you’re not here to visit his gravesite,” Charlotte said.

      No, Savannah had visited Evan’s, the other charged killer in the Masked Massacre. Sister to one killer, girlfriend to the other, as the media played it. Did everyone see her as guilty by association?

      “Charlotte,” Dean said in a whisper, as if afraid Savannah might hear him. “You know she had nothing to do with that night.” 

      How pedantic of him. If he only knew. Savannah had everything to do with that night. She still watched Robert’s head collapse under the brute force of the bat every time she closed her eyes. She still heard Leo’s confession when he told her he had killed QP and Tyler. She lived with the nightmare—all the curdling sounds and rotten stenches and gruesome sights. Dean had it all wrong. 

      “I wanted to see them all,” Savannah said, biting off each word. 

      It sounded so paper-thin. See them all. See the dead. The forgotten. And for what? To read the words scarred into their stones, the misremembrances of their best person, but never themselves, never who they really were as people—broken and confused and human.

      “But what?” Charlotte asked, narrowing her eyes and challenging Savannah. 

      “But they’re gone,” Savannah said. “I saw Evan’s tombstone and realized that’s all that’s left, a few words, a couple dates, and one stone. There’s nothing left to see, to say, except to those who remain. Me. You two. That’s who I really want to see and talk to. You guys. QP lives through us, through our memories of him.” She didn’t mean to snap, but Charlotte drove her bitterness too far into Savannah and struck a chord. 

      She could have called out Charlotte and Dean for never being there for their son to begin with, for buying his love. He had everything, except parents who showed that they cared for him. That’s how he had found Savannah, Evan, Tyler, and Robert, that’s how they had created their family—they were all products of neglect. 

      Quietly, Charlotte said, “I’m sorry.” 

      “I think I’d like that,” Dean said. “To remember my son. Would you…would you like to come over for lunch?” 

      The question rocked Savannah. She hadn’t expected to be invited to their home, to sit in the kitchen and eat their food. What would she say? The only memories she had of QP cast him in an immature, childish light. Would his parents want to hear those stories, to see their son reduced to a teenage boy? 

      They would. They wanted to know their son in death. They wanted him to come alive, and Savannah held his breath. 

      “I’d love to,” she said. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Dean had offered Savannah a ride to their house. Without thought, she had accepted. Of Gibson’s hundred dollars, only eighteen and change remained. As she rode in the backseat, she stared out the window and watched the world zoom past her. Charlotte and Dean sat silently in the front seat of the Audi, not even bothering to play the radio. 

      When they arrived at their mansion, Savannah took in the exuberance. She had grown up in a small, aged apartment with three bedrooms and one bathroom. Her neighbor’s house butted up against her laughably small side yard, and the backyard didn’t even exist. 

      A long driveway winded up to an estate surrounded by vineyard. A sea of green, manicured lawn stretched around the home, and heavy trees perfectly pruned covered dark windows. The nearest neighbor lived a quarter-mile away. When Savannah stepped out of the car, she didn’t hear honking or tires over asphalt. She didn’t have to ignore the neighbors screaming at each other, hear the children running in the street. Instead, she heard nothing but wind and birds. 

      She felt disgust. How did people live like this, knowing that others scrounged dumpsters for food, didn’t have beds to sleep in, or proper clothes to wear? Yet in the mirror, they saw Mother Teresa. When the news came on talking about some kid abused by his junkie mom, killed by some gang or a cop, or they spoke to their friends and colleagues about third-world nations suffering from common maladies, these people always swooned.

      “Oh, the poor kid. I wish I could adopt him. I wish I could do something.” Always reducing the world’s problems to I. To them. Even through generosity, they were selfish pricks, trying to feel empathy as they sat on their leather couches that cost more than a hotel room, drinking alcohol that could feed a family of twelve, wearing silk pajamas that could provide water to an impoverished village. And still, they had the audacity and the nerve to feel sorry. 

      Savannah’s anger must have shown on her face. 

      Dean touched her shoulder, glanced at her with knowing eyes. “We’ve been blessed,” he said.

      She flinched. Is that how blessings worked? she wondered. You bury them in your own greed and selfishness? If a fortune fell into her lap, what would she do? Disappear into an isolated part of the country and build a personal resort where she could forget about the realities of life and struggle? Or would she donate it, give it away, help others? 

      It was easy to hate others due to jealousy, but in their situation, the lines became blurry. Why wouldn’t she look out for herself? No one else ever did. 

      A door shut. Savannah turned and noticed Charlotte gone, swallowed by the massive home. She feared to follow the woman inside, to see the wide open halls and the expansive rooms, the isolation and loneliness and silence that QP had lived with every day. 

      Dean stood beside her, hand still on her shoulder. It felt too heavy there, like a dead creature. “Should we go inside?” Savannah asked. 

      “I think so,” Dean said, finally removing his hand. “Come on.” 

      The house was immense. An elephant could have trumped down the hallways. A plane could have landed in the living room. Savannah felt dizzy, disoriented looking around. It all seemed unreal to her. How did two people live so lavishly? No wonder QP felt unseen, unnoticed. 

      Dean led her into a kitchen the size of Savannah’s old apartment, and he gestured for her to sit at the island. Charlotte prepared sandwiches on the other side of the granite counter. No one spoke. The silence grew like a thick, destructive smog, seeping into Savannah’s lungs and making it hard to breathe. 

      After a while, Dean said, “I’m ashamed to admit this.” His words acted like a heavy wind blowing away the fog. “I didn’t know Cormac. Yes, he was my son, but…” he licked his lips, glanced outside the bay window that overlooked a sprawling vineyard. “But I didn’t know him. Not once did I ask what he was interested in, who his friends were, what he was up to. I never sat down and watched a movie with him.” 

      “He was a good person,” Savannah said. “I mean, he was an asshole.”

      Spreading mustard across a slice of bread, Charlotte gasped at Savannah’s statement. Dean narrowed his eyes, irritated by the comment. “Excuse me?” he said. 

      Crossing her legs, Savannah said, “You invited me here to talk about QP, right? Do you want to know who your son really was? If you want to pretend he was something other than a flawed, broken human, then I will leave. So let’s pull our heads from our asses and talk like adults.” 

      Charlotte stopped mid-knife stroke and stared at Savannah. Dean had leaned back as if a strong wind worked against him. He said, “Continue, then.” 

      “Thank you,” Savannah said. “As I said, QP was a dick. He was never one to ignore a flaw or a mistake. Most people hated him for it, for speaking his mind, for saying what needed to be said. We loved him, though. I think that’s the most important thing. He had a family that loved him and saw him for who he was. Not to be critical of you two, because I don’t know you, but I see why he didn’t take any shit, why he didn’t pull any punches. He didn’t want to hide behind money, behind his looks, behind a name or a perceived reputation.”

      “He didn’t want to be fake,” Dean said. “He didn’t want to be us.” He glanced at his wife. 

      “He once told me,” Savannah continued, “that a man is a sum of all the actions he never took, of all the words he never said. QP refused to let unsaid words or undone actions define him. He insisted on defining himself. And most people, because of his aggressiveness, thought him an asshole. But me, Evan, Tyler, Robert…we saw him as a brother. A very obnoxious, perverted brother.” She grinned. 

      Her words weren’t meant to comfort or please. She had spoken the truth to recast QP into life, and as the winter clouds dimmed the sky through the bay window of the kitchen, clouded the white granite and the stainless steel appliances, Savannah could almost feel QP’s warmth, his heavy presence. She wondered if his parents did as well. 

      “Thank you,” Charlotte whispered from across the kitchen. She leaned against the white cabinets, neglecting her half-prepared sandwiches. Tears streamed down her face. “I…” but nothing escaped her tight lips. 

      Dean stared at his knobby hands, pulling on his fingers, cracking his knuckles—most likely absorbing the words Savannah had spoken.

      Savannah suddenly felt intrusive. In the way. A spectator to something morbid and private, to something she had no human right to witness. She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry to bring this up,” she said, changing gears, reeling for an excuse to get out of the kitchen. “And I don’t know how to say it delicately, but QP believed that Dumah, the demon, was real. He found what he considered strong evidence in his grandma’s attic.” 

      Dean’s eyes shadowed. “My mother had severe dementia,” he said. “She passed a few months back.” 

      That piqued Savannah’s interest, but she didn’t press the issue with further questions that would keep her rooted to the barstool at the island. Instead, she continued. “The recent murder with Tessa Thompson is eerily similar to that night in a lot of ways. I know this sounds crazy, but I believe QP. He wasn’t one to chase fantasies. And I really believe something possessed Leo and Evan. What that means though, is that the demon has latched onto a new host and is repeating the process.” 

      Charlotte’s face turned pallid as shock spread across her features. Dean’s mouth flapped, but no words issued forth.

      Before they had a chance to process Savannah’s intent, she bulled forward. “I know he was your son, but he was my brother. I loved him, and I want his killer found just as much as you believe Leo deserves a trial for QP’s murder.” The next question proved tricky to navigate, especially after what had preceded it. “Have you…” Savannah paused, trying to find the right words. “Is his room…did you rearrange anything—“

      “Is it different?” Dean asked. He shook his head, staring at the floor. “No.”

      “Do you think I could go—”

      “Absolutely not,” Charlotte snapped, shaking her head back and forth as if trying to shake the grief from her mind. “Dean, she can’t.”

      The man glanced at his wife with heavy, tired eyes. He frowned. “Charlotte, I’m sorry. If she would like to go in there, she’s more than welcome.”

      “Dean.” Charlotte made a broken noise.  

      “She has more of a right than we do,” he said, glaring at his wife. Then he stood from his stool. “Please, Savannah, follow me.” 

      As Dean led her through the home and up the stairs, Savannah paused near a top step and studied a family portrait. QP knelt before his parents. They squeezed each of his thick shoulders, and everyone grinned. He looked the same, like someone had taken the picture yesterday. 

      “We took that a few months before,” Dean said, looming above Savannah on the second floor. He chuckled, a defense to the pain that most likely coursed through his body. “We needed a family picture to help advertise one of my business ventures. That’s the only reason we stood before the camera.” After a second, he continued forward. “Come on.” 

      Dean paused in front of a large, white door. Sealed closed, it appeared like a vault more than a bedroom. Savannah didn’t want to open it and walk inside and see the dust that layered his old belongings, to see his bed waiting for him to slip into it, or his books he would never open again. She wanted to scamper down the stairs and sprint down the driveway and get away from there. 

      “I hope you find what you’re looking for,” Dean said, then disappeared back down the stairs, leaving Savannah before the massive door. 

      The brass handle felt cold against her hand. Slowly, she creaked open the door. She had never visited QP at his house when alive, and she didn’t know what to expect. 

      The room was immaculate, apart from the thin layer of dust caking everything. The bed was tight and made. Framed posters sat on the walls. Shelves held books of every genre. A mahogany desk squatted in the room’s corner, papers stacked in a neat pile beside a closed laptop still plugged into the wall. 

      Across from the foot of the bed, QP had a private bathroom. Savannah didn’t go in there, but she stood amazed that a teenager had his own toilet, his own sink, a shower in his own stall. A full-body mirror leaned against the free wall leading into the bathroom. No television. No gaming console. 

      Savannah slouched against the side of the desk. An emptiness overcame her, as if someone had come along with a spoon and cleaned her out, turned her into a dried, brittle husk. She no longer possessed the strength to hold her face together and upright. Tears spilled as her lips shook, and she suddenly found it hard to breathe.

      Standing, she carried herself to QP’s closet. What did she plan to find? A map leading her straight to Dumah?

      A thought struck her. With a slight buzz coursing through her, Savannah pulled open the closet door and glanced inside. The sight slugged her in the gut, causing her to lose her temporary high as she stumbled a step to the side and leaned on the frame for support. 

      QP’s clothes hung from hangers. His old yearbooks sat side by side on the shelves, along with pieced-together Lego sets and trophies from little league sports and an assortment of hats he never wore. His shoes lined the floors, nearly hidden by the dangling jeans and button-downs and sweaters. 

      Framed in time stood a photograph of QP, Robert, Evan, Tyler, Jimmy, and Savannah when they were freshmen. They posed before a haunted house in their Halloween costumes. Each of them appeared so innocent and young, with so much life left. Little did any of them know, only three more years of that precious time remained. All except for Savannah. She somehow still walked this Earth, beaten and desperate and alone. 

      Grabbing the photograph, Savannah stared at the image. Evan offered a slight smile, not full, never full, but his lips quirked upward. Tyler pursed his lips toward Robert’s cheek. When Tyler died, he had loved Robert as much as a kid could love another human. Had he felt the same way four years ago? Had he remained silent all that time, bottling his emotions?

      QP had his arm wrapped around Savannah, and they both beamed without care, him dressed as a pirate, her as a parrot. 

      She brushed a tear from her cheek and placed the picture back in the closet. Glancing at the floor, she noticed his backpack crumpled in the corner. Savannah grabbed it with trembling hands. Was this her map? 

      On the night of QP’s murder, he had shown them a journal he had found in his grandma’s attic—a journal supposedly penned by Dumah. He had stored the text in his backpack, had planned to share it with the group at the cemetery where they had scheduled a meeting to deal with Jimmy’s body. The demon had thwarted that plan, murdering QP and giving no one else a chance to flip through the ancient pages. 

      Savannah’s breath caught. What were the chances this was the same backpack? That the journal rested inside? Or did the cops have it in an evidence locker, stored away until Leo’s trial?

      Licking her lips and praying that God would bless her with this small bit of luck, Savannah unzipped the backpack. 
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      The clock on Gibson’s dashboard showed just past noon. A January sun fought against a bulk of storm clouds, and a deep chill had settled over the small town. Gibson sat in her car, in the parking lot of the local bar. 

      Images of four dead teenagers from last year flashed through her mind, along with the dead faces of Tessa Thompson and Emely Ortega. Most of all, she saw the mask with the stitched lips and the stapled eyes. To erase the visions, she had to drown them, bury them in alcohol, in darkness. 

      Opening the car door, Gibson stepped into the afternoon. She trudged across the parking lot, her feet heavy. She walked like an old woman, broken from war and life, and burdened with the weight of the world, of her past.

      When she stepped into the bar, a hazy light greeted her, along with the welcome chime. 

      Behind the bar, bottles stood across glass shelves, illuminated by strategic lighting. A bartender leaned against the counter to the empty establishment and scrolled through his phone. When Gibson sat on a wobbly stool, he glanced toward her. He had a small face, almost too small compared to his broad shoulders and tall stature, and his nose swelled like a misshapen eggplant. 

      “How can I help you?” he asked in a strange accent Gibson couldn’t place. 

      “You serve lunch here?” she asked, glancing around at the restaurant area, not noticing a single patron sitting in the wooden chairs. 

      “Aye,” he said, sniffling. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. Gibson noticed a clover tattooed onto his wrist, surrounded by script she couldn’t read. 

      “What’s that mean?” she asked, not really caring, but feeling like the silence in the empty bar needed breaking. 

      “What?”

      She nodded toward his wrist. “The tattoo. What’s the clover symbolize?” 

      “A drunk dare,” he said. “You want a drink? Food?” 

      Gibson wanted a drink. Her mouth salivated at the thought, like a dog promised treats for doing a stupid trick. “Just lunch,” she said, forcing the statement through gritted teeth. “Can I get a menu?” 

      He reached under the counter and grabbed a paper menu stained purple with wine and smeared in grease. The house cocktails showed first, and Gibson attempted to force her eyes down the page to read the food options, but her gaze lingered on the alcohol. She scratched the back of her neck, like a junkie seeking another fix.

      Pushing away the menu, she said, “Just…a club sandwich, I guess. Fries on the side. And water.” 

      Nodding, the bartender exited from behind the bar, limped across the barren restaurant, and disappeared around the corner, where Gibson guessed the kitchen staff sat on their hands and waited for an order.

      Alone, she allowed her thoughts to drift back to the case. Annie needed a pen, but she no longer wore her uniform, nor did she have a purse. Stretching her neck to see over the condiments at the bar, she noticed a blue pen near the cash register. She reached over the barrier that held lemons and olives for drinks, and ketchup and mustard for burgers, and she grabbed it. Unfolding a napkin, she wrote the five names. 

      Tessa Thompson. Emely Ortega. Matthew Phelps. Bethany Barnes. Morgan Davis. 

      Off the side, she scribbled other names that continued to pop up. 

      James Gross. Sadie Robbins. Karissa Kross. 

      They had found James Gross’s fingerprints on the murder weapon at Tessa’s house. Sadie Robbins was connected to Matthew Phelps, and her locket was discovered at Emely’s murder. Karissa Kross had dated James Gross before they both went missing. 

      Eight names in all. Annie could only focus on one. Karissa Kross. How did she fit into all of this? 

      A sudden chill crossed over Annie’s body, and the massive weight of being watched settled over her. She glanced behind her and noticed a dark figure sitting in a corner booth, staring at her. Closing her eyes, swallowing a lump of fear, she tried to settle her nerves, but only settled in deciding she needed a drink. Opening her eyes, the figure had disappeared. 

      Gibson put her face between her hands, pressing her temples with palms as if trying to crush her skull. Her head still ached from the lingering hangover, muddling her thoughts. Maybe she didn’t need a cocktail, but a beer would suffice, at least enough to take the edge off. Besides, in Russia, they consider beer a soft drink. 

      Poking up her head, Gibson tried to find the bartender, but he hadn’t returned from around the corner at the other end of the restaurant. How long had he been gone? She glanced back at her napkin, at the eight names.

      She really believed the time off from work would serve her well. Bennett and Jones were right—she drank way too much, and it had interfered with her performance. Maybe when she returned, she would request mental health appointments to help her cope with the murders. Maybe she would entertain stepping out of homicide, moving laterally to vice, or maybe go back into the jail. It offered consistent hours with better pay, mostly. 

      Besides, even if she did return to homicide, Gibson knew that Jones and Bennett wouldn’t listen to her. They had locked in on Gross, a man not seen in Galt for over three months. A man Annie knew was innocent.

      Maybe Gibson could get away with convincing her Lieutenant and partner to look further into Phelps, but she really didn’t believe he was responsible either. She didn’t doubt his capabilities of murder, but she doubted his involvement in this one. 

      Maybe the alcohol had finally rotted her mind, sent her over into Crazy Town, but she believed Savannah, and she believed that Dumah was responsible for these murders. Studying the eight names, Annie just needed to figure out which one of these people it possessed. Who was committing the crimes? After Tessa’s death, did it jump from James to Matthew? Possible. That would explain the evidence found at the crime scenes. 

      Still, she doubted even those thoughts. What good is a detective if they continually doubt the evidence and their gut? 

      Believing Savannah’s claims didn’t stand like an exclamation point in her mind, but a nagging static, like a fly constantly buzzing around her ear—small and insignificant, but unwilling to go away. Maybe that’s why she had signed out Savannah from the hospital. Maybe the alcohol knew more than her sober mind. 

      Maybe a drink stronger than a beer wouldn’t hurt. Except the bartender still hadn’t returned. 

      Her phone rang. Wrestling it from her tight jeans, she answered, “Hello?”

      “I’m at Dean Richards’s house. QP’s dad,” Savannah said from the other line. She sounded out of breath. “Come pick me up. We need to talk.” 

      Still waiting for her food, Gibson said, “I’m finishing lunch, I’ll be over in thirty.” 

      After Savannah hung up, Gibson stared at the napkin, needing to figure out how these people connected to the murders, to the demon. If she didn’t, another innocent man would sit in jail for murders he didn’t commit—just like Leonardo Espinoza.

      The entrance to the restaurant chimed. Annie glanced over her shoulder. An old couple of about seventy stepped in. The man had a large, gray beard that clouded down to his chest, and he wore dark sunglasses and a gold chain. A Stetson hat covered his dyed-black hair. The woman had styled her hair into a perm, and she wore gold rings on nearly every finger and dark glasses. They stood near the hostess stand and waited for service. 

      The bartender worked around the corner and limped across the empty expanse of the restaurant carrying Gibson’s sandwich and fries. She wondered where his limp had originated. He strongly favored his left leg. Changing course, he stepped behind the bar and handed her the plate. Then he regarded the older couple. 

      “Have a seat wherever,” he said to them. “Someone will be right with you.” 

      Gibson heard the man’s cowboy boots clomp against the tile as he led his wife to a table against the wall. 

      “You said water, right?” the bartender asked. 

      Swallowing back her pride, Gibson said, “Can I change that to a beer? Sam Adams.” 

      Without a word, he grabbed a glass and flipped it in his hand, then moved to the tap and poured the beer. After handing it to Gibson, she held the liquid to her mouth, allowing the cold to soak into her lips, then she sipped. Like a dam breaking open, the pain in her head released. She drank deeper, clearing half the glass in one gulp. When she set it on the paper coaster, she called out to the bartender. 

      “Hey, just bring me an old-fashioned. No cherry.” 

      With a new perspective chilling her hand, Gibson allowed herself to dive into high school memories. 

      The worst part about high school, she remembered, was how accurate movies portrayed the experience—especially during her semester stint at Galt High. Teenagers circled into cliques, maybe not as cookie-cutter like jocks and nerds and goths, but close.

      Savannah had butterflied between circles, but had settled with the rodeo kids and 4-H clubs and farmers. 

      She had grown up in a military home, moving from city to city. Her dad worked as a diesel mechanic and tinkered with cars and old tractors in his free time. Annie had always taken an interest in her dad’s work. She learned car maintenance, how to drive—she even raced in the derby for a small stretch. 

      This skill set allowed her to connect more naturally with the redneck click—white trash kids hell-bent on staying high and getting in trouble. 

      That’s where she had first met James Gross. 

      James had blonde hair that cascaded to the middle of his back, and he wore it in a ponytail. Grease always stained his hands, and dirt wedged between his fingernails. Scabs and burn marks littered his arms. 

      Gibson distinctly remembered a night she had gone partying with James’s crew. They had driven out to a creek. After working up a high, some boys went in on the girls, harassing them to take off their clothes and jump in the water with them. When they refused, two boys—Gibson lost their names with the time—grabbed a girl, tried to force down her pants.

      James didn’t hesitate. He marched over and clocked one boy in the jaw, dropping him to the hard dirt. He then turned and tackled the other boy, allowing the girl to find refuge with her friends. 

      James had walked over to the group of girls, and he said, “Here are my keys. You can get out of here. No need to stay, now.” 

      He went out of his way on more occasions than Gibson could remember. The stories about his heroics grew and grew around campus. Saving a drowning kid here, stopping a convenience-store mugging there, helping an old lady put groceries in her car. Apparently, after graduation, he had studied to become a paramedic, allowing him to make a living saving lives. To Annie,  his involvement with Karissa’s disappearance or Tessa’s murder made next to no sense.

      Gibson tried to recall the stories that swirled around the school after Sadie Robbins went missing.

      Sadie had been a homely girl. Never the type to wear makeup or form-fitting clothes, and she had fallen under the radar of high school beauty, but Gibson remembered her as someone who would blossom in adulthood. Matthew Phelps and Sadie pranced around the school as if tied by a rope. They arrived at campus together, attended the same classes, ate lunch, left at the same time. Then one day, they didn’t. A short time after that, Sadie went missing, her body never found. 

      “You from around here?” Gibson asked the bartender. 

      Galt was a small town. Recently, another high school had gone up, and the tight-knit community seemed to unravel just a tad.

      “No. Just moved here about five years ago.” 

      “You tend bar back then?” Gibson asked. 

      “I did. Not in Galt, but at a dive bar in Lodi.”

      Sadie went missing about five years ago. “You remember that high school girl, Sadie Robbins? She went missing.”

      “I remember hearing something like that.” 

      “You ever hear something while bartending? Like, people talking about her? Rumors? Gossip?” 

      Wiping his face, he stared off into the restaurant, now occupied by the elderly couple. After a few seconds he said, “Maybe a couple years ago. Sounded insane. I went to the police with it, but they didn’t seem to care. I don’t even think they wrote down what I said.” 

      Narrowing her eyes, Gibson said, “Really?”

      “Yeah. This girl came in—I remember because she was incredibly attractive. I’m not too proud to say I served her strong drinks at a discounted price all night. She was with some other girls, but some guy kept dragging her way from her friends, wanting to talk to her outside or in the corner, away from everyone. When she would return, her friends would ask who he was, what he wanted. At first, she ignored their curiosity, but as the night went on, her tongue loosened. She said—and bear it mind it was busy and loud, and she slurred her words in a hushed tone—she said the guy had once killed someone, and she had been there, and the guy threatened to implicate her if she told.” 

      “You remember her name?” Gibson asked. 

      The bartender nodded. “Couldn’t forget it if I tried. Bethany Barnes.” 
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      Bethany Barnes tiptoed to the sliding door that led to her backyard. If she stepped on one creaky board, it would be over. Carefully, to not agitate the track at the bottom of the glass door, she slid it open far enough to squeeze through.

      Her phone rang, and she rushed to answer, a shout in the middle of a prayer. Fumbling with the phone in a hurry to answer, to silence the dangerous bleating, she said, “Hello?” She slid the door shut and worked her way to an isolated spot in the backyard. The midmorning sun splashed onto her, warming her skin and her spirits.

      “Hey, Beth,” Kody said, his voice a little heavy. 

      Briefly wondering if he was hungover and trying to recall what city he had travelled to, she asked, “How’d the game go last night?” 

      “We won.”

      Definitely hungover, she thought. “Congrats.” 

      “How’s Bradley?”

      “Sleeping now. You should have called about ten minutes ago. He wouldn’t shut up about you.”

      “Tell him I miss him, too. Has he been sleeping okay?” 

      “No,” Bethany said, setting her iPad and cocktail onto a patio table. She sat on the chair and basked in the sun’s rays. Once comfortable, Bethany reached for her iPad and clicked open the baby monitor app. Soft music stretched through the speakers from the baby’s room, then a video recording loaded, and Bethany could see her little boy sleeping soundly. “I came outside to get a break. You called before I slipped out. Thought you’d wake him for a second.”

      “Would you have killed me?” he asked. She could visualize his stupid smirk stretching across his face.

      “Tortured you first. With the sounds of your son’s nonstop screaming.” 

      “You using the new baby monitor?” he asked. 

      “When I can. At least, when he sleeps—which is about as often as capturing a real-life Bigfoot on camera.”

      “I know. I’m sorry I can’t be there. How’s the new security system? I’m actually looking at the cameras right now, and I don’t see you.”

      About two months ago, the Los Angeles Police had notified Bethany of Tessa Thompson’s murder. They had said a list was left at the crime scene, and her name was on it. She had asked for the other names, but the officer wouldn’t provide the information. Not that she needed it. Bethany had an idea. Tessa. Emely. Matthew. Morgan. Karissa. And James. 

      Closing her eyes, Bethany attempted to drown out the sobs from that fatal night so many years ago, and she tried to focus on the state-of-art security system her husband had paid to get installed in their house after the LAPD recommended it.

      Kody played for the Los Angeles Dodgers, and he travelled half of the year, leaving Bethany and Bradley alone. Once he found out about Tessa’s murder and the list, he had freaked, asking his buddies on the force what he should do. 

      As effective as the security proved, it came with an immense downside. Kody had equipped every room in the house with a camera, and all the feeds uploaded straight to his phone. He had said he needed to know she was safe, and Bethany believed him, but it cut into her privacy—a secret life she preferred he didn’t know about. 

      With her husband gone over half the year and Bradley proving to be a full-time job, Bethany struggled to find satisfaction, to relax. The corner of the backyard where she sat happened to be the only area of the house without a camera. She had accidentally found the spot while trying to hide a surprise visitor in the shadows, so the camera wouldn’t catch him and send the feed to Kody. She didn’t need to answer those questions. Unfortunately, no other place in the home possessed the privacy and freedom that the backyard did.

      “You’re spying on me?” she asked. 

      “Trying. I can see Bradley. He looks just like you when you sleep. A mouth-breather.” Kody chuckled. 

      “Oh, you think you’re so funny, creep? Bet you can’t find me.”

      “You’re in that spot in the backyard?” 

      “How do you know about this spot?”

      “I see you go back there sometimes. What’re you doing, taking up smoking?” he asked. 

      “Wouldn’t you like to know? It can’t be a secret spot if I tell you my secrets,” Bethany said. “But let’s just say, I really, really miss you.” 

      “Is that right?” 

      Reaching for her cocktail, Bethany took a long drink, then set it back on the table. Closing her eyes, she enjoyed the sun’s heat. The warmth and the alcohol coalesced, and she thought of Matthew Phelps, not of her husband. As gorgeous as Kody was—an athlete with an athlete’s physique and charm and confidence—Matthew always popped up in her mind. Something about his goofy grin and deft touch. Something about him being her first in high school…then the first man she’d ever had an affair with.

      “That’s right,” Bethany said. “If you were here and Bradley were napping, and you had me in this private area of the backyard where no neighbors could see, where nothing could be recorded…what would you do to me?”

      “Are you sure we can’t record it?” he asked. 

      “Kody,” she said. “We don’t have to do this.” 

      “I would…” 

      As he spoke, she drowned out his voice by imagining Matthew’s fingers skimming across her skin, lifting the bottom of her shirt up to her chin and dancing over her breasts. Chills shattered across her body as she remembered his caress. Her touch slid from her chest, down her side, settling at the waistband of her shorts, where she walked her fingers to the zipper. 

      In that moment, call waiting beeped in her ear—an exploding noise that startled her. A soft guilt beat in her chest. Nothing new.

      “Shit,” she said, sitting up and glancing at her cellphone’s screen. She couldn’t believe the name that popped up—Matthew Phelps. 

      Why would he be calling right now? A rustle sounded amongst the trees, and Bethany glanced into the shadows. A soft breeze worked against the leaves. Suddenly cold, she pulled her shirt back down. 

      “Shit?” Kody asked. “Did I say something wrong?” 

      “No,” Bethany said, unaware of anything he had said. “No, sorry. My mom’s calling on the other line. I need to take this, babe. I’m so sorry. I miss you and love you. I’ll call you tonight so you can say hi to Bradley.” 

      “Love you, too,” he said, sounding disappointed. “Oh, and not tonight. I have a game. I’ll just try you in the morning.” 

      After he spoke, she debated answering the incoming call. I should let you go to voicemail, she thought, her eyes stuck on Matthew’s name. 

      At the last second, she answered, clicking away from her husband before he had the chance to finish the word morning.

      “Hello,” she said.

      A long silence ensued, then Matthew said, “I’m sorry. Hearing your voice…it just, it sounds the same.”

      Bethany sipped from her cocktail for strength, then asked, “Why are you calling me? We agreed to never talk again.” Call waiting beeped in her ear again. Annoyed, she pulled the phone away and checked the caller ID. An unknown number. She ignored it. 

      “Have you heard yet?” His voice sounded wrong—heavy, maybe drunk. Had he taken up drinking after all these years of swearing it off?

      “Heard what?” she asked, dropping her feet onto the cement and leaning her elbows on her knees. 

      Matthew cleared his throat. “Emely, she…they found her this morning.” 

      “Was she missing?” Bethany asked, then immediately knew the answer. They had found her body. She didn’t give the stammering Matthew a chance to respond. “Oh, my God. Murdered?” 

      “Yeah,” he whispered. “The police contacted me. Shit, Bethany. I met her in that park last night. It’s in our texts. But I didn’t kill her. I swear. You know me.” 

      I do, Bethany thought. And I know you’ve killed before. We all have. 

      “Beth, you there?”

      “Don’t call me that,” she said. “Matthew, was she going to tell? Did you find out she would tell, and that’s why you met her?” 

      “God, no. I…listen, Bethany, she called me out there to ask me if I had killed Tessa for the same reason. I didn’t, I didn’t kill either one, and now I’m so scared.” Panic and fear broke in his voice.

      “Matthew,” she said, “I believe you.” She didn’t. “Do you think James killed her, then?” 

      Again, silence filled their conversation, then he said, “I don’t know. I wouldn’t doubt it. He’s been missing, just fell off the grid, you know, after he got all looney. I think what happened that night finally caught up to him, messed him up. He couldn’t live with himself, you know. He saved lives, he didn’t destroy them. You know he was the last person seen with Karissa?” 

      Bethany hadn’t known that, but the idea of James being a killer didn’t sit well with her. He had always jumped to someone’s aid, be it a friend, a stranger, or an enemy. Helping people, saving lives, was all he had wanted to do with his life. She didn’t think one incident would alter his entire psyche, his worldview. No, she doubted James was the killer. 

      “You there?” Matthew asked. “Beth—”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Bethany,” he corrected. “I don’t know what to do. How do I explain my presence at the crime scene to the police?”

      “I don’t know.” You haven’t even explained it to me.

      “Will I see you?” he asked. “At the funeral. You missed Tessa’s, but will you be at Emely’s?” 

      Bethany had missed Tessa’s funeral to avoid questions. The two girls hadn’t been close in high school or in their adult lives. In public, they had never uttered a breath to each other. She could imagine the questions. Why would a woman married to a famous athlete show up to her small hometown to attend a funeral of a random girl she had never known? More to Matthew’s point, why would she show up to Emely’s? All the same components fit. 

      “No,” she said. “Don’t you think that’s suspicious? None of her friends, none of her family, none of her coworkers know me. Who am I to them, to her? Why do I have a reason to be there?” 

      Her call waiting beeped again. Matthew said something, but Bethany didn’t catch it as she pulled the phone away to see the ID. Another unknown number. 

      “I’ve got to go, Matthew,” she said. “Call on the other line I need to take.” 

      “Okay,” he said. “Beth, be safe.” 

      Not bothering to respond, she clicked over. “Hello, this is Bethany Barnes.” 

      “Bethany, this is Deputy Annie Gibson with the Galt Sheriff’s Department.” She woman on the other end also sounded inebriated. Did everyone in this God-forsaken world indulge? “I understand your current address is in Los Angeles. You at home right now?” 

      “Yes,” Bethany said, skeptical, immediately wondering why she had said yes. “If this is about Emely’s murder, you are free to drive down here and check the plethora of security cameras scattered around my house.” 

      “Did Matthew call you?” Annie asked.

      “Am I in trouble?” Bethany asked. 

      “No, you’re not. However, with what’s happened in Galt these past few months—“

      “The unsolved murders?” 

      “We fear for your safety. If you know anything about the case, anything that could shed light or provide knowledge, that could go a long way in this investigation.” 

      Closing her eyes, Bethany conjured the memories from that night so long ago. She had information, vital information, that could probably solve the case, that would most likely put Matthew Phelps in prison. But could she give it up? Could she leave the safety of her fortified home and speak to the Galt authorities? 

      “If I think of anything, I’ll let you know,” Bethany said. 

      Movement caught the corner of her eye. Glancing at the iPad, she saw Bradley move his head. He had come out of his nap. A couple seconds later, his crying came through the speakers. So much for getting some privacy, she thought.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Barnes,” Annie said. “An officer will come by later to follow up with those security cameras. We have to eliminate—”

      “I understand,” Bethany said. “Right now, my child needs me. Have a good day, deputy.” 

      Before the officer replied, Bethany hung up the phone. 

      Once again, the sun felt warm on her skin. The breeze tickled her hair across her face. She listened to Bradley scream, wishing Kody was home. He could get up and grab the baby. He could satisfy her needs. He could hold her and tell her everything was okay, that life was good, and that she had nothing to worry about. And she would accept his sentiment, knowing just how far he missed the mark. Nothing would ever be okay. 

      Bethany listened to the wailing child through the iPad’s speakers. She clattered the melting ice around the sides of her glass, drank from the water-diluted cocktail. “Even I imbibe. Fuck. And I say shit like imbibe.” 

      The sun had vanished behind a light cloud, casting a subtle shade across the late morning. 

      “Just shut up,” she said to the screen that showed Bradley flapping his arms. “Please, just shut up.” 

      Fighting back tears and regret, Bethany stood and poured her cocktail into the grass. She marched to the sliding door and stepped inside the security of her house.
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      Savannah sat at the end of the long driveway, QP’s backpack slung over her shoulder. Before leaving, she had told Charlotte and Dean that her Uber had arrived, and it waited at the electronic gate. No, she didn’t need a lift. She could walk down the winding driveway. Yes, the backpack came from QP’s room. Could she have it? It had old keepsakes from their time together, things he always had at school and when they hung out. Thank you. 

      A beat-up Ford rumbled to a stop. The vehicle’s body had suffered a great deal through its efforts on the road, showcasing numerous dents and jagged scrapes. A line of cracked glass strung across the windshield.

      Savannah stepped on a loose running board to propel herself into the cab. The interior smelled of ranch-flavored corn nuts and sunflower seeds, along with the wafting smell of stale alcohol and dried sweat permeating from Annie’s pores. A crinkled Cheetos bag lay on a shell-littered floor. A pink pine tree dangled from the rearview mirror. Whatever scent it provided had long ago given way to the salty snacks. 

      Annie Gibson sat in the torn driver’s seat. Her dirty blonde hair lay twisted over her shoulders like springs. She wore big sunglasses that covered half her tight face, which perpetually seemed to frown. Resting bitch face, QP had always called it. Or the mask one wore after a night of too much bourbon. 

      Reaching over her shoulder, Savannah grabbed the seatbelt. A dried residue stuck to the strap. Disgusted, Savannah let it slam back into the cartridge. She crossed her arms and stared out the cracked windshield. The crusted gook staining the seatbelt didn’t anger her, but Annie’s secrets did. 

      Why hadn’t the detective warned Savannah about Christine Lewis’s suicide, or her false testimony? If Annie meant to keep Savannah in the dark, why did she even bust her out of the behavioral hospital? To show her love and support? Bullshit. Annie would show more love and support over a bloody booger than another human…at least, from the small sample size that Savannah had seen, from the condition of her apartment, this truck, her own body. If someone cared so little about themselves, what did they care about anyone else?

      Annie put the truck in drive and powered down the country road. The dashboard said three, but Savannah doubted that time. She had walked out of Dean’s mansion a little before 12:30, and she had waited for Gibson only twenty minutes. 

      After an eternity of heavy silence, Savannah said, “Did you know?” She tried to sound aggressive, angry, but she felt like a whiny teenager.

      As they approached the outskirts of town, Annie rolled to a red light and flipped on her blinker to turn left onto Main Street. She glanced at Savannah. “You’ll have to elaborate,” she said when the light turned green.

      Snickering, Savannah said. “I don’t know. How about everything? About Christine Lewis’s suicide after falsely testifying against Leo and her own son? About the deal that the DA offered to Leo? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Crawling further into the small town, Annie rolled to another stop. She chewed her lip as if in thought. “There are some things you shouldn’t hear from a stranger.” 

      “Oh, and we’re strangers? I slept in your house. Pissed in your toilet. You had my brother arrested. I think we’re far from strangers.” 

      “We’re also far from friends,” Annie said, nudging the gas and moving the rattling truck forward. “And I’m still a…a law enforcement officer.” She twitched her nose, pausing for a moment. “The Masked Massacre is still an open case, one you are actively involved in. If Leo gives you details, that’s his call. I don’t have such liberties. Besides, when did I have the chance to tell you? It’s not like we were pen pals during your lunacy campaign.” 

      Savannah smirked, appreciating Annie’s rough sense of humor. It reminded her of QP. She gripped the backpack and twisted the straps. She knew Annie didn’t have the leverage or ability to disclose information, but Savannah still thought she could push. “You knew the DA offered Leo a plea deal.” 

      Nodding, Gibson said, “I heard.” 

      “Do you not understand? He’s being forced to confess to a crime he didn’t commit. Worse, he’s being forced to incriminate another innocent person, a deceased innocent person, in that same crime—a multiple murder conspiracy crime.”

      “Well shit, Savannah. I didn’t know you studied law while in the padded room.” Annie pulled into a parking spot outside a grocery store. The truck’s engine sputtered like a bad cough. “Okay, so if you’re innocent, baby brother didn’t murder anyone, and if dream-boy Evan Lewis didn’t do it, then who’s responsible?”

      “Are you serious? You’re asking me who’s responsible for the murders?” Savannah fiddled with her hair, twirling it tight around her finger—a habit she had gained while speaking to psychiatrist after psychiatrist. As she fidgeted with the strand, the answer sat on her lips. Something had possessed Leo, then Evan, and it murdered everyone. But she couldn’t say the word. The doctors had conditioned her. 

      “Oh, did my straightforward questions confuse you? I forgot, you’re still assimilating to normalcy.” 

      “Screw you, Annie. Are you always such a self-loathing bitch?” 

      Annie chuckled, not even bothering to raise an eyebrow with anger. “I saw your high school transcripts. I’ll talk slowly so you catch everything,” she said. “If it wasn’t your brother or boyfriend—”

      “He wasn’t my boyfriend.” Fury threatened Savannah’s tongue, begging to scream and curse at the ignorant woman in the driver’s seat. It took everything in her power to shut up. 

      Annie turned and faced Savannah. “Who, then?” she asked, her breath a breeze of booze. 

      “Dumah,” Savannah whispered, hoping Annie hadn’t heard. 

      The detective cocked her head. “Who?” 

      Swallowing her fears of being checked back into the hospital, Savannah said, “Dumah possessed them, used them.” 

      “Why?” 

      “We accidentally summoned the demon through a ritual,” Savannah said, speaking on autopilot. How many times had she run through this in her own head? How many times had she tried to convince the psychiatrists she wasn’t insane? “A ritual that included our silence toward an injustice. It then sought each one of us out, one by one, and it won’t stop until we’re all dead. Only I’m left.” Savannah trailed off with that last bit. 

      “What about Leo?”

      Shaking her head, Savannah said, “He didn’t witness the original crime. He just happened to find the mask. Through that, the demon possessed him. But it needs my body to leave this world.” Turning toward Gibson, Savannah curled her lips. “Why’re you asking me like you care? To get a good laugh with everyone else who thinks I’m crazy? Well, laugh it up, Annie, but it’s still out there.”

      “You, more than anyone else, should know that people are more than just the sum of their actions. I will not defend myself, but I will ask you one question. If I wanted to harass you, why would I sacrifice my time and open my home to you?” 

      Twisting a strand of hair, Savannah thought about that, and she truly did not know. Annie could have rejected the girl’s pleas, which would most likely have forced Savannah to remain in the hospital. In there, she had no recourse, no way to take action and fight Dumah, prove her brother’s innocence. Instead, Gibson had welcomed her. It had seemed odd to Savannah before, but in that moment, it seemed downright peculiar.

      “Why did you take me in? You don’t know me. It can’t be good for your job if someone found out, which means I probably hold leverage over you. Right?”

      The deputy licked her lips. She didn’t show much, but Savannah believed she had hit a nerve. “Well, take it easy on the job assumption. As of today, I’m taking an extended vacation.” Annie placed her hands on the truck’s steering wheel and stared out the cracked windshield. “I was drunk when I picked you up last night. Desperate to find a killer.” 

      “I don’t believe that’s why.”

      “You’re right,” Annie said. “My brown-bag vacation would turn to a brown-box one if they found out I am caring for you. You’re an important piece to a mass murder capturing national headlines. A minor celebrity. And shit, Savannah, I haven’t even asked for your damn signature. Are you impressed with my ability to fight my deepest urges?” Annie laughed, a drunken sound that echoed hollowly off the interior of the cab.

      Savannah just stared at Annie, confused and irked by the woman.

      Annie said, “Galt has never had a case like this.”

      Savannah wondered why Annie was opening up to her. “So, why? Why take me in? Why trust me not to rat you out?” 

      Wiping her nose, Gibson risked a glance at Savannah. The deputy was gorgeous, especially with her hair down and not in a tight bun, as she wore a baggy sweatshirt and yoga pants instead of an ill-fitting uniform. She nibbled on her lip for a moment.

      “Can we make a deal, Savannah? Can we agree to always tell each other the truth, no matter how ridiculous it may seem?” 

      “I wish we would have made that deal last night,” she said, still bitter about the news Leo had told her.

      “Let me catch you up, then. I’m off the force, at least for a short amount of time. Don’t worry, it was intentional. I believe my partner and boss are going after the wrong man in the Tessa Thompson murder case, just like I’ve always doubted Leo’s guilt.” 

      Gasping, Savannah stared at Annie. No one had ever taken Savannah’s side, not even Leo. The media had drawn him as a psychotic kid desperate for revenge on a hateful, neglectful world, and everyone close to the case had believed them. Weakly, Savannah said, “Thank you.” 

      “For temporarily quitting my job? You’re welcome.” Annie grinned. “Now, there’s more. I believe in your demon, and I believe it punishes those who remain silent against injustice. When I was in high school, something happened and the truth never came out. I think if we find that truth, we find our demon. But I need your help, Savannah. Just like no one believes you, no one will ever believe me.” Annie licked her lips, quiet for a moment. “What do you say?” 

      “Why do you believe me?” Savannah asked, incredulous at Gibson’s admission. How could the deputy believe her? No one else ever had. The admittance rocked Savannah to the core, forced her to readjust her perspective on the world. “I mean, yes, my answer is yes, I’d love to help, but I need to know, Annie. Why?”

      Annie swallowed, glanced out the truck’s side window, tapped her fingers on the dash. Finally, she said, “When I was a little girl, on my way home from school one afternoon, I took a detour through the forest that surrounded my hometown. Despite the sunny afternoon, darkness lived beneath the trees—dark and full and heavy. I felt its cold breath freezing my skin. After getting lost, I stumbled across a man lying naked in the mud. His face lay in a dirty puddle. I stared at him for five minutes, frozen with fear and shock. A little girl shouldn’t see something like that.” 

      “How old were you?” Savannah asked. Not that the answer mattered, but she needed to take a breath from the story, to hear something other than the terror that remained in Annie’s voice. 

      “Nine,” she said, then without missing a beat, she continued the tale. “At least five minutes. I remember, because I sang my favorite song twice. The song is three minutes and fourteen seconds long. Even if I sang it fast, it had to be five minutes of me staring at this corpulent man lying on the ground. Mud caked his pale, naked body. And his face was buried in water. I sang the song twice to break my paralysis, to add cement to the unsteady, swirling world.” Gibson closed her eyes, held them shut as if reliving the scene. 

      Savannah gripped QP’s backpack harder. Outside the cracked windshield, people pushed red carts full of groceries across the parking lot to their vehicles. Some carried cases of beer, others ran through the crosswalk that led to the front doors. They led their normal lives, shopping and purchasing and going home to cook and eat and clean and sleep and live like nothing in the world mattered except their existence. 

      “His hand moved,” Annie said. “It was cupped off to his side like he was holding a ball. Then it bowed inward, both of them did, so he was in a pushup position. I remember tilting my head, thinking that’s not possible. How could a dead man, whose body had bruised, had grown discolored, had already given to insects and small mammals, how could he do a push-up? But he did. And his face lifted from the puddle. Water streamed off of his nose and chin like a swimmer coming up for air. He turned his head and faced me with brown eyes. Not brown like your eyes, but all of his eyes were brown—no whites.” 

      Savannah stole a quick breath. “What happened?” 

      Gibson shrugged. “I screamed, turned, and ran, never looking back.” She brought the sun visor down and checked her reflection in the built-in mirror, then pushed it back in place. “I always doubted what I saw, and I never told anyone. Too embarrassed. I didn’t want people to laugh at me or call me crazy, or just not believe me. Sound familiar?” 

      “Yes,” Savannah whispered. 

      “I’m a good cop,” Annie said. “I have a good intuition, I think. I never felt comfortable with Leo’s and Evan’s arrests, despite the glaring evidence. But what could I say? Then Tessa Thompson’s murder happened, and I saw it. I saw Dumah standing outside the gathered crowd, wearing the mask. It wasn’t a copycat. I saw the demon. I felt my skin grow taut. I felt the demon’s dead eyes staring at me, marking me. Someone left a list behind.”

      “Okay.”

      “On that list was a name I recognized. Well, I recognized all the names, but one stood out. Matthew Phelps. Rumors of his involvement in a murder of a girl named Sadie Robbins ran rampant when I was in high school. The similarities to last year’s murders were too similar for me to ignore. I may have been a little girl who saw a dead body and fear forced me to hallucinate, or I may have seen what I saw. I don’t know. I never will know because I ran. But now I’m older, and I want to go back and make sure it’s not just a hallucination. I don’t want to run.”

      Finding her voice, Savannah said, “Well, I think I can help. Like, a lot. When I was in QP’s room, I found this backpack. Same backpack from that night. I guess it didn’t need to be in evidence? I don’t know. Either way, QP had found a book in his grandparents attic titled Confuto—a journal supposedly kept by Dumah or someone who had an insight into the demon. If we are to find it and destroy it, this is our key.” Savannah unzipped the backpack and removed the leather-bound book. “This guy from high school, you suspect Dumah possessed him?” 

      Biting her lip, Gibson shook her head. “I don’t know. There was another murder this morning. That’s where I ran off to. Emely Ortega, Tessa’s best friend. Her name was also on the list. I found a locket at the crime scene, and there was a picture of Matthew and Sadie in it. Why would a picture of one of them be there, at the murder site? Why did he have the picture if he wasn’t responsible for Sadie’s disappearance? His name was also on that list with Emely and Tessa.”

      Savannah glanced out the side window again. “Why are we just sitting here?” she asked.

      Gibson cleared her throat. “Er, I’m out of alcohol at home.” 
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      When they returned to Gibson’s apartment, Savannah sat on the couch, which currently served as the girl’s bed, and she opened Confuto and read.

      Annie walked straight to the kitchen. She removed a bottle of whiskey from the brown grocery bag and poured herself a drink on ice. Sitting on the same couch as Savannah, she placed her drink on the corner table, placed a stack of manila folders on her lap, and she leafed through the documents.

      The two women worked in silence until the sun wearied and sank in the sky. Shadows elongated and grew darker inside the house. At one point, Annie had to scuttle to the wall and flip on the light switch before refilling her empty glass. The illumination dimly glowed from the flickering bulb. Rain spattered onto the windows, and wind whistled across the breezeway outside the front door. 

      Annie glanced at the dull orange light overhead. “Weird.” She grabbed her glass and sipped. A wild thought struck her, and before she bridled her tongue, she asked Savannah, “You want me to pour you a drink?” Savannah was nineteen. Why did she ask that? Had Savannah’s self-loathing comments cut that deep? Was she desperate to prove she cared?

      “No,” Savannah said. “But thanks for considering, I mean, knowing my mom’s in rehab and all. It’s sweet of you. Is that what you wanted say?” Savannah glared up from the book. “When you said ‘weird?’ Weird that my mom’s in rehab and my hand is cold and longing for the comfort of a chilled glass full of liquor?”

      “Shit,” Gibson said, taking another sip. “Was your life really that rough? You can’t even accept misplaced politeness? God, I feel sorry for you. Always the victim. Always attacked. Do you even have the capability to see and understand that people make honest mistakes?” 

      “Don’t jump on some moral high horse and pretend you know me and can offer me advice. I thought we were clear—we’re not friends. I don’t need your advice, your cheap, booze-laced words. We are working together to find a demon. Is that so ridiculous to accept?” As she asked the rhetorical question, Annie saw Savannah fight the twitching corners of her mouth. 

      To close the growing chasm between the women, Annie snickered. “Not ridiculous at all.” 

      That comment elicited a half-smile from Savannah. “Didn’t think so.” Glancing back at the book, Savannah asked, “What’s so weird?” 

      Rain gusted against the apartment. Annie glanced out the black window and noticed a shadow standing across the street. She lifted a finger to point out the figure, but Savannah must have already noticed. She stood and moved toward the window as if magnetized by the strange apparition standing in the downpour. 

      “It’s Dumah,” Savannah said. “I can feel its hunger.” 

      The dull light bulb exploded, casting the apartment into utter darkness. Startled, Annie dropped her glass onto the floor, heard it break against the laminate. On the other side of the apartment, a window caved in. Rain and wind rushed into the small place, wetting Annie’s face. 

      “It’s gone,” Savannah said.

      Annie turned, looking out the window, and she saw nothing but streaks of rain bouncing off the asphalt, trees laboring to stand upright against the driving wind. A flash of lighting bolted across the sky, illuminating the night for a brief second, exposing the figure a mere ten feet away. Annie bit back a scream. Thunder roared. Savannah bolted to the front door and made sure the locks were in place. 

      Annie, the seasoned police officer, couldn’t move. The floor had swallowed her to the ankles, holding her in place. “I’m next,” she muttered. “It’s coming for me.” 

      “What the hell are you saying?” Savannah yelled from across the room. “Move your ass, Annie. Do something. It’ll get in.” 

      The window closest to Annie splintered. Glass flew into the apartment. A shard crossed over Annie’s forearm, and blood trickled down her wrist, dripped from her fingers. A pair of strong hands grasped her, shook her. Annie screamed until her vision cleared, and she noticed Savannah’s slender silhouette in the dark. Annie didn’t realize that everything around her had faded to nothing. Was she in shock? 

      “What are you doing?” Savannah screamed. “It’s here. We can beat it now. We can kill it.” The girl continued to shake Annie. The detective’s head rocked back and forth like a flimsy doll. “Listen,” Savannah said, slapping Annie across the face. She barely felt the cold sting. “Where’s your gun?” 

      As if in response, the dull light that had exploded flickered on, throwing a bright yellow illumination across the apartment. The two windows stood in their frames, intact, and the apartment’s interior was dry, the documents and folders stacked neatly in place. 

      Annie couldn’t breathe. Her breaths came in quick, ragged bursts. She dropped to her knees, crunching the whiskey glass under bone. Savannah’s firm hand grasped her shoulder, squeezed with comfort. Too tight. Nails dug into Annie’s skin. “Slow down,” the girl said, shushing Annie like a child. “It’s okay.” But her voice trembled, barely registered she spoke so low. And her nails continued to dig into Annie’s shoulder.

      Gibson grabbed Savannah’s wrist and yanked it away. “What just happened?” she asked. “Did you see that?”

      Had Dumah warped reality? Savannah had witnessed the chaos, the darkness, which meant Annie hadn’t dreamed or imagined it. It wasn’t like when she was a girl. This time, someone else had borne witness to the unexplainable. 

      “What happened?” Annie asked again, glancing up at Savannah, who’s hair dripped with water and clung to her face. 

      Savannah peered over her shoulder, then back at Annie, fear blanketing her eyes. “I don’t know. I thought it…I thought Dumah had come for me. Did we…was that just a hallucination?”

      Gibson shook her head, not thinking so, but not knowing how else to explain what had happened. She massaged her bloodied shoulder where the girl had clawed into her skin.

      The fear in Savannah’s eyes flipped, replaced with anger. “What the hell happened with you? I thought you were a cop. A damn good cop, if I remember right.” 

      “I thought it wanted me.” Annie stood, blood slipped down her arms. She glanced around her apartment. Everything was intact, dry, unaffected by broken glass or stormy weather. Only the whiskey glass lay in shards, its contents spilled across the floor. 

      “Why would Dumah want you?” Savannah asked. “That doesn’t make sense.” 

      “The list,” Annie yelled, then much quieter. “The list of names.”

      Savannah backed away from Annie. “I don’t understand.”

      “What did you find in the book?” Annie asked. “About how to kill it. About what it wants. About anything.”

      Savannah shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, if we kill the host, we immobilize the demon, then we can figure out how to destroy it.” 

      “We can’t just, like, I don’t know, burn the mask?” Annie asked. 

      Shaking her head, Savannah said, “We can. But the possessed doesn’t need to wear the mask, I don’t think.”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “I would have to double check, but I think it means that when Leo had the mask, he could have buried it, hidden it away forever, and Dumah would have possessed Leo forever. If Leo died, the demon would return to the mask, and it would wait for someone to dig it up again.” Savannah trailed off, as she if she remembered something important, something dangerous. 

      “What is it?” Annie asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” Savannah rubbed her eyes. “It’s…it’s nothing.” 

      “Okay…I don’t know. What if it kills you, like you said? Remember? You said if the demon kills you, it completes its cycle or whatever, allowing it to get back home.” Annie sounded desperate and afraid in her own head, and she wondered how Savannah heard her. But she didn’t care. She didn’t want to die. 

      “I think it’s started another killing spree,” Savannah said. “Not until I’m dead and everyone else from that list will Dumah’s task be complete. And what if the demon continues to seek vengeance?”

      Growing frustrated and still shaking with fear, Annie shuffled to the kitchen, still confused as to what had happened. As she entered, her cell phone rang, drawing a soft yelp from her.

      The caller ID read unknown. At first, she thought Jones was calling to reprimand her, then she realized her Lieutenant wouldn’t waste her breath. Bennett? she wondered. Calling to update her on the case? Did Matthew Phelps ditch the scheduled interview? Had they found James Gross? Was another body from the list found? Or did he just want to chew her out for ducking the case? 

      Sighing, Annie tapped the screen and said, “Annie Gibson, at your service.” 

      “Interesting,” said a deep, melodic voice on the other end. “Very interesting.” 

      A pressure clamped against her chest, made breathing difficult. That voice didn’t belong to Jones or Bennett. Then who? she thought, slightly panicked. “Who is this?”

      “I was trying to reach a…” the man paused, too long, as if he enjoyed her discomfort. “A Morgan Davis.” 

      Annie braced herself against the countertop as the kitchen pitched forward. No one knew that name connected to her, and she hadn’t used it recently. Except for…except when she had signed out Savannah from the hospital. Why had she left her real cell number? Why had she answered like a drunk fool? Glancing at the bottle of whiskey a few feet from her, she shook her head, deciding she had made too many mistakes while intoxicated, and she needed to quit. Yet, her hands wouldn’t stop trembling, and her eyes felt like they would burst with tears at any moment. She needed a drink to calm her nerves. Maybe a drink would clear her mind. 

      “This is Morgan,” she said stupidly. 

      The man on the other end clicked his tongue as if he had caught her in a childish lie—which he had. “Annie Gibson,” he said. “Deputy Sheriff, head of homicide division, assigned to the Leonardo Espinoza and Evan Lewis case, along with the Tessa Thompson, and more recently, Emely Ortega murders.” 

      Shit, she thought. Why did I say this is Morgan? I could have insisted he had the wrong number. What did she have left? If she admitted it was Annie on the phone, he would ask why she claimed her name was Morgan a few seconds ago. If she claimed Morgan, why did she answer as Annie? She had to turn this around on him. 

      “Who am I speaking with?” she asked. 

      “My name is Dr. Tacet. I am Savannah’s psychiatrist. I came into work today surprised to find her gone. You see, with her mom in rehab, she has no immediate family who can care for her. I noticed that a Ms. Morgan Davis had signed her out, and I wanted to know how. Also, I am concerned for my patient. She is very clever. It may seem as if she’s healthy and ready to acclimate back into society, but believe me, she’s dangerous, full of delusions.” 

      “Are you allowed to speak of your patient?” Annie asked, settling down, focusing on controlling the conversation with questions. 

      “Are you illegally allowed to sign out a patient that has connections to a national murder case, Ms. Gibson?” 

      “She was in there voluntarily, wasn’t she? For the last few months, at least. She had nowhere to go though, nowhere to stay. There’s nothing illegal about me signing her out,” Annie said. 

      “So, if I called your Lieutenant and told her you checked Savannah Espinoza out of the Sacramento Behavioral Hospital, and she’s now living with you, she would respond in kind? I don’t think so. I also think it violates the integrity of the investigation. Does it not?” 

      Tightening her jaw, Annie said nothing. Why had she left her number? She leaned across the counter and grabbed the bottle. She poured it into another glass. Her hand shook, and she spilled alcohol onto the countertop. After a few seconds, she gave up, and placed the bottle to her lips and drank.

      “Do I have your attention?” he asked. 

      “Yes,” she said, wiping her mouth, trying not to cough up the fiery liquid. 

      “Do you believe her, about the demon? Is that why you did it?” 

      “Yes,” she whispered, almost embarrassed to admit the truth. How long had Savannah endured his judgmental tone? 

      “In other words, you are engaging her in unhealthy behavior. You are contributing to the decline of her mental health. I can contact the courts, have her involuntarily committed if I believe she is dangerous…which I do.” 

      “What do you want?” Annie asked, and she could almost feel him grin through the phone. 

      “The mask,” he said, then the call ended.

      Standing against the counter for support, Annie tried to regain control of herself. What had just happened? Why did the psychiatrist ask for the mask?

      “Annie!” Savannah screamed from across the room. “Annie, get in here now!” 

      Gibson stumbled across the flat and sat on the floor, using the couch as a backrest. Someone had cleaned the broken glass and spilled whiskey. “Thanks for cleaning the mess. What’s up?” she asked. 

      “Who was on the phone?” From the couch, Savannah glanced down at her, the journal spread open on the couch’s arm. She looked beautiful with her dark hair curling around her forehead and over her shoulders.

      Annie almost bounced up and kissed the girl. The alcohol, the anxiety of the case, the strange events of the night, of Dr. Tacet’s call, the danger of hiding Savannah, of their private investigation…it had all coalesced into a confusing picture of want and need. Of desire. Annie hadn’t hooked up with someone in months, and she felt an animalistic, wild urge to fix that. And why not with Savannah? She was nineteen, just five years younger. Annie’s breath sharpened, and a desperate chill coursed over her body. 

      What was she thinking? Pinching her calf, she tried to settle herself. 

      “Hey,” Savannah said. “You okay?” 

      Annie shook her head. “I think I’m drunk.”

      “Who called?” 

      “Oh, er, Bennett. My partner. I mean, not partner like that. He’s my work partner.” Quit talking, she told herself. 

      “Okay.” Savannah sat and lowered the book to show Gibson. She pointed to a heading in the middle of the page. “The Mask,” she read. “The mask is Dumah’s home, anchoring the powerful demon to different realms and worlds. If Dumah possesses a host, and someone kills that host, Dumah returns to the mask. Dumah doesn’t have to wear the mask to keep possession, it just needs to be voluntarily put on once. Then Dumah can hide it, to protect it from harm. When the mask is destroyed, so is Dumah. Or once the demon has punished all those who are silent, then it moves on to another world.” 

      “What’s this mean?” Annie asked. 

      “It means when we summoned the demon last year, it most likely possessed Jimmy when Jimmy wore the mask to scare us, then after we killed Jimmy, Dumah returned to the mask, only to take over Leo. It then wanted to possess Evan so it could die with him. You understand? Using Evan, it would kill Robert and me, then Evan, pushing it into the next world. Except I didn’t die. To punish me and move on, it had to jump to another host. The paramedic who cut it off. James Gross. Right? I mean, maybe he wore it as a sick joke. Or someone dared him to do it. I don’t know, but he had to have put it on. Right?” 

      “Yeah.” 

      “Well, seeing through James Gross’s eyes, Dumah realized silent people fill this world, and I don’t think it has any intentions of leaving to another realm. Not when this one is ripe with prey.” 

      “Maybe it’s the alcohol,” Gibson said. “But I’m still not following this logic. Dumah wanted to punish the silent—you and your friends. When it didn’t, he had to jump ship, possess someone else, and it realized that someone else had dark secrets of their own, and it will stay here, and what, destroy the world?”

      “Don’t know about all that,” Savannah said. “But, one, whoever Dumah possesses doesn’t have to wear the mask. If Dumah enjoys it here, it probably hid the mask away, and it’s walking around normally. Two, if we want to find the mask, find Dumah, the killer, we have to stop researching Matthew Phelps and the names on that list. Those answers will fall in place when we find James Gross.” 

      Annie gripped the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger. “Wait…wait. James Gross? It’s not him. He has nothing to do with this. I told you.” 

      “Maybe not,” Savannah said, lifting the book onto the couch. “But was he, or was he not, the paramedic who went missing with the mask after that night?” 

      “He was,” Gibson said, trying to connect dots in her garbled head. Everything had bubbled up and popped and smeared her thoughts like cloudy water. 

      “Then he went home, possessed, and the demon learned something about him. Something that allowed it to continue dealing punishment. Maybe someone else found the mask and put it on for fun, for a sex game, for a Halloween costume…I don’t know. But I know that we will find our first answer with James Gross.” 

      Her logic made sense, though Annie hated to admit that. After she had chastised Jones and Bennett for going after Gross… 

      “Shit,” she said. 

      “What?” Savannah asked. 

      “The hacksaw. It had James’s prints on it. Maybe it was him. Maybe they were right.” She slapped her palm against the coffee table. 

      “What hacksaw?” Savannah asked, perking at the information.

      “They kept on nagging about James Gross, and I fought back, and Jones insisted. That night, Bennett searched the home without me. Found a hacksaw with his prints and Tessa’s blood. What’re the odds? Said he found it in the attic where I had searched. Accused me of being too hungover.” 

      “Were you?” 

      “Probably,” Gibson said. “But not too hungover to conduct a proper search. At least, I couldn’t believe that.” She glanced into the kitchen where the bottle of whiskey called for her. What did it say about her that she restrained herself from standing up and pouring another round? “Okay, so James Gross. I’ll bite. What do we do? He was kicked out of his apartment not too long ago, and no one knows where he went.” She snapped her fingers. “He vanished around the same time as her. Karissa Kross.”

      “Okay,” Savannah said, biting her lower lip. Silence pervaded the room for a minutes. “You’re the detective. What do we do?” 

      “Well, if we’re not looking for him, just information about him, we start with his contacts. Family, friends, employers. We try to get a picture of where he might have gone. I already have interviews in some of these files. Unless we get lucky, that’s about it. The police already have an APB out, checking for credit purchases, running plates. The works.”

      “You said you went to high school with him, right?” Savannah asked. “Said he was a decent guy back then?” 

      “Yeah.” 

      “Did he cross paths with Matthew Phelps or any of the girls on that list?”

      For a moment, Annie remained silent. She licked her lips, glancing back at the bottle. If she had another drink, would she be able to loosen her tongue and finally speak the truth into existence? Closing her eyes, Annie said, “No. He knew them, but they didn’t hang out.” Then she jumped to her feet and paced the room. “I got it. I figured it out.”

      “What?” Savannah asked, nervous about the gleam in Annie’s eye, the sudden excitement in her voice.

      Annie grinned like the devil. “Let’s just say, you might get lucky.” 
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      Bethany’s mom, Marilynn, stood in the entry and scanned the ceilings. She wore diamond earrings and a diamond necklace and a diamond ring the size of a cherry tomato. Her handbag cost more than most people’s cars, and her shoes could have fed a starving village. Though she wasn’t even fifty, her face appeared augmented, awkward, filled with unneeded corrections to make her look thirty—it made her artificial.

      “You really need all this?” Marilynn asked, glancing at a camera positioned in the corner. “You’d think he doesn’t trust you.” 

      “Mom,” Bethany said, exhausted. She wanted nothing more than to usher her mom and Bradley out the front door. “They’re meant to protect me.”

      Bradley held his mom’s leg, his face against her thigh, wetting her jeans with his damp face. He had always struggled when separated from her. 

      “And what kind of security do you have on him?” Bethany’s mom used air quotes around security. “How do you know who he’s with? A young, good-looking, professional athlete, millionaire, hanging out with a team full of bachelors. His guilt probably has him insecure, that’s why he put these up.” 

      “I can always call Kody’s mom, have her watch Bradley,” Bethany said, wishing she had done just that. 

      Marilynn scoffed, as if Bethany had suggested she pick up her wardrobe at Target. “So that sweet boy can drink whole fat milk and eat like an ape?” 

      “You’re so much fun,” Bethany said. “He has two outfits in the bag, his blanket and Teddie. Also, he’s potty trained, but sometimes when he’s not at home, he forgets, so I packed a few diapers. Remember, he’s allergic to strawberries, and he breaks out—”

      “Bethany, I get it. You’re a first-time mom of an only child. He’s overprotected. I raised you okay. I think I can handle this brat.” 

      “He’s not a brat.”

      “All two-year-olds are brats. And he’s your son, so he’s probably a super brat,” she said, then leaned over to face Bradley eye-to-eye, holding her knees. “Ain’t that right, Bratley?” Marilynn spoke to him like a dog, lowering her voice into a singsong tone. 

      “Alright, I’m calling Grandma Ba—”

      “I’m joking,” she said. “With your husband gone all the time, you sure are tightly wound.” 

      Bethany tried to conceal the pain that statement caused. For as long as she remembered, her mom had harassed her, pointing out a few extra pounds, new pimples, raggedy hair, and anything else she considered a blemish or fault. To appease her mom, Bethany had spent her formative years with a severe eating disorder. Once she finally gained the confidence and support to heal, she had transitioned to working out to unhealthy levels, spending too much money on facial creams and body ointments and ridiculous food for dieting purposes—losing her life to just another disease. She married an athlete who had money, someone who could pay for a lifestyle her mom would be proud of, though she didn’t really love him. She loved the idea of making her mom proud for the first time. To replace the lack of passion in her marriage, Bethany and Kody had a baby. 

      Kneeling, Bethany softly gripped Bradley by his small shoulders. “Hey, big guy,” she said, keeping her voice quiet so her mom wouldn’t eavesdrop and watch her with those always condescending, judgmental eyes. “You get to stay with Grandma tonight. It’s gonna be fun. I promise.” 

      After speaking with Matthew Phelps, then that Galt officer, Bethany had decided she needed a night alone—more accurately, a night without Bradley. As harsh as that sounded, his constant demand for attention had drained her to near-psychotic levels. A couple days ago, she had actually thought about putting a pillow over his face until he stopped crying—until he shut up and was quiet. Until everything went silent. That thought had terrified her more than what had happened with Tessa and Emely, more than Matthew’s phone calls, more than the security cameras that constantly pried into her privacy.

      Bradley shook his head so fast, Bethany feared his neck might break. “No!” he screamed in a shrill voice. 

      “Don’t yell,” she said in that same soft tone, adding a hint of sternness. “Grandma says she’s gonna take you to see that movie you want.” 

      “I refuse to go into a theatre,” Marilynn said, primping her dyed black hair. “Don’t tell him things you know are lies.” 

      Glaring at her mom, Bethany sneered. “Then what are you gonna do with him? Teach him how to properly hold his fork?”

      “Bethany,” Marilynn gasped.

      Bradley sobbed, screaming in a high-pitched wail. Bethany fought back her own tears, broken tears that showed the world she had quit, given up. 

      Instead of showing her cards though, Bethany lifted Bradley from his feet and walked him to Marilynn and shoved her son into her mother’s arms. She kissed the boy’s wet face and said, “I love you. I do. But I have to be alone.” She glanced at her mom with hard eyes. “Take him. I can’t anymore. Not tonight. I need a break. Just take him.” 

      Marilynn turned Bradley in her arms, allowing him to wipe tears and snot on her Burberry coat. The woman didn’t flinch when the body excrement smeared across her expensive clothing. No, she just ran her fingers through the boy’s blonde hair and spoke softly in his ear and shushed him, bouncing him up and down, offering a frozen glare at her daughter. 

      “Enjoy your night,” Marilynn said, dropping to a knee to grab the baby bag, then spun and opened the front door and slammed it behind her, leaving Bethany alone in the big, silent house. 

      Bethany stood rooted in place, staring out the entry window at the sliver of driveway available to her vantage. She waited and waited, feeling the emptiness and quiet press against her, hearing the echoes of boards shifting within the walls. After a few minutes, her mom’s Lexus SUV flashed by the window’s small space that Bethany peered through, and she exhaled for the first time since the door had slammed. 

      It had been months since she’d been really, truly alone. Except for the damn cameras.

      Fishing for her phone, Bethany typed a text message to a fake name in her contact list. Home alone. You free tonight? No cameras. 

      Matthew Phelps had been her first affair, not her last. A string of men—from bars, from the park, from the grocery store, from wherever—had filed through that the front door during Kody’s absences. Sometimes she asked for their number, added them under a fake name. Most of the time, she allowed them to disappear from her life.

      A heavy, dark guilt spread through her. Every ounce of her body demanded her to put her phone away, to not send the message. But she ignored her better judgement, listened to the lustful nagging. Since Kody had installed the cameras, not a single visitor had graced the house. And Bethany had an itch she couldn’t reach. 

      She hit send.

      Putting the phone back in her pocket, Bethany tried to think of a way to disconnect the cameras. Easy, she thought. She stripped down to nothing but her panties, knowing Kody probably watched her, or would at least go back to see what had happened. She didn’t know for sure, but she strongly suspected he watched the recordings like a Netflix show. 

      She grabbed the vacuum from the hall closet. The security cameras were hardwired into the home, and the power source sat in the spare bedroom, under a desk. Using the guise of vacuuming, she led her cleaning efforts to the guest room.

      When she reached the desk parked against the side wall, she moved the chair back and vacuumed underneath the sitting area, careful to position her naked body in front of the room’s camera—to distract her husband. She tried to catch the power cord onto the vacuum’s head, but missed. She made another run. If she didn’t get it here, she risked lingering at the desk for too long. Luckily, the power cord caught on the vacuum’s head, and she jerked hard, ripping the source from the wall. 

      Without missing a beat, Bethany continued to vacuum like nothing had happened—just in case nothing had happened, and Kody continued to watch.

      When she finished the spare bedroom, she brought the vacuum into the kitchen. Reaching back into her pocket, she grabbed her phone and opened the home security application. Nothing. The camera feed showed blackness. 

      Funny, she thought. That’s how I feel.

      Bethany was alone and unwatched. That knowledge sent her heart racing, filled her with a child’s anticipation. No husband. No son. No cameras. Thinking of all the danger she could get into made her dizzy. 

      She exited the home security application, half-thinking Kody would call any minute. Glancing at the clock, Bethany realized he was probably playing a game and wouldn’t notice for a few more hours. The wine rack appeared corpulent, fat on red wine, and Bethany decided to relieve it of some excess weight. She moseyed over, scanned the shelves for a pinot noir, but didn’t find one. Instead, she settled for a blend.

      After popping the cork and pouring a liberal glass, her bare feet slapped against hardwood until she stood before a full-body mirror. She snapped a picture of herself and didn’t hesitate this time to send it to the fake name. 

      I’m waiting…About to get in the tub. Door’s unlocked.

      Swiping left on the text thread, she deleted the messages.

      She knew he wouldn’t reply, he would just ring the doorbell and grab her when she opened the door, slam her against the wall, carry her to the nearest bed or couch or counter.

      Bethany turned on the shower in the master bedroom, hoping he would arrive sooner rather than later. As she waited for the glass to fog, she drank her wine and glanced around the bathroom. A lopsided pile of dirty towels and toddler clothes and sweaty workout attire leaned against the wall; a curling iron and open makeup trays and brushes rested haphazardly on the counter; toothpaste spilled down the edge of the sink from an open carton. 

      Turning from the mess, Bethany glanced out the single-story window sitting above the bathtub. Thanks to Kody’s paranoia, thick trees and an ugly fence were all she could see. How did he expect her to have a relaxing bath if she suffered a view?

      Setting down her stemmed glass, Bethany stepped into the shower and allowed the water to rush over her, scald her skin red. She lathered soap onto a loofah and scrubbed her body raw. Though she planned for a bath, she despised sitting in her own filth. On the rare occasion she did bathe, Bethany scrubbed the grime off of her body. Baths weren’t meant to cleanse, but to relax. 

      After about twenty minutes, when she felt clean and tired of waiting for shower company, Bethany stepped out and turned on the bathtub’s faucet. Hot water crashed, throwing up a thick steam that clouded the mirrors and lingered in the air. Naked and wet from her shower, Bethany tiptoed across the cool tile, dripping water with each step. 

      She reached under the sink for her Epsom salt and a bath bomb, then turned and dropped them in the tub. Grabbing her red wine from the counter, she sipped and waited for the bathroom to steam over like a humid, southern afternoon. 

      From the corner of her eye, Bethany noticed a shadow out the window. Night had deepened during her long stint under the shower’s hot water, and it didn’t help that the trees and fence shielded any light from the moon. She squinted into the darkness, but couldn’t make out any shapes. 

      Had he finally showed? 

      Bethany debated whether she should greet him in the bathtub with a glass of wine, or naked at the front door. Maybe she could surprise him by beating him to the entryway, get his heart rate up a little.

      Drying off to avoid dripping water over the hardwood, Bethany skittered naked down the hall and into the front entry. A single light burned in the kitchen and cast a dim glow across the surrounding area—perfect for setting the mood. 

      The inside of the house creaked, the sounds echoing down the dark, empty halls. Bethany grabbed a flame shooter and clicked on the flame, lighting a scented candle sitting on a table by the front door. Immediately, the sweet scent of tobacco burned through the home. The candle glowed in the brown darkness. 

      “Where are you?” Bethany sat her naked ass on the cold metal table that held the candle. “I’m ready for you,” she called out. “Hot and wet, straight from the shower.” 

      Her phone blared from the bathroom, causing her to lurch from the table, startled. Jogging back the master room, she found her phone, noticing Kody’s name on the caller ID. 

      “Shit,” she said, sighing. “Not the time.” But she knew she had to answer. He was definitely calling about the cameras, and if she didn’t answer, he would call local police and have them run by the house. Or worse, he would call a neighbor. “Hey, babe.”

      “Thank God,” he said, breathless. “You okay?” 

      Playing dumb, Bethany said, “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?” 

      “When the game ended, I checked my phone as soon I could. I didn’t have any messages from you, so I checked the cameras. They were turned off. I rewound the footage. I think you may have accidentally unplugged the chord with the vacuum—which, by the way, naked cleaning is my new favorite thing.” His voice had shifted from worried to playful, which meant he would want to talk. 

      Bethany moved to the window panels on the side of the door and glanced outside. “I thought you would enjoy that. I wanted to show you how much I miss you.” Her eyes scanned the empty driveway. 

      “God, I miss you, too. Three more days, then I’ll be home. How’s Bradley?”

      Something caught Bethany’s eye. A shadow, inkier than the rest, stood near the willow in the front yard. The darkness prevented her from deciphering any details. “He’s good,” she said. “Took a nap today. He’s actually sleeping right now. I don’t know, the way he’s been knocking out, I think he’s getting sick.” Her finger tickled the outside light switch, but an unexplainable fear held her back. She didn’t want to expose whatever or whoever stood in her yard.

      “Well, I’m glad he’s getting rest.” The conversation lulled for an eternal second. “We lost earlier. I had a crucial error that ended up costing us a couple more at bats, leading to the only two scores of the game.” 

      Bethany didn’t want to talk, especially not about baseball. She couldn’t care less if he won or lost or hit the buzzer-beating three that won them the Super Bowl. Getting him off the phone was all she cared about. “I’m sorry, honey. If you were here, I could help you forget that.” Cocking her head, narrowing her eyes, she fought against the dark to make out the silhouette in the yard. 

      “Maybe you can help me forget anyway?” he said. 

      Bethany closed her eyes. Sound normal, she repeated to herself. Don’t let him suspect anything. “Well, I am in the bathtub.” 

      Shit, the bathtub! She had left the hot water running. “Fuck,” she said, wheeling away from the door and sprinting naked down the dark hallways and into the master bedroom.

      “What’s wrong?” 

      Bethany screeched to a halt where the bathroom tile butted up to the bedroom’s hardwood. “Shit. Shit. Fucking shit.” 

      “Beth?” 

      Water poured over the lip of the tub and glided across the bathroom floor, soaking the dirty pile of laundry and the bath mats, squeezing between the floorboards. 

      “Nothing,” she said, tiptoeing through the spreading puddle. She turned off the faucet, then sat in the thin layer of water filming over the bathroom tile. “It’s nothing. I mean, Bradley…” she reeled to come up with a lie. “He somehow turned on the bath water, and it’s all over the floor now.” 

      “Strange,” Kody said.

      “I know. I don’t even know how he did it.” 

      “Not that. I thought you were in the bathtub already? And why don’t I hear him crying? Usually if he senses your discomfort, he’s a wreck.” Kody didn’t sound suspicious, just worried. “Beth, can you check those camera cords, make sure you didn’t accidentally unplug them?” 

      “Yeah, just give me a second.” The bottle of wine rested on the sink. She stood and grabbed it by the neck and drank heavily. “He’s in shock, I think. Hey, Kody, let me call you back later. He’s about to go off,” she said, just rambling her way off the phone, ignoring his camera request. “I’m sorry about the loss, and that I can’t talk. When you get home, I promise, I’ll make it up to you. I love you.”

      She didn’t wait for him to protest, didn’t give him a chance to respond. Bethany hung up the phone and held it against her chest with one hand, gripping the wine bottle in the other.

      The doorbell rang. Bethany yelped, then chuckled. 

      “Fuck me,” she said, then really laughed. That’s all she wanted. 

      Making her way back to the entry, Bethany opened the front door to darkness and crickets. No one waited for her. If she hadn’t been barefoot, she would have walked onto the cold cement and looked around the house, but she didn’t want to shower again before getting in the tub. If that even existed as a possibility anymore. 

      “Jackson,” she whispered. Then louder, “Jackson, you there?” Bethany felt uncomfortable speaking his name aloud. That’s not what this relationship was. He rested in her contacts under a fake, female name, and when Kody left for his games, she had texted that name, and he showed up. Talking at all, let alone saying names, barely existed between the two. They met purely for pleasure. Saying his name into the dark made her feel dirty, guilty—like his name was a bright light exposing their wrong, and she had turned it on to reveal everything. 

      He didn’t respond. 

      Bethany shut the door and locked the deadbolt and glanced out the side window into the front yard. The inky figure from earlier had vanished. “What the fuck?” she said. “What’s going on?” To steady herself, she drank from the wine glass sitting on the entry table, spilling it down her chin and onto her bare chest. 

      The doorbell rang again. Carefully, as if she might wake the dead, Bethany slid over to the handle. She peeked out the side window and glanced into the night. Darkness pervaded everything, and she couldn’t see beyond the glass. Inhaling, she flipped on the porch light and revealed Jackson standing off to the side. 

      He postured like a rag doll—arms lolling at his sides and head drooping around his chest. He lilted on his feet as if drunk. 

      Opening the door, Bethany said, “What the fuck? You scared the—”

      Jackson fell off to the side, crumpling. Bethany stood in the door, naked, shocked, watching as blood pooled around his body, stained his pale skin black. Behind him, a pair of legs stood as steady as tree trunks. Bethany followed them up past the torso, to the face which a burlap mask covered—a mask possessing stitched eyes and lips that flared upward into a demented smile. The figure waved with one hand, and it held a knife in the other. 

      Bethany tried to scream, but she couldn’t. Her feet carried her back small steps until she had the space to shut the door. Except she didn’t. Tears froze in her eyes, and a wail stuck to her tongue, and her hands stayed glued to her thighs.

      Jackson—part of the LAPD, who she had met after Tessa’s murder, and who often patrolled her area when Kody left for a game—lay like the soaked pile of laundry in her bathroom. She couldn’t take her eyes off him, and she couldn’t bear to look at the horrendous creature who grinned and held a gleaming knife and stared at her with stapled eyes. 

      The figure’s right leg stepped over Jackson, followed by its left, and it stood before her, blocking her view of the dead officer. 

      “Please,” she said, her voice catching on a sob. “Please. I have a son.” 

      The face only smiled back at her.

      Bethany had dreaded this night since the incident so many years ago. She always knew someone would find out about their crime, would come looking for them, would punish them. But she didn’t know it would happen like this, in the middle of the night, as she stood trembling and naked and alone in the dark.

      Finding a hint of strength, Bethany closed her eyes and expected the knife to break through her skin, slicing through her neck, but the attack didn’t come. Hyperventilating, Bethany opened her eyes and saw nothing but Jackson’s crumpled body lying before her. 

      As she inhaled to scream, a coldness slashed across her throat, and nothing but the silent, desperate sound of gurgling escaped her body.
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      The next morning, Savannah sat in the ripped passenger seat of Annie’s old Ford. Once again, they remained in the truck, staring out the cracked windshield at a parking lot—Starbucks, this time. A gathering of storm clouds veiled the morning sky. Rain dropped onto the off-colored truck like fat slugs, slumming through the caked dust on the hood. 

      Savannah chewed gum and picked at her hair, using the drop-down visor as she nervously fidgeted. 

      Despite flirting with Evan Lewis for years, Savannah had never been on a real date, had never had to do her hair or apply her makeup to look good for another human. Raising her little brother had sapped the time and energy to engage in romance. Now, in the stuffy truck with an overbearing heater that made everything smell like baked dirt, Savannah’s nerves bounced around her insides like a tangle of moths wrestling each other. She had never spoken to Matthew Phelps, had only seen pictures from his Facebook account, and she knew this didn’t count as a real date. Annie had set this meeting up as a chance encounter. Yet her cheeks wouldn’t stop burning.

      She smashed the temperature control. 

      “It’s too hot in here,” she said, shutting the visor. 

      “You want the AC on?” Annie asked. She had cleared half the bottle of whiskey last night, and the lingering stench wafted off her skin. She wore sunglasses and yoga pants and a big sweatshirt. Her hair stood in a bun, loose strands falling off in tendrils.

      Savannah grabbed the visor and forced it down, checked her lipstick. “I look like a clown. You know when I last wore lipstick?”

      Annie shrugged, massaging her temples, seemingly not caring about Savannah’s tirade. “My head hurts, so please stop using that shrill voice.”

      “I don’t remember the last time, either,” Savannah said, raising her voice an octave. Why not make Annie squirm just a little? 

      “You ever been laid?” Annie asked, peeking up at Savannah. She offered a sly smirk. 

      “What?” Savannah asked, mortified by the question.

      Raising her hands as if caught in an illegal act, Gibson said, “I’m just saying. If he didn’t—Matthew, that is—if he didn’t already know me as a deputy, I’d love to take your place, if you know what I mean. Matthew has grown to be quite the man. Steady job. Nice body.”

      “You’re a wreck.” Savannah had messed around with boys before, but her lack of opportunity to go on dates had prevented her from moving beyond second base. The thought of Matthew kissing her, touching her, created a deeper sense of anxiety within her. “He could be the killer,” she said. “What’s wrong with you?” 

      Gibson’s lips twitched, as if she fought against a smile. “Even better, right?”

      “There’s something seriously fucked in your head,” Savannah said. “Like, seriously. You should get help. Talk to Dr. Tacet.” 

      Gibson’s face shadowed, and she looked away from Savannah. 

      “What?” Savannah asked. “Did I strike a precious nerve in your tough-girl disguise?”

      “No,” Annie said, shaking her head. Though her dark glasses and mussed appearance portrayed a hangover, Annie’s behavior seemed peculiar. Shy. And the deputy was anything but.

      “What’s wrong?” Savannah asked. 

      “Dr. Tacet, he—” 

      Matthew Phelps bolted past the truck. Savannah’s stomach somersaulted. He stood around six feet, with an athletic, wiry build. His dark-blonde hair curled tight around the edges of the hat he wore, and a light scruff dirtied his face. Staring at his phone’s screen, he opened the Starbuck’s door, held it for a young couple, then disappeared into the cafe. 

      “Creature of habit,” Annie said, moving on from the subject of Dr. Tacet. “You remember the plan?” 

      “That’s not how he looked on Facebook,” Savannah said, wide-eyed. “Holy shit, Annie. You expect me to go sit next to him and spark a conversation like I’m a ditz? What am I gonna say that doesn’t make me look like I’m catching flies with my damn mouth?” Savannah pushed springy hair from her face, and she pulled down the visor once more, checking her reflection in the mirror. “I look like a clown with all this shit on my face.” With the back of her hand, she swiped at the glossy lipstick.

      Annie chuckled, still glancing downward, pinching the bridge of her nose between her thumb and index finger. “You’ve really never been on a date, like where you and a cute boy are alone?”

      “I’ve never had a prolonged conversation with a boy outside my group of friends, let alone been on a date. It’s kinda hard when your mom’s a junkie whore, and you go to school, parent your sibling, pay the bills, clean the house, buy the groceries. When would I have the time? I would have loved to, but when, Annie? When?” Savannah slammed the visor shut, glaring at the hungover deputy. 

      Snickering, Annie said, “Well shit, it’s not rocket science. Let me tell you a secret. You’re attractive. You’re young. You have tits and an ass. Use them to your advantage. You’ll get whatever you want from him.” 

      “I’m not whoring myself out,” Savannah said, thinking of her mom, feeling guilty for no reason at all. She had decided a long time ago that sex and relationships weren’t meant for her. They were for those people who needed a crutch in life. Savannah would never allow herself to depend on another human, let alone a man. If she managed a lifetime without having sex, she didn’t think she would miss out on anything special—in fact, she believed she would dodge a silver bullet. 

      “What about Evan?” Annie asked. “You never went out with him?” 

      “You’re a bitch,” Savannah said, fire touching her face, burning her tongue. She wanted to unleash on Annie. Why did she continue to bring up Evan? “We were friends. Yeah, maybe there was something. Maybe. But who the hell really knows. We were young, about to go our separate ways, most likely forever. Who wouldn’t feel a sense of loss and magnetism? Who wouldn’t want to explore something? But for the last time, we didn’t date. We didn’t fuck. We kissed once, and…and nothing.” A tear plowed through her makeup, streaking a black trail of mascara down her cheek. Savannah hated herself for showing weakness in front of Annie, for allowing the deputy to expose this vulnerability. 

      Annie spoke, but Savannah didn’t listen. She stepped out of the truck and hopped onto the asphalt, slamming the clunky door. Without a glance back, she marched into Starbucks and stood in line, staring at her phone, wanting to call Evan or Leo or even her mom—just someone, anyone she could talk to. But she had no one. 

      Scanning the cafe, she noticed that vacant chairs littered the space. Only Matthew Phelps sat at a table, a cord dangling from his computer and sticking into an outlet on the floor. He hunched over his computer, a soft light reflecting off his gorgeous face.

      Stop it, Savannah thought. 

      “Can I help you?” a bubbly voice asked from behind the counter. 

      Savannah ordered a drink, then waited at the counter’s end for her coffee, figuring out what was she supposed to do. They had planned for students to populate the place, studying or doing homework or just hanging out. Savannah, lost for a seat, would ask to sit with Matthew. Instead, the soft rain pattered against tinted windows, keeping an off-beat to the cafe music. Matthew sat at a cramped table for two, and it would make no sense for Savannah to intrude on his table. 

      “Savannah,” said the barista, sliding a paper cup across the countertop. 

      At the sound of her name, Matthew glanced up, caught her eye, and she quickly looked away. A confused onslaught of questionable emotions swarmed her. Embarrassment? Desire? Fear? Her hands suddenly felt cold, but a warm dampness seeped over her palms. Her ear itched. Why did her ear itch? Should she scratch it?

      Pushing through the fog in her mind, Savannah grabbed her drink. Lowering her head to avoid further eye contact, she darted toward the exit. This had been a bad idea. She would rather deal with Annie than figure out a way to speak with Matthew. What would she even say? Was she supposed to just ask about the murders? About what happened in high school? Or did she need to spark a warm, friendly conversation about his hobbies and interests and future, then dive into the bloody details on a real date? Did they even have time for a real date? Would she even like him? What if he was the killer? 

      “Hey,” said a male voice behind her, snapping her string of questions. He spoke with a soft, warm edge, like a blanket she wanted to wrap herself in. “Savannah.” 

      She froze, her hand on the exit door’s long black handle. All she had to do was push it open and walk into the chilly morning. Against her will, against her inner voice advising her against it, she glanced over her shoulder at Matthew Phelps. 

      He half-sat, half-stood from his chair, left hand planted on the table, getting up, but unable to make it all the way. His right hand extended forward, toward Savannah. In the room’s atmosphere, the ether, the intangible part that didn’t matter or really even exist, beans were ground and espresso machines dripped, and it smelled of hot milk and coffee and stale sandwiches just removed from a microwave. Voices spoke back and forth, not making sense, not saying comprehensible words. Only Matthew, squatting above his wooden chair, was cement. This potential killer, this man who may be infected with the spirit of a demon, only he contributed to Savannah’s tangible world. 

      In an eternity, he stood upright, his shoulders pinched back, strong and broad. With a graceful step, like a kid approaching a deer, he moved toward Savannah. Would she skitter and prance out the door? She didn’t know. She felt absolutely no control over her body or her actions. 

      After four steps, covering half the distance that separated them, Matthew halted. “You’re Savannah Espinoza,” he stated. 

      She blinked and breathed through lips and squeezed on the door’s handle. In the corner of her eye, she saw a woman approaching the glass entrance. Savannah knew she had to open the door, or step aside, or do something. Just do something. 

      Releasing the handle and sidling toward Matthew, she whispered, “Yes.” 

      A quiet alarm chimed as the woman from outside walked in. From up close, Savannah thought she looked familiar, but she couldn’t quite place the woman, like an elusive word stuck on her tongue. The woman’s heels clanked against the cafe’s hardwood, another sound in the distorted reality.

      Despite whatever Savannah felt—the fear, the embarrassment, the hesitation, the girlish infatuation—she noticed that Matthew also appeared uncomfortable. He wouldn’t come any closer. His mouth flapped stupidly, like a fish eating, and he wouldn’t stop staring at her, moving his eyes over her body. 

      Crossing her arms, Savannah covered her breasts. Why had she let Annie talk her into wearing a low-cut shirt with no bra? Why had she let Annie talk her into any of this? 

      For Leo. For Evan, she reminded herself. To stop Dumah. With that thought, the world crashed back in place, rooting itself back in her mind like a powerful oak unfettered by winds and storms. 

      “Do I know you?” she asked, feeling a newfound determination surge through her body.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “No, I’m Matt. I’ve…” he sighed, obviously nervous about confronting Savannah. 

      She knew what he wanted to say and why he hesitated. He had read about her in the papers, recognized her as the crazy girl who believed a demon had killed all her friends. “I have to go,” she said. 

      “Just…wait,” he stammered. “Listen, this sounds crazy, but I need to talk to you. Please. Sit down.” His crazed eyes widened, and he wildly gestured to the table behind him. He appeared afraid, as if a demon stalked just beyond his line of sight. Maybe one did. “Please.” 

      Glancing outside and seeing Annie in the truck talking on the phone, Savannah put her head down and moseyed toward the wooden chair. The detective wouldn’t allow her back in the truck without speaking to Matthew. Annie wouldn’t care if a hundred people crammed into the open cafe, or none. Savannah had a job—to sit down with Matthew Phelps and glean information about the current murders. 

      Matthew sat across from Savannah, cupping his open coffee with both hands. Steam poured off the top of an almond-colored drink. Up close, his sharp facial features softened under the cold gaze of his blue eyes. Under the hat, his dark-blonde hair held a red tint—not fiery like Evan’s, but strawberry. 

      Glancing at her own covered coffee, Savannah thought about what to say as she sat across a table from an attractive male. Though this resembled nothing close to a date, nor did she feel like it counted as a date, it offered her the closest experience she had ever had to one.

      Nerves gripped her throat, choked the words from her tongue, suffocated thoughts from her head. Was she supposed to start a conversation? Was he? Did she sit here and stare at the black coffee that bubbled brown, or were her eyes supposed to meet his blue gaze? 

      “I’m scared,” he said, like a long-lost friend calling Savannah out of the blue. “I don’t know what to do.” The soft warmth of his voice had vanished, replaced with an edge—not aggressive or violent, but terrified like a child recounting a horrifying, unexplainable experience.   

      Shyly glancing at him, Savannah said, “I think I can help. But, Matthew, tell me the truth. This is always about the truth.” She cut through the bullshit and small talk. Why else did he want to talk to her? She knew his situation. He knew hers. They both knew that fact, so why dance around it? “Where’s James Gross?” 

      Lifting his hat from his head, Matthew ran his hands through his hair, then set the cap back on, low over his icy eyes. Turning to look over both shoulders, he whispered, “How do you know about James?”

      “I’m not here to explain myself. You either need my help, or you don’t.” She neglected to mention that she needed his help. Why allow him to see her cards when he had mistakenly shown his? Despite her advantage, Savannah’s voice wavered with the bluff, and she felt small, so, so small. A firefly beside the moon.

      He lifted his coffee and drank, grimacing at the aftertaste. 

      “I know you met with Detective Bennett yesterday,” Savannah said. “He interviewed you about Emely’s murder. I know your name is on a list left at both crime scenes. I know the names on that list are people involved in a dark secret. A dark secret that has haunted you for years and has finally come back to claim you.” 

      “How do you know all that?”

      “I lived it. I am living it.” 

      Matthew gasped, as if holding back a sob. “I’m the last person on the list. The cops suspect me and James.” A thick texture coated his words, as if syrup had spilled over them. “I don’t know what to do. I keep seeing a person wearing the mask watching me, following me. What do I do?” 

      “You tell the truth,” Savannah said. “You start by telling me. What happened? What’s your secret?” 

      Matthew’s eye twitched, a subtle motion, but Savannah noticed it. He really is scared, she thought. Possessed only by terror. 

      “I—in high school—I loved Sadie. Sadie Robbins. We were friends, best friends, and I loved her. As each year passed, the friendship became strained with complicated feelings. We ignored them as best as possible, but kids aren’t equipped to handle those situations with grace.” 

      “Who didn’t handle it?” Savannah asked, adding more bite into the question than she intended.

      “Me. I guess I should say boys aren’t equipped to handle it with grace. I had friends, when rejected by girls, who would say the cruelest things, tarnish their reputations, spread absolute lies about them. Teenage boys are brutal.” He paused, as if ashamed, then added, “Men are brutal. Sadie handled the situation with grace. She said she’d always love me, and because of that, she didn’t want to hurt me. Thing is, I was too immature to understand that. She was hurting me. If she loved me, why wasn’t she with me?” 

      Savannah pawed at her cheek, ran her tongue over her teeth. What was she supposed to say? She thought of Evan, the violence that stirred within him. He had hated that part of himself, loathed that he mirrored his father in that way, but he still reacted with anger. Savannah felt her head smash against the wall in Tyler’s house as Evan slammed her against it. She wanted to ask Matthew about his anger, ask him what he had done. Instead, she twisted her hair and waited for him to continue. 

      “Everything happened so fast. My history teacher assigned me group work with—”

      “Tessa, Emely, Bethany, and Morgan,” Savannah said, reciting the names from the crime scene photographs.

      “And James Gross,” he said. “A big presentation, worth like fifty percent of our grade. Tessa and Emely were bright, but they didn’t care much for grades. They liked to party. Bethany cared more about how she looked than anything else. Morgan…she, she was new. I don’t know. Quiet. Came from a military family, I think. She left town soon after.”

      “What?” Savannah said. “What did you say? About Morgan.” Savannah shoved a strand of hair into her mouth and gnawed. 

      Matthew narrowed his eyes. “Just that she lived with a military family. They moved all the time because of her dad’s position.” 

      Anger boiled beneath the surface of Savannah’s skin, and it took everything in her power not to spill it all over Matthew. 

      “Go on,” she said, sounding as calm as possible.

      “Well, that was my assigned group. And James. I told them, I said I’d do the entire project on one condition—they come to my party.” 

      He premeditated what happened, Savannah thought. She didn’t know how she knew, but her gut tightened and clenched. He used his group as an alibi. 

      “Why?” she asked, her voice drowning beneath the grinding of coffee. 

      “She started dating another guy. Some asshole who played football and probably just wanted to use her. She told me about him before everything, said he texted her occasionally, called her pretty, but he liked her brains most.” Matthew scoffed. “Said her intelligence made her sexier than any girl on campus. Sadie dug that. No other guy, especially not one popular or attractive, had made her feel sexy. I had been too shy back then, awkward, and didn’t have the confidence to utter those words to her. She fell through the cracks of beauty—one of those girls who would have turned into a knockout in her twenties and thirties.” 

      “So, you were jealous.”

      “I hated him,” Matthew said. “And I hated that she had humiliated me. Rejected me for the cartoonish cliché we always made fun of. My study group agreed to the party. I had also invited Sadie. James said he knew a spot out in a cornfield. Drove us all out there with a keg in the back of his truck and more whiskey than we could drink in a lifetime.” 

      Matthew went quiet for a few seconds, cupping his coffee and staring across the cafe at nothing, at oblivion, at an eternity of regret. Swallowing, with tears burning his eyes red, he said, “I made her drinks.”

      “You drugged her?” 

      He affirmed the question with his eyes. “I thought if I couldn’t have her, I would have her virginity. After everything, I believed I deserved that much. I planned to rape her that night.” A tear broke loose and streaked down his grizzled cheek. He didn’t bother to remove it, but let it linger, a visual reminder of his pain. Matthew said, “Sadie vomited blood. She looked at me, moonlight reflecting off her crimson face, then she seized. Pink foam bubbled from her lips. I remember her eyes rolled back so only her whites showed. It looked fake, like a movie prop. Her hand squeezed mine with inhuman strength. And you know what? I pushed her away from me, ripped my hand from her desperate grip.” 

      Savannah stared at the crumbs littering the light-brown table.

      Matthew said, “The girls cowered together, screaming and whimpering and crying. I sat on my ass and watched James leap to her, work on her, try to save her. I remember at one point, he was breathing into her, and he came up for air, and blood drenched his mouth. Sadie had bitten her tongue in half.”

      The cafe’s chime sounded over the front door as a patron entered. Matthew startled, then tried to play off his edginess by sipping on his coffee. Savannah had neglected her own drink, and she too took a sip.

      “I killed her. Everyone else thought she had drunk too much. Had a bad reaction to the alcohol. I don’t know. We threw her body in the fire and let it burn all night. Then James and I dug a hole, and we moved the blackened remains there. Everything but her locket.” Matthew curled his lips into his mouth. “We agreed to tell no one, to never speak of it, to never talk to each other again. We were kids. We panicked. After our project, which I did for everyone like I had promised, we went our separate ways. Until recently. Sadie has come back to take her revenge.” 

      The similarities between his experience and Savannah’s own were uncanny. “Dumah is punishing you for your silence,” she said. “The demon will punish all of you. One by one. Whether you tell now or not. The only way to stop it is to destroy it.”

      “How?” 

      “Last year, after the police had shot Evan, James removed the mask from his face. He must have put it on. Apparently, his friends and family and coworkers say he acted strange. Then he disappeared. Matt, Dumah possessed him. We need to find James.” Unknowingly, she reached out and grabbed his hand. His skin felt cold and clammy. He flinched at her touch, and she quickly pulled away. 

      “He called me a couple weeks before Tessa’s murder,” Matthew said. “Said he moved in with a friend of a friend in Sacramento. He sounded spooked, like someone was stalking him.” Matthew hesitated, then continued. “I see the demon sometimes, following me at a distance. I think James did, too. I don’t think you’ll find James, Savannah.” Matthew shook his head. “I think it already found him.”
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      Gibson had intended to take her truck around the drive-through and sip on some bitter, black coffee as she dealt with the latest hangover. This episode featured a stomachache, something rotten that bubbled and rolled and couldn’t decide if it wanted to escape through her top or bottom. Along with the guest star, the lead headache played its role, pulling her eyes shut and making the dim morning still too-bright and insufferable. 

      As she turned on the truck, her phone rang. Bennett’s name flashed across her screen. 

      “Fuck you,” she muttered, lifting the phone anyway and placing it against her head. “Hello?” Gibson didn’t even try to hide her fatigue. Let him guess why she sounded half-dead. 

      “You busy?” he asked. 

      “Just trying not to vomit. So, more or less. I noticed you called on your personal phone. This a booty call? It’s about time you nutted up, big boy.” 

      Sighing, Bennett said, “Listen, Gibson, I feel terrible about yesterday, about this investigation. I know you busted your ass with leads. Though…I figured you should hear the latest.” 

      “Well, ain’t you a sweetheart,” she said, closing her eyes and resting her head on the cool window. “You find James? Arrest Matthew?” Gibson watched Matthew sitting behind his computer, Savannah standing in line. 

      “No, nothing like that. But Phelps came in for the interview yesterday afternoon. He was the last one to see Emely Ortega alive. They met at the park, got into an argument, and he said he left. I asked why we found a locket with a picture of him and Sadie Robbins in it near Emely’s dead body, and his face blanched, like I had charged him with murder.”

      Glancing through the Starbucks window, Annie noticed Savannah heading toward the door. Get out, she thought. Her worst fear had been realized. Her gaze fell on Matthew, watched him half-stand from his chair. What did you do to Emely, you little shit? “So, he’s our guy?” Annie asked Bennett. 

      A woman walked by the truck as Bennett responded, stealing Gibson’s attention. She was beautiful, very similar in appearance to Savannah. And Gibson knew her. How? From where? 

      “Annie, you there?” Bennett asked. 

      “What?” Gibson watched the woman enter the cafe.

      Bennett clicked his tongue. “About him being out guy. Don’t know. Again, other than attending the same school, how does he know Emely? Or Tessa?”

      Study group, she thought. “You ask him?” 

      “I did. He said he knew Emely from around town, school. Said he didn’t know Tessa, though. I asked why he met with Emely, and he went quiet for a second. He said they had hooked up, that he liked her and was maybe a little too determined, and she told him to leave her alone.”

      “That’s enough motive to kill someone, right?” Gibson asked, watching Savannah sit down with him. Leave, the thought. 

      “He was lying,” Bennett said. “All his information added up to a high-level suspect, right? He was the last one to see Emely alive. He was a disgruntled ex-fling. Why offer that information unless he’s just that stupid or cocky? Yet the entire time he spoke, he lied. I know he was lying. Why create a story that makes you look guilty? Who’s he protecting?”

      Himself. “So what, then?” 

      A moment passed, then Bennett said, “That’s not all, Gibson.” His voice sounded final. She knew what came next, and she closed her eyes for impact. “LAPD found Bethany Barnes murdered this morning. She had invited over some unknown guy, most likely to get some action with her husband gone.”

      “He’s our suspect?” 

      “No. They found his body with hers,” Bennett said. “We can’t touch that case, though. LAPD has it. I made a call over there, asked about a list of crossed-off names, told them our situation. We’ll see if they want to cooperate. They did tell me that Brittaney had a call from an Galt number that morning.” 

      “Shit,” Annie said. “Bennett, I called to—”

      “Not you. Matthew Phelps.”

      Opening her eyes, Annie sat up straight, momentarily forgetting the pain in her head and stomach. “He knows every victim.” Looking out the window, seeing her reflection in the truck’s mirror, Annie said, “Morgan Davis is next.” 

      “And Annie, I just found out that Morgan signed Savannah Espinoza out of the hospital.”

      “What?” Annie asked, shocked. Her throat tightened, making the simple task of breathing cumbersome. 

      “Morgan Davis signed out Savannah,” Bennett repeated. “We have to find her.” 

      Annie’s tongue had dried, a pile of sand sitting in her mouth. She stared at Matthew and Savannah, wondering what stories he told her, if he provided her with any dark information. Or did Dumah speak through him, see its old victim sitting across the table?

      “We do,” Annie said. She glanced in the window at her reflection. Her eyes were bloodshot, bathed in exhaustion. “And we will.” 

      Twenty minutes later, the truck’s passenger door slammed, startling Annie awake. Instinctively, she reached under the driver’s seat and grabbed a Glock, pointing it at Savannah, all in less than a heartbeat. The girl yelped, her hands covering her face. 

      “Annie,” Savannah said. “What the fuck?” 

      “Holy shit,” Annie said, panting. “Are you trying to die?” 

      “Am I trying to die? You’re the one pointing a gun at my face.” Slowly, the girl lowered her arms to her lap, glaring at the officer. “What the hell?” 

      “I was asleep. You scared me awake. I’m sorry.” Annie pointed the gun at the floor and gently placed it back under the truck’s seat.

      “No,” Savannah said, riding her anger. “No, Annie.” She bit her lip and glanced out the windshield, then she snatched Annie’s purse from the center console and turned it upside down. “What did you say your dad did? Military, right?” Savannah rummaged around the spilled detritus. 

      Annie sat frozen for a moment, trying to process the situation. Did Savannah really just grab her purse and turn it upside down? Did she grab her wallet? “What’re you doing with that?” 

      Pulling out a credit card, Savannah said, “Annie Gibson.” Another card. “Annie Gibson. Annie Gibson. Annie Gibson.”

      The last credit card, after Savannah tossed it, hit Annie in the forehead. She reached out and tried to retrieve her wallet, but Savannah cowered back, still digging through the slots. Annie leaned over, crawled across the middle seat, swiped like a cornered cat. “Give me my shit back,” she said. “What the hell are you doing?” 

      As suddenly as Savannah had grabbed the purse, she relinquished the wallet to Annie’s prying. “You stupid,” she started, not finishing her thought. A heavy wave of nausea came over her from the sudden movement. She gasped for air, pressed her face against the glass to collect the cold over her burning skin, watched Savannah read over an identification card. 

      “Morgan Davis,” the girl said. “You said we would tell each other the truth. We would find this demon. And this entire time, you knew what Dumah wanted? You knew the answers this entire time?” She didn’t scream, but spoke in a soft voice, almost a whisper, as if she might break off into sobs at the end of any sentence. 

      Raindrops pattered on the windshield, populating the dead, silent space. 

      “I didn’t know how to find it,” Annie said, regaining composure, sitting back in her chair. “Dumah. Whatever information I knew from high school wouldn’t help us catch the current killer. The names I could have provided were already at the crime scene. What could I add? Besides, I was the lead detective. I wasn’t withholding crucial evidence from the case. I knew it all.” 

      “You withheld crucial information from me!” Savannah screamed. For a few seconds, the rain mixed with the girl’s heavy breathing. With both hands, she rubbed her eyes. “You’re scared, aren’t you? That’s why you drink? That’s why you signed me out. You’re scared of Dumah, and you’re scared of dying.” 

      After the incident in high school, Gibson’s dad had needed to move again. They knew their time in Galt would be short-lived, so she never became close with anyone. Never stayed in contact. Which only helped perpetuate covering up a murder. The nightmares had never stopped, not until the Masked Massacre, then the terrors accompanied her during her waking hours. She picked up drinking. It was the only way she could fall into a black void of nothingness and not see Sadie’s body at night or Dumah’s twisted, stitched face in the day, behind every tree, within every shadow, just beyond the corner of her vision. 

      She nodded, a tear sliding down her cheek, and she waited for Savannah to rip into her. How did she call herself a cop if she had helped conceal a murder? How did she live with herself? 

      “I know that fear,” Savannah said. “Not of dying and being forgotten, but of living and being ignored. With Jimmy’s accident, I felt the same way. I wanted, needed to tell someone, but I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. And the more time that went by, the harder and more impossible it became.” Savannah’s hand touched Annie’s. “Dumah feeds and lives on lies. On silence, Annie. We have to tell truth. To face the consequences.” 

      Neither of them spoke for a time. Annie thought of Leo and his situation. Would him and Savannah accept the consequences? By the look in the girl’s faraway eyes, Annie supposed she struggled with that very thought. 

      After some time, Savannah said, “James is staying in Sacramento. I don’t have an address, but I have the name of his roommate.” She stared out the windshield, twisting her hair so tight around her finger, the skin turned a bright white.

      “He told you everything, didn’t he?” Annie asked. “You look like her, like Sadie. That’s why I sent you in. I knew he’d open up to you. Sava, you saw Evan when he was possessed. Was Matthew possessed? Is Matthew who we’re looking for?” 

      Savannah slightly shook her head no.

      Annie spoke, breathless, just wanting to shed herself of the burdensome weight. “After that night, after seeing her burn, I had to change who I was. I couldn’t look in the mirror and accept that I was Morgan Davis. When I turned eighteen, I changed my name. I returned…I returned to face my demons.” She chuckled. “Listen, only you and one other person know this.” 

      “Matthew?” she asked. 

      Annie teetered her head. “Probably. I don’t think he would forget my face, and when I interviewed him, he seemed to know who I was. But one other person, and I don’t know how he plays into it all.”

      “Who?” Savannah asked. 

      “Dr. Tacet, your psychiatrist. He called me, told me he knew my secret, said he would reveal it to the world.”

      “Unless you brought him the mask?” Savannah asked. 

      “Unless we recovered the mask and gave it to him. How did you know?” 

      “He told me he could get Leo’s charges dropped for the same price. The mask.” 

      “Why?” Annie asked. “Why would he want the mask? It makes no sense.” 

      Savannah reached into QP’s backpack at her feet and removed the old book. Then she grabbed Annie’s cell phone. “Password?”

      Annie told her, then asked, “What’re you doing?” 

      “Looking up the name Matthew gave me. We need to find James as soon as possible. Matthew and you are all that’s left on the list. Once I put in the address, I’ll look up uses for the mask. Try to figure out why Tacet wants it.” Savannah typed in the address and started the route. Before Annie had the chance to back out of the parking lot, Savannah said, “You’re getting a call from an unknown number. No more secrets. Okay? Answer on speakerphone.” 

      Without argument, Gibson answered. “Hello.” 

      The voice sounded muffled on the other line, but the direct, melancholy edge was unmistakable. Dr. Tacet said, “I have good news for you, Detective Davis.” 

      Annie cringed at her real name. “I don’t have it yet.” 

      “Yes, and I’m getting impatient. I hoped that Savannah would nose it out quick enough, but she has proven as inefficient as yourself. To help prod you both, I have added a time constraint. A concerned citizen posted Leo’s bail. Someone who believes he is innocent and will hire the best lawyers available, if not whisper into the ears of people within the court.”

      “Dr. Tacet, where’s my brother?” Savannah asked, raising her voice. 

      “Savannah, it’s so nice to hear your voice. Detective Davis will have twenty-four hours to bring me the mask, or her secrets, and I mean all of them, will be released. As to your question, my dear, Leo is with me. In return for the mask, I’ll guarantee not only his safety, but a clean criminal slate.” 

      The call ended. Annie’s hand trembled as it held the small device. Did Tacet somehow know about what she had done all those years ago? How? And what would happen if Jones found out that Annie’s name was false, fabricated? That she had received the job on forged documents? That she had checked out Savannah from the hospital? That she had destroyed and hid evidence to a murder? 

      Annie headed toward the apartment in Sacramento. As she drove, she received a text from Bennett informing her that someone had posted Leo’s bail, which made little sense. Most judges didn’t grant bail to multiple-murder suspects.
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      Matthew watched Savannah leave the cafe, watched her through the tinted, rain-drenched window as she stepped into the beaten and rusted truck. He saw Detective Gibson sitting in the driver’s seat. 

      Strange, he thought, finishing the last of his coffee. What business did Savannah and the detective have together? What linked them? The question appeared obvious enough. 

      Opening his laptop, Matthew typed his password and stared at the screen. A split window appeared. On the left, a picture of Savannah and an article retelling the Masked Massacre showed. On the right side, Matthew studied a high school picture. 

      Matthew stood in the middle. He had long hair that twisted down his neck in heavy, blonde curls. Despite his awkward personality and bone-thin appearance, he boasted attractive physical features. He had one arm wrapped around Bethany, the other around Tessa. Remembering the feeling of elation, arms around two of the prettiest girls in school, Matthew smirked. If he had only known he would mentally mature, make a decent fortune, and eventually hook up with either girl on a whim, would that night still have happened? He thought it might. Sadie’s death, her murder, propelled him into that false confidence, though it had also thrown him into a dark, cold prison of fear and regret he would never escape. In order to at least see a semblance of light, Matthew had to transform himself. That transformation inflated a false security, allowed him to take risks and jump on opportunities he naturally would have declined. 

      The world is dark and twisted and full of demons that look like angels.

      Next to Tessa, with her thumbs looped into her jeans, stood Emely, a head shorter than the rest. Despite her stockier build, she had the prettiest smile and eyes of the group. The more Matthew looked at her, the prettier the became. She shined—a pure light in the thick of fake, artificial beauty.

      Opposite of Emely, standing beside Bethany, stood Morgan Davis. A dark-haired girl who smiled with her eyes down and shoulders slumped and feet stacked atop each other, as if she wanted to disappear forever, to turn invisible. Matthew’s eyes almost traced over her at a preliminary glance, though she was who he wanted to find, to see. Despite her dark hair and her dark eyes, she had heart-shaped lips, full and naturally red, and a nose like a rabbit—subtle, yet it demanded attention.

      Glancing out the storefront window, Matthew shook his head. She had dyed her hair blonde. She had disguised her brown eyes with blue contacts. And rabbits had giant ears like antennas jutting from their skulls. Yet she couldn’t hide that nose. At least not from him.

      The real question, Matthew wondered, was why Morgan and Savannah were together? The real answer, he knew, revolved around both their incidents—hiding a murder—and Dumah, the demon that punished those who were silent against injustice. Savannah had held her tongue about Jimmy’s murder, just as Morgan—or Annie, or whatever she decided to call herself—had hid Sadie’s death.

      He knew he had to help. But did that mean exposing all the secrets that had drowned him for years? Who would he be if the darkness didn’t stain his face, his personality, his identity? Could he move on knowing that everyone saw him for who he really was, or would he be flung into another dark prison?  

      Returning his attention back to the image, he remembered convincing Sadie to take the photograph the night they all went to the cornfield in James’s truck. “To prove to my mom I’m studying,” he had said, defending his reasoning for why she couldn’t pose in the photograph. “You’re not part of the study group.” 

      The argument had worked, and Sadie had captured the other six kids, captured her murderer and the accessories to hiding the crime. Had she known she documented her killers’ alibis, in that moment? A twisted sense of accomplishment overcame Matthew, making him sick. 

      Picking up his satchel, he shoved the laptop into the bag and stood. He ran a hand through his matted hair and placed his hat back on. Glancing behind him, his eyes locked with a woman sitting in the back corner of the cafe. For a second, he thought Savannah had reentered the cafe, the woman looked so much like her. When his gaze lingered a second too long, she smirked, exposing a familiar face. 

      Quickly, Matthew looked away, finding the crumb-littered floor interesting. Did he know her? How? From where? Should he approach her? Staring at the ground, deciding against it, he moseyed out of Starbucks and into the rain. 

      The weather had worsened since had been inside. A heavy wind carried a deep chill, drove the rain hard into Matthew’s face so he had to lower his head against the onslaught. The thick, gray clouds blotted any sunlight, creating a dim, dreary atmosphere. 

      Matthew jogged to his car and flipped on the heated seat. He unlocked his phone and scrolled down to the number Detective Gibson had given him in case he thought of anything more, and he wondered if she had given him the department’s information or her personal cell. Did he have more information to give her? He had told Savannah about James’s last known address, at least the last place he knew James stayed. With Detective Gibson in the truck, Matthew assumed Savannah had relayed her that information, and they had taken off to that spot.

      “That’s it,” he said, turning on his car. “I’m following them.”

      As he backed out of the parking lot, something smacked against his driver’s window. For a split second, he saw the mask from the corner of his eye. The demon had found him.

      Startled, he slammed on the gas, jerking the steering wheel, reversing the vehicle fast and hard. He heard a dull thud on the hood, then a percussive crash as he rammed into the car parked behind him. His trunk crunched the hood of the other vehicle, and the windshield cracked into a brilliant display of webbed glass. His head smacked against the steering wheel, dazing him.

      As his vision cleared, he saw out his windshield. At first glance, he thought Savannah lay in the stall he had hastily backed out of. Instead, he stared at a stranger. A stream of blood trickled from her nose, one from her ear, and she lay on the asphalt with her hand spread before her face, as if presenting a gift. The rain fell over her, plastering her dark hair to her forehead and temples and her white shirt to her body. A gentle nervousness built in his stomach at her stark beauty. A wild desperation flared at the fact that he had injured her, ran her over, maybe…maybe killed her.

      Matthew’s mouth flapped, but he couldn’t form words, let alone actions. He sat frozen in the driver’s seat, hands on the steering wheel, staring at her prone body soaking in the rain. He had smashed his car and a stranger’s car because a gorgeous woman had scared him half to death. Now that gorgeous woman lay unmoving. And some damn song played softly on the radio. 

      Licking his lips, Matthew whispered, “Why…did you tap my window like that?” The current situation hadn’t registered in his mind.

      Matthew dropped his head against the seat rest and chuckled, though he couldn’t think of a single humorous reason to laugh. “What the fuck,” he said. 

      He checked his rearview. The car he had crashed into hadn’t moved. Neither had he, and he knew he had to manage his way out of the vehicle. With all the strength in his body, he opened the driver’s door, but didn’t exit. He said to himself, “I need to find the owner. He’ll want my insurance information.” 

      The woman continued to lie there unmoving, soaking in the rain and bleeding onto the ground.

      Scratching his eyebrow, Matthew struggled to sort out the unreality of the situation. What was he supposed to do? Leave a note to the car’s owner? Pick up the girl and drive her to a hospital? Both? He couldn’t sit here and stare out his windshield, at his rearview mirror forever. 

      “What the fuck,” Matthew said again, gripping the steering wheel. His heart beat heavily against his chest.

      He leaned his head against the rest, slouched down in the seat, his breathing ragged. The driver’s door remained partly opened, and rain sprinkled onto the door’s interior panel, onto his arm.

      Wiping his face, Matthew jumped from the vehicle and jogged to the woman. He struggled to hoist the limp body over his shoulder. Then he carried her across the parking lot, thanking God that no one bothered to come out and ask what was going on. Thanking God for people’s silence and inability to venture outside of their own worlds. 

      Matthew tugged on the passenger door handle, but it was locked. “Shit,” he muttered, lugging her around to the driver’s side and punching the unlock button on the soaked armrest. He carried her back around and opened the door and sat her on the passenger seat, buckled her in. 

      Without another thought, Matthew ran back to the driver’s side, shifted his car into gear and peeled out of the parking lot. Checking his rearview mirror, he noticed his bumper had fallen off in the collision, but he didn’t care, not in the least. He focused on nothing but the woman.
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      Annie and Savannah parked the truck in front of a run-down liquor store. Signs featuring bargain deals on tobacco and alcohol dotted the window. Off to the side of the front door, still under the awning, sat two homeless men. Each had bushy, gray beards and wore ratted clothing as they huddled under blankets spotted with holes and strung with loose threads. An open pizza box rested between them, half of the slices gone. A dog lay on an old sweater beside one of the men, head wedged between its two paws, eyes open and content. 

      An apartment complex sat atop the liquor store. Steel bars covered the windows. 

      “This is it?” Savannah asked, turning her head to see the top of the building. “James Gross’s last known address. Reminds me of home.” 

      Annie glanced at Savannah with blood-red eyes. About every fifteen seconds, the detective rubbed them with the back of her hands. “You find the demon’s weakness?” 

      Savannah shook her head. She had skimmed through the pages, seeking any mention of vulnerability or death or injury, but she had found nothing other than killing the host and destroying the mask, or allowing Dumah to finish the summoning—destroy the silent it had come to kill. “Kill or be killed,” she said, defeated.

      “Makes sense.” Annie turned off the rattling truck and unbuckled. “I mean, a demon is a purely primitive creature, right? Built on fear and survival. Why wouldn’t defeating it come down to kill or be killed? Survival of the fittest?” She reached under the driver’s seat, pulling out her gun.

      “So, we kill the innocent person Dumah’s possessing? Then what?”

      “Burn the mask. Be done with this business once and for all.” Annie grabbed the door handle. “You ready?” 

      “What about Leo?” Savannah asked. “If we burn the mask, Tacet still has Leo. What happens to him? What happens to you? If we burn the mask, Tacet will release all your secrets.” 

      Annie rubbed her eyes, cracked her neck. “Listen, the worst that will happen to your brother is his trial. Tacet won’t lay a finger on the kid. Think about it…if he does, we’ll just charge his ass with kidnapping, assault, murder.” Savannah flinched at Annie’s words. “Hell, we can charge him with kidnapping as it is. We have as much leverage on him as he does on us.” 

      “That’s not fair to Leo,” Savannah said. “The mask is going to Tacet. You understand? I don’t care what you do, but we’re giving the mask to Tacet. Leo will walk free.” 

      “Savannah, quit letting your emotions cloud your judgment. You’re not that stupid,” Annie snapped. “Listen, we don’t know Tacet. Doesn’t it disturb you that he wants the mask? What does he plan to do with it? Why does he want it? Think how many lives we could save if we destroy it.”

      “And think how many guilty people will continue to walk free if we do. I don’t know why Tacet wants it, but don’t you think the mask, the demon, has…has…” But Savannah couldn’t finish the thought. She didn’t know if she believed her own words, but even if she did, could she admit aloud that evil solved evil?

      “That what?” Annie pressed. “That the demon has been a blessing to society? A dark angel sent to save the victims and the innocent? Don’t you see? Everyone is hiding a secret. We all have some dark truth buried. You and me, our friends, we’re not unique. If we allow Dumah to dictate who lives and dies, then humankind will go extinct.” 

      Savannah curled a strand of hair tight around her finger. “Actions deserve consequences,” she said. 

      Annie chuckled at that statement, amused. “What the hell does that mean? I’m a cop, Savannah. You don’t think I understand, more than a stupid teenager, that actions deserve consequences?”

      “I don’t,” Savannah said, her voice rising. “I don’t. You were complicit in a murder, and what did you do? You changed your name. Dyed your hair. Do you wear colored contacts? I bet my life you do. What consequences have resulted from your actions? Sadie’s parents never knowing what happened to their daughter. That’s it. But that’s you, right? A self-centered, stuck-up bitch who can’t look in the mirror because you’re afraid of how ugly you really are.” Savannah heaved for a second, then said, “I’m not saying I’m any better than you, that I like my reflection. What I’m saying is that I’m not looking out for myself anymore. Everything I do is for my brother.” 

      “And that’s damn selfish in its own way,” Annie said. “You try to build yourself up as some hero, but in reality, you’re only trying to make yourself feel worthwhile. You and me, Savannah, we’re the same. I’m a cop to save people, to help people, because I couldn’t do it when it mattered most. That’s your motivation, your drive. But it’s just as selfish as doing it for yourself.” 

      The rain consumed the silence that ensued. After a few seconds, Savannah said, “We find Dumah, and we take the mask to Tacet. Whether we give it to him or not, we’ll decide that later. How about we just survive this?” 

      Annie rubbed her face again, nodded. “How about it, then?”

      Opening the passenger door, Savannah exited the truck. Rain sprinkled overhead, the downpour dwindling to a light mist. “That’s a good sign, at least,” she said as she rounded to the hood, meeting Annie. “Rain is subsiding.” When Annie didn’t respond, Savannah glanced back and noticed the detective still in the truck, cellphone to her head. “What’re you doing?” Savannah mouthed. She hustled back to the door and opened it. “What’s up?” 

      “I’m calling Bennett,” she said. “Just in case.” 

      Savannah wanted to argue back, but she didn’t see the point. So far, their bickering had led to zero solutions, both too stubborn to budge or see the other’s side. Savannah stepped back into the cab and shut the door. The interior of the truck, after her brief stint outside, felt hot and muggy, like a summer afternoon ripe with humidity.

      “At least block the number,” Savannah said. “Make an anonymous call.”

      Gibson held up her finger, shushing Savannah. 

      “Bennett,” Annie said.

      Silence for a beat.

      The dog stood from its prone position and scuttled to its owner, where it snuggled back down.

      “It’s me. I…I don’t know how to say this, but…but shit, Bennett, I’m here. I’m at James’s apartment. I should have called earlier, but I wanted this. I promise I’ll tell you everything, the entire truth, when this is over, but for now…just don’t tell Jones. Okay? Do that for me.” She recited the address to the apartment, then ended the message and stared at her phone’s screen until it turned black. 

      “I’m scared, too,” Savannah said. “But if we don’t step out of this truck, we never will.” She grabbed and squeezed Annie’s hand.

      With a warm yet frightened grin, Annie nodded. She opened the creaky door, slammed it shut behind her. Savannah followed out the passenger side, and they walked around the truck and stood under the awning, near the two homeless men. A glass door, barred with steel, led into the liquor store. Set off to the side stood a green door with a brass handle and an electronic keypad. No sign dictated whether the door led up to the apartments.

      Savannah walked over and turned the handle. Nothing happened. “Locked,” she said, turning back to Annie. “Try the liquor store?” 

      Annie sidestepped and grabbed for the metallic handle leading into the shop. The door flew open when she pulled, and a chime sounded. Shrugging, the deputy entered. Savannah hustled after her. 

      What scant lighting worked in the store flickered every few seconds, and the electricity constantly buzzed. A row of glass-encased commercial refrigerators full of cheap, domestic beer lined the left side—adding to the low rumble of the place. On the right, a single row of shelving held snack foods—chips, pretzels, and candy. Before Savannah and Annie, a counter stretched and attached to each wall. Tempered glass rose from countertop to ceiling, allowing a small space to exchange money. Behind the glass rested a shelf full of liquor and tobacco products, and a middle-aged woman with frizzled hair and no makeup sat in a chair. Dark coloring bruised the skin below her eyes, which were red with fatigue. She didn’t frown, but her face lacked any semblance of joy, and Savannah doubted the woman knew how to smile, doubted her face could contort into such a shape. 

      “Can I help you?” she asked in a scratchy, bored tone. 

      Savannah glanced at Annie, wondering if the deputy would use her law enforcement card. 

      “Yeah,” Annie said, digging into her pocket. “I’d like a bottle of Crown, please.” She removed a handful of wadded cash. “Also, our friend invited us upstairs for a get-together. She’s on the third floor. Any possibility we can get in without making her climb all those stairs?” 

      Ambling, the woman found the Crown Royal and placed it beside the cash register. “Code’s 9804.”

      Annie slid the cash under the glass partition and grabbed the bottle from the lady. “Thanks,” she said. “Keep the change.” 

      The woman nodded, but she didn’t smile, nor did her eyes lighten. 

      Savannah and Annie exited the liquor store, punched in the code at the door a few feet away, and walked into a hallway, lazily lit by a dim bulb. Shadows loomed along the narrow passageway. A staircase ascended into obscurity. If light had offered illumination before, it was now obsolete, burnt out, overwhelmed by the power of darkness. The wood creaked as Savannah stepped onto the first stair. 

      Annie cracked open the bottle, the seal breaking like snapping twigs, and she drank. At the end of the prolonged shot, she grimaced and offered Savannah a drink. 

      “You should have given it to them,” she said, motioning outside the door at the two men. “They’d probably enjoy warmth on this cold day.”

      “Guess I’m drinking for you, too,” Annie retracted her offer and drank again.

      For the hundredth time, Savannah wanted to tear into Annie. But she stood twenty steps from answers. Why engage? Swallowing her emotions, Savannah ascended the staircase. When she reached the top, a low light cast an orange tint across the ruined apartment, highlighting graffiti on the papered walls. With slow, deliberate steps, Savannah advanced down the hallway. 

      She passed one door with the number 200 slanting upward. Across from it, door 201. Annie’s plodding footfalls echoed behind her, nearly shook the dilapidated apartment. The detective shoved past Savannah, made a beeline to unit 207, and she knocked with a fist, pounding on the door. Savannah caught up to her after a few seconds. 

      They stood off to the side, and they waited. Ten seconds. Twenty.

      Annie beat on the door again.

      Ten seconds went by. Thirty.

      Savannah felt antsy. Had they come all this way for nothing? Had Matthew given her the wrong address to…to what? She didn’t know, but this didn’t feel right. 

      “Want to wait for someone to show up?” Savannah asked, leaning against the wall and sliding to the floor. 

      “For five minutes,” Annie said, a wild look in her eyes. She kept glancing at the door as if it might burst open at any second. “If Bennett gets here, which he will soon, we’ll never get in that apartment. Unless the tenant shows.” 

      “You don’t think he will?” 

      Annie shrugged. “I don’t know, but I have a feeling that whatever is behind door number one, it’s not feeling too lively. You smell that? That, that moldy, stuffy, like—”

      “Spoiled,” Savannah said. “Like, rotten.” 

      “Exactly. Like, rotten. This shit-hole might not smell like roses, but it doesn’t smell like death either. Come here.” Annie marched back to the stairs, and Savannah followed. “You smell that?” 

      “No,” Savannah said. 

      “Me neither. The smell, that rot, it really takes shape the closer we get to door 207. There’s a body in that room. And Bennett has the rule book shoved so far up his ass, we’ll never get in without dealing with Jones and forensics and Sacramento PD and the rest of the circus. We’ll wait five minutes, then that door is opening.” 

      “Can we wait here?” Savannah asked, sitting on the top step. “Where it doesn’t smell?” 

      Annie drank again, spilling down her chin. After wiping it off with her wrist, she said, “Sure.” The two sat quietly for a moment. The apartment’s walls were paper thin, and they could hear the city’s traffic. Finally, Annie spoke. “I’m sorry I’m such a bitch.” 

      Taken aback, Savannah twirled her hair.  

      “It’s just—“

      “You don’t have to explain,” Savannah said. “We’re scared, both of us. Thank you for trusting me, for signing me out of that place, for helping me find the demon—even if it was for your own bitchy motivations.” Savannah smirked. “Maybe I will have a drink.” 

      For the first time, Savannah watched Annie smile, truly smile—with her cheeks and eyes. And she lit up the dark, grungy hallway. Passing the bottle to Savannah, she said, “First time?” 

      “Yeah. I was afraid of turning into my mom. But I’m tired of letting fear run my life.” With that, she tipped up the bottle and drank, then coughed half of it out. “How do you drink that? Oh my God.” 

      Gibson held that joy in her face as she retrieved the bottle and pulled from it. “Keep drinking and you’ll see.” 

      “I don’t know if this is confidential, or if it even matters,” Savannah said. “But you said that, I mean before they found the fingerprints, you said Jones and Bennett suspected James Gross of Tessa’s murder. I’m curious, because his name isn’t on that list of names, but Matthew’s is. And if Jones and Bennett didn’t know the high school story, I don’t know, I’m just curious why they suspected James in the first place?” 

      Gibson stared down the stairs. “Obviously, we believed he had stolen the mask from…well, you know. And Tessa’s murder had a list of similarities to…to Evan’s. Well, we threw ideas out there about James being a copycat, though it never seemed to fit, until we asked around. His family, friends, coworkers, they had all reported him as off over the days leading up to his and Karissa’s disappearance.” 

      “Karissa?” Savannah asked. “Kross. That girl that went missing? She’s a part of this?” 

      Annie shrugged. “Her and James had dated. He was the last person to see her before she went missing. Before he went missing.” 

      A sudden, deep chill overcame Savannah, and she shivered. Fear, like an icy weight, settled on her as a heavy knowledge revealed itself. “Annie,” she said, so quietly her words were like a dying candle flame. “I think Matthew may…I think Dumah got to him.” 

      Annie cocked her head. “What do you mean?” Before Savannah explained, Annie’s face blanched with understanding and fear. “Holy shit,” she said, dropping the bottle. It landed on its butt, then tottered and capsized, rolling down the wooden stairs, spilling whiskey. 

      Annie had taken off in a sprint to unit 207. Savannah saw the deputy raise a leg and kick hard. She heard the wood splinter. The hinges creaked as the door swayed open.

      As if in a dream, Savannah walked down the endless hallway, knowing what she would see when she reached the end, knowing what waited for her and Annie. 
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      The nearest hospital from Galt was Sacramento General, about twenty miles away. Matthew had the gas pedal flush against the floor, swerving through traffic, riding on the shoulder, pushing his luck to get the strange woman there.

      It took fifteen minutes to exit the freeway. For the first time of the drive, he decelerated, placed his foot on the brake and stopped at the red light at the off-ramp. 

      A stream of vehicles crossed his path, barring him from running through the intersection. Tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, Matthew glanced at the woman.

      Her head lolled against the window. Her right arm hid between the seat and the door. She looked awfully familiar—a lot like Savannah, actually. Was that why he thought he knew her? 

      Shaking his head, he watched the cars drive by, searching for a break in the crossing traffic so he could gun his way through. 

      His thoughts drifted to the passenger. At least she had moved. At least she’s not dead. He straightened in his seat. She had moved, he realized. Her head had hung over her chest a moment ago, and now it rested against the window. Her arm had sat in her lap, and now it dangled off the edge of the seat. 

      From the corner of his eye, he noticed a sudden, quick flash. Before he had the chance to react, cold steel plunged into his trachea.

      He coughed, gurgling on blood, spraying it onto his windshield. 

      The light turned green. Matthew choked, unable to breathe. His lungs burned, his body shook.

      Somewhere behind him, someone honked. His foot went lax on the break, and the car rolled forward at an idling pace, lumbering through the empty intersection, veering off to the corner and ramming a light pole. 

      Matthew stared out the windshield, holding his throat, unable to do anything other than choke on his blood. He heard the passenger door close. Watched the woman walk by the front of his car and continue down the sidewalk. She disappeared from his line of sight, leaving him to stare at nothing except his own blood sliding down the window until he didn’t possess the strength to hold up his head any longer. 
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      Gibson kicked open the door to 207.

      The wood splintered and split. She charged into the apartment, sweeping the area with her gun. When no immediate danger presented itself, she breathed, inhaling a stench so rotten, she nearly fled from the apartment. 

      The front door opened to a small hallway full of dirt and beetles. Annie continued forward, walking into a kitchen. A swarm of gnats clouded around a bowl of moldy fruit. Through the kitchen, Gibson came upon the living room. The television mutely showed the news forecasting the weather—sunny weather starting tomorrow. 

      Annie stepped around the couch and opened a closed door. She closed her eyes, not wanting at all to see what waited for her. Would the dead man from her childhood be lying on the floor, moving his hands to push his dead, bloated body up? Would she see Sadie Robbins, bloody vomit seeping down her chin as she convulsed and shook, and eventually spitting out her tongue? 

      Savannah announced her presence with a fit of coughing, then heaving. 

      “Easy,” Annie yelled, eyes still closed. She wondered if her voice had even left her lips, let alone traveled through the apartment. She tried again. “Easy, Savannah. There’s no danger, but…it’s not pretty.” 

      Annie looked over her shoulder, waiting for the girl to come around the corner.

      “I’m okay,” Savannah said, appearing with her shirt over her mouth. “What did you find?” 

      Still looking back, not wanting to face the room, Gibson said, “Nothing yet.”

      “Well, what’re we waiting for?” Savannah asked, stepping past Annie and pushing open the door a little farther.

      Annie grabbed the girl’s arm, squeezed so her fingernails dug into Savannah’s skin. Without a word, she released her. Annie’s hand dropped to her sides, dangled there, useless and heavy, weighing her down, pulling her to the floor. Somehow, she managed enough strength to follow Savannah into the dark room. Her hands groped at the wall to her side, searching for a switch. 

      When she hit it, the lights burned away the darkness, only to expose a nightmare. The body’s skin had turned leather, and it sagged like baggy clothing. Leakage stains from where the skin had ruptured soaked the sheets it lay on. Maggots clotted the eyes and nose and mouth, around the neck where a knife had left a jagged wound. Thick, black flies hopped lazily around the graying flesh. 

      Savannah stood a few feet into the room and just stared at the body, at the decomposition, holding her shirt over her mouth like it prevented her from smelling, from tasting the overpowering rot. 

      Annie leaned on the doorframe, nearly hugged it. The corpse wore a ring on its index finger. Annie couldn’t see the details from where she stood, but she would bet anything that the large square at the top possessed a Gross family engraving—that it was the same ring James never removed from his finger. 

      As the two women stared at the carnage in silence, Annie’s phone rang, the noise turned up all the way. She flinched, and a tear escaped. Wiping it away, she answered the call without checking the caller ID. “Hello.” 

      Silence. 

      Pulling the phone from her face, she checked the screen, but it said unknown. “Hello?” 

      Silence. 

      She disconnected the call. “Savannah,” she said. “We have to find the mask.”

      “Is it…” Savannah paused, fighting to stay composed. “Is that James?”

      “Yes,” Gibson said. “We have to find and destroy the mask. I don’t care about Leo or my reputation. If Tacet tells, Tacet tells. But I’m not giving him the mask.”

      Staring at James’s decomposed body, Savannah nodded. “I know,” she said. “No one else can end up like this.” 

      The front door creaked. 

      Annie shushed Savannah. “You hear that?”

      Soft footfalls tapped on the kitchen tile, then paused. Annie motioned for Savannah to come back into the room. When the girl did, Annie shut the bedroom door and locked it. She removed her gun and shoved into Savannah’s hand.

      “Take this,” she said. “Keep it aimed at the door. If that monster breaks in, I don’t care if it’s Evan reincarnated, shoot it. You understand?”

      “Is that—”

      “Yes,” Gibson said, finding her attention focused on James once more. “That’s the demon. Shoot it if you see it.”

      Annie ran across the room and she riffled through the nightstand and dresser drawers. She rummaged through the closet, peeked under the bed, but no sign of the mask appeared.

      Turning to Savannah, she noticed the girl staring at the door, as if willing it to stay shut and locked. She held the gun in front of her with a trembling, weak grip. If she pulled the trigger, the weapon would probably recoil from her hands.

      “Any recommendations?” Gibson asked. 

      From another realm of reality, Savannah said, “Look in the vents or the light fixtures. Maybe a corner of the carpet is loose. My mom used to hide drugs in the most creative places.” The entire time she spoke, she stared and aimed at the door.

      “Okay,” Gibson said, glancing around the bedroom.

      The room had a ceiling fan with four lights attached to it, and a vent directly above the bed’s headboard. Biting her lip and hoping she didn’t have to search there, Annie tried the corners and edges of the carpet. When they proved futile, she scanned the room again, trying to imagine where a desperate person would hide a piece of fabric.

      Someone knocked on the bedroom door.

      Savannah took a step back.

      Gibson froze, feeling or hearing nothing but her pounding heart and her screaming thoughts demanding her to get out, Get Out, GET OUT!

      There was a window on the opposite wall, and she could easily break it open and…and what? Even if she squeezed through the metal bars, she was two stories up. 

      Another knock, this one loud, rattling the door in its frame.

      Glancing back at the vent, then dropping her attention to the corpse, Gibson moaned. What had she done with the Crown Royal? A shot sounded tasty at the moment. Realizing it had tumbled down the stairs, Annie cursed to herself.

      The bed squeaked when she stepped onto the side, and James’s head lolled toward her. The rest of his body stuck to the juices that had burst from him. Standing, Annie straddled him and reached up to the ceiling, pinched the screw holding up the vent and twisted. But it didn’t turn, budge, nothing. She needed a screwdriver. 

      Reaching into her pocket, Gibson removed her truck keys. She fit the teeth into the screw’s horizontal slit and turned. Slow going, but she loosened it enough to twist it off with her fingers. 

      A hard thud beat against the door.

      Annie whirled around to check the noise, see if damage to the door had been caused, and she tripped. Extending out a hand, she caught herself on James’s chest. Her fingers punched through his cavity like a hammer through cardboard. Maggots squirmed over her skin. A noxious odor drifted from his insides, nearly dragging her down on top of him. Fighting, clawing, screaming, she stood and hugged the wall. 

      Another thud slammed the door. It rattled in its frame. The wood cracked at the edges. Savannah backpedaled until her legs bumped against the bed, then she quickly covered her mouth with one hand, the other still holding the gun. Except she aimed it at the floor now, most likely forgetting she held it all. 

      “Shit,” Gibson said. “Aim at it. Shoot it.” She tried to ground herself, to shake the past couple months away—the deaths, the mutilations, the wait for her own impending doom, the constant image Dumah in the corner of her vision, the inability to solve the case. Everything had shaken her to the core, and she couldn’t steady herself, not even with the alcohol coursing through her body.

      Still, she reached up with the keys and loosened the second screw. 

      The door shattered open. The gun fired.

      Annie didn’t bother to look behind her. If Savannah’s research was correct, all Annie needed to do was destroy the mask and the demon would die. How, though? How would she destroy it? Tear it in half? Shoot it?

      Deciding to worry about that later, she removed the vent, allowing it to drop at her feet and teeter onto James’s decayed face, along with the mask.
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      The door burst open. A body stumbled heavily through, bulling toward Savannah. 

      She fired the gun, but she had placed the sights at a downward angle, and she shot into floor. At the last second, she jumped out of the way, allowing the figure to ram into the footboard. It tripped and dove onto the bed. Gas pressed from James’s body like steam. Savannah heard it hiss. It smelled green, like something from a cartoon—fake and imaginative, not cemented in this world. 

      Scrambling off the bed, tearing the leathery skin from the corpse like drapes from a window, the demon stood. A woman snarled at Savannah. She had the same skin tone, the same black, springy hair, the same dark eyes as Savannah. For a second, she thought she stared into a mirror.  

      The woman from Starbucks, Savannah thought, remember the lady familiar looking girl, the same one from all the missing person posters and articles.

      “Karissa,” Savannah said, taking a step back toward the broken bedroom door. She raised her hand to steady the gun, but it wasn’t there. Instead, it lay on the carpet at the foot of the bed. In her mad scramble to avoid the charge, Savannah must have dropped it.

      Glancing at Annie, she saw the deputy staring at James’s face. White flakes stood in her hair—detritus that had fallen from the opened vent. Savannah returned her focus to Karissa Kross, the missing girl, to Dumah, the demon. 

      Savannah could only speculate what had happened to get them here, in this moment. James had put on the mask. Why, she didn’t know. But it didn’t matter. He had put on the mask, allowed the demon to possess him. Then, people close to him had reported an altered personality, out-of-the-ordinary behaviors. Part of Dumah taking over his mind, his soul? Most likely. The important detail was that he, while possessed, had continued to take part in society and community and relationship. Which meant he didn’t need the mask on to stay possessed. 

      Karissa stepped toward Savannah, a wild grin—similar to that of the stitched lips on the mask—plastered across her face. 

      “Where’s Matthew?” Savannah asked. “What happened?”

      Again, the question didn’t need answering. Karissa had found the mask, and maybe she put it on as a change-of-pace bedroom outfit, a scary prank, a whatever. Once again, the why didn’t matter. She had willingly put on the mask, and Dumah had taken control of her. Killed James. Tessa. Emely. Bethany. Matthew. Murdered them all for their silence, for burning and burying the truth—just as Savannah and her friends had buried their truth. Their injustice. 

      Karissa lunged at Savannah, catching her at the hip and swinging her to the ground. Savannah’s head bounced off the carpet when she landed, slightly stunning her, dazing her. Karissa mounted Savannah, clawed at her face, shredding her skin to ribbons with long, red nails.

      After a second, Savannah lifted her arms and half-shielded her face, but she couldn’t find a window to attack, not with the indefatigable onslaught. She could barely close her eyes and keep her arms over the center of her face, could barely breathe. 

      Then, suddenly, it relented.

      Savannah peeked through her cracked fingers like a child daring to watch a scary movie, and she saw that Karissa had paused long enough to flick open a pocket knife. The missing woman still wore the demented, twisted smile, her silence so loud and terrifying. 

      The demon held the small knife to Savannah’s cheek. The blade felt warm and wet. 

      “Oh, God,” Savannah moaned. “Please. Fight it, Karissa. Fight it.” Then, appealing to Dumah, she said, “You don’t want me. If I die, you have to leave this world.”

      As she said the words, she knew they fell false. She had to wear the mask to expel Dumah from the world. If she died with Karissa possessed, the demon might go on to hunt the silent forever.

      Desperate, Savannah lurched upward and caught Karissa in the nose with an elbow. It seemed to do nothing other than spout blood.

      The knife bit into Savannah’s cheek. It dragged her skin down to her throat. A new gush of blood squirted, seeped down her neck.

      She screamed. “Annie! Annie, do something!” 

      Then, the weight of the demon lifted from her.
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      The mask lay at Gibson’s feet, folded in half, empty, yet still full of menace and vengeance and death. Still grinning with stitched lips. Its stapled eyes held her gaze, pleaded with her.

      Like a security alarm blaring in the dead of night, Savannah screamed, “Annie! Annie, do something!”

      Her shrill, desperate voice grasping for life rattled Annie. She whirled around, jumped off the bed, assessed the situation—Dumah raking her claws across Savannah’s face and arms and neck.

      Where’s the gun? Gibson thought, scanning the room. She saw it lying at floor, nearly submerged under the bed frame. Retrieving it, she tried to sight a clear a shot, but her hands trembled, bouncing the nose of the gun all over the place. She didn’t trust her nerves.

      Dropping the weapon to the floor and charging forward, Annie speared Karissa, taking her out high, hoping to concuss her. Maybe a head injury would rattle the demon that possessed her, allow the girl to fight back.

      They somersaulted. Karissa clutching onto Annie’s waist like welded steel, hugging her arms to her sides.

      Karissa, with inhuman strength, lifted Annie from the ground—a bodybuilder hoisting weights up over her shoulders—and she dropped the detective five feet. Annie landed with her arm cranked behind her back. The awkward leverage torqued and snapped the bone at the wrist. A piercing ice followed by a burning heat flooded her arm, rendering it numb. 

      Without thought, she kicked her leg, catching Karissa in the knee, folding it inward.

      The demon fell, exaggerating the leg injury, but it didn’t make a noise—not so much as an exhale of breath. It crawled toward Annie, moving like a ghoul clawing itself from the grave.

      Annie backed away, kicking, connecting her heel to Karissa’s face—ballooning and closing an eye, snapping her nose, splitting her lip. A tooth dangled by a strand of pink flesh. And still Dumah pursued Annie, climbing onto her legs, up her waist. 

      Gibson reached for her gun, but grabbed air. Frantic, she glanced around the room and saw her weapon back at the foot of the bed.

      Where’s Savannah? Annie wondered. Before she found her answer, Karissa’s blood-encrusted fingers scraped across Annie’s forehead, seeking for purchase with her eyeballs. 

      With her right hand, Annie grabbed Karissa’s wrist, tried to rip it away. Her world wavered, fringed to black at the edges. Adrenaline and shock and sheer terror had masked the pain pulsing through her arm, and she had used her broken wrist to resist. Feeling hot and nauseous, worse than any hangover, Annie vomited—a pathetic, hacking sound that resulted in spittle and acidic tendrils of alcohol dangling over her lip and down her chin. 

      Nothing remained at her disposal. Her gun lay unattainable five feet away. Savannah had most likely lost consciousness, or had curled into a fetal position, mumbling prayers in a catatonic state.

      With her wrist bone burrowing to break free from skin, with the demon pressing in on her eyes, trying to pop them like grapes, Annie had nothing. 

      And that realization exhilarated her. She leaned into that nothingness, into that blackness.

      No more finding the void through a bottle. No more nightmares. No more sleepless nights or painful mornings. No more pretending to care, to continue forward.

      Annie welcomed the blackness, the nothingness, the world beyond this world feeling, for the first time since high school, free from the chains of her silence. 
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        A prophecy against Dumah : Someone calls to me from Seir, “Watchman, what is left of the night? Watchman, what is left of the night?” -Isaiah 21:11 NIV
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      Sitting an eternity away, Savannah held her ribboned arms over her slashed face. She tensed, expecting Dumah to return and finish the job. But, time ticked away—maybe three seconds, maybe three thousand. Savannah had no way of knowing, and each tick lasted a blink, a lifetime. 

      Batting open her eyes, she scanned the room, first seeing James’s crumpled corpse, then shifting her gaze to the left. Karissa sat on Annie, working her thumbs at the detective’s eyes. Annie lay motionless on the ground, blood masking her face, vomit caking her lips. 

      Scrambling, Savannah stood. She had to do something. She couldn’t let Annie die. She couldn’t let Dumah win.

      How?

      Closing her eyes to slow the world from spiraling out of control, to steady herself, to think, Savannah recalled the night so long ago, when Evan had worn the mask.

      She had injected Evan with heroine, and he had used the drug to help fight off the demon, at least for a time. In those brief moments of clarity, he had instructed Savannah to kill him. If he died wearing the mask, Dumah returned to it, possessing no one. Which meant that Savannah had to kill Karissa. 

      Could she go through with that? Karissa was as innocent as Leo. A bystander caught in the middle of something demonic. Would she have killed Leo in this situation? 

      Savannah sprinted to the bed’s headboard, noticed the mask crumpled onto a pillow. Reaching for it, she glanced back at Karissa and Annie.

      A fresh stream of blood slid from Annie’s eyes.

      The demon-possessed girl sat erect, her hands planted on the floor. Slowly, it stood, then collapsed. Karissa’s knee had caved inward, folding the wrong way. On the ground, it clawed its way to Savannah. It knew Savannah had the mask. It knew her intentions. 

      Jumping to the other side of bed, Savannah created distance. From this vantage point, she noticed Annie’s gun lying where she had dropped. Diving forward, she grabbed it, then scooted back to the wall and watched Karissa crawl toward her, staining the carpet red in her wake. 

      Savannah sighted the gun, aimed it at Karissa’s face. Her hands trembled, but being five feet away from her target, she doubted she would miss. Tears stung her eyes, and she had to squeeze them shut. In response, her rebelling emotions leaked from her throat, and she groaned. The noise emanated from deep in her soul.

      Opening her eyes once more, surrounded by battle, she allowed the tears to leak down her face. She sniffled. Her lips quivered, and she breathed in quick, rapid gasps. 

      Three feet away.

      Savannah’s shoulders rocked. She didn’t want to pull the trigger. She couldn’t.

      Leo’s face had taken over Karissa’s. Would she have been able to shoot and kill her brother last year? Could she shoot this innocent girl? 

      Karissa’s rust-red fingers brushed against Savannah’s ankle. She jerked, then screamed. Without thinking, she pulled the trigger. It resisted her effort.

      The safety. 

      Savannah didn’t know how to use guns, how to turn off the safety. Turning it sideways in her hands, then flipping it over, she frantically searched and pressed buttons and pulled at ridges. Nothing happened. 

      Karissa had found the pocket knife. Raising it above her head, she sank the blade into Savannah’s thigh. 

      Screaming, Savannah finally pushed off the safety. She raised the gun, nearly pressed it against Karissa’s head.

      But she didn’t pull the trigger.

      Instead, she saw the mask and the twisted smile and the stapled eyes.

      Karissa didn’t have to die, Savannah realized. And Savannah didn’t have to fail. She could stop the demon right now, forever. She was the last of the original silent. If she died wearing the mask, the demon would leave this world.

      Turning the gun’s barrel so the cavernous void pressed against her heart, Savannah swallowed her tears. Her hands shook.With as much strength as she could muster, she pulled the trigger.

      Her hand had jerked away at the last second—from fear, from ineptitude, from a survival instinct, Savannah didn’t know. The bullet missed her heart, but blood still gushed from her chest. It pumped onto her lap, soaking her jeans with a deadly heat.

      Savannah dropped the gun and lifted the mask from her lap with bloody fingers. It weighed like every one of its souls lay stacked in her arms, yet she found the strength to lift them.

      She no longer heard her heartbeat, but then, had she ever heard it? Felt it?

      She choked, coughing up blood and staining the burlap red.

      The mask caught on her head and the hole closed, preventing her from putting it on.

      Someone grabbed her arm, scraped off skin in a wild attempt to tear the mask away from her.

      Karissa?

      Savannah’s breath hitched, then she couldn’t breathe anymore. Her lungs seared from expired air. Her eyes no longer worked, yet she still saw. She saw light. Just an abundance of bright, overwhelming light that warmed her, invited her, like a comfortable bed on a stormy night. 

      Before snuggling down, she had something to do.

      What did she have to do?

      Savannah couldn’t remember. Her arms weighed so much raised above her head. She allowed them to fall to the ground, except they never hit the floor. They fell, along with her, fell and fell through darkness and ice and silence. 
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      Annie used her left hand to knock on Mortimer Tacet’s front door. Her right arm rested in a dark-blue sling. She wore sunglasses to cover her bloodshot eyes and bruised skin—though neither the covering nor the blemishes were in response to a nasty hangover. In fact, Annie hadn’t so much as sniffed alcohol since that night with Savannah, two days ago.

      Two days may seem insignificant, but to Annie, they held the weight of years. 

      The front door opened—an intricate, heavy-wooded door with a steel bracing and an arched top. Something from a medieval castle.

      The doctor stood tall and gangly in the entryway. He had strange, smart eyes that looked at Annie with deep, disturbing knowledge, as if he knew more about her than she knew about herself. 

      “Morgan Davis,” he said, extending a long arm, gesturing her in. “I’m so glad you could come by.” 

      “Annie,” she said. “Call me Annie.” She stood in the doorway, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her back. 

      “Of course. I see you found a little trouble.” He motioned at her broken arm. “Will you be okay?” 

      “I’m not here to drink tea and make small talk.” Annie nodded at her feet where a box rested. “I want Leo.” Her left hand gripped the stock of the gun she had holstered at her waist. “Bring him out here, in the open for God and the world to see. Then you get your box. No tricks. No games. A straight trade. Then I’m done with you, and you’re done with me.” 

      Tacet grinned. “Should I tell him then, or shall you? He will ask when she’s not here.” 

      Annie couldn’t help herself. She spat at his feet. “You have one line to speak, Tacet. Leo is innocent. I don’t care what strings you have to pull, or who you have to suck. The boy is innocent. You told Savannah you’d have the charges dropped. I don’t know how you got a juvenile murder suspect out on bail, but you did. So use whatever means you have. If I ever receive a call about Leo, I will shove this gun so far down your throat, I won’t even have to pull the trigger to kill you. Are we clear? He’s a free kid.” 

      Tacet licked his lips, continuing to hold his smile. His eyes told another story. “The D.A. has already dropped the charges,” he said. “A clerical mistake that resulted in his adjudication.”

      “No,” Annie said. “That’s not good enough. He’s not innocent by mistake. He is innocent.” 

      The smile faltered, yet didn’t vanish. “I can’t control what people think, detective. Even my power goes only so far.” 

      “Bring him out.” 

      “Of course.” Tacet’s massive home swallowed him, leaving Annie alone on the front steps. 

      She closed her eyes, breathed, and she saw Savannah’s unmoving body wearing the mask. Karissa lay on top of Savannah. Her leg bent to the side, a grotesque, anatomical mishap, and her face swollen to the size of an over-inflated balloon, darkened in color from the heavy bruising. Somehow, her chest slowly moved. 

      Annie pocketed the mask, ventured through the apartment in search of a place to hide it. But she couldn’t find somewhere secure, somewhere she trusted. She feared someone would stumble upon it, put it on, and start the cycle anew. So, she jumped in her truck and drove to the nearest hospital, passing wailing sirens from a few different emergency response teams. They all headed in the direction of the apartment.

      She wondered if Bennett, after receiving her message, had notified the entire state about James’s location.

      When Annie arrived at the hospital, she used a phone and called the police and informed them of the scene. 

      Later, she discovered that she had called too late. Karissa didn’t survive her injuries. Her body had entered a state of shock from the broken leg, and it had suffered a gross amount of internal bleeding. 

      At the hospital, she told the staff she had broken her wrist after tripping down the stairs. Yes, she had been drinking a little, which toxicology would prove. As for her eyes where Karissa had tried to bury her thumbs, Annie didn’t have a logical reason. “The fall?” she said, hoping they would stop asking questions. 

      They held her about two hours, then discharged her, and she went straight home, where she lay in bed and contemplated what to do with the mask. Burn it, or give it to Tacet.

      To inform her decision, Annie had read Confuto, the ancient book supposedly detailing all of Dumah’s secrets. Savannah’s death had completed the ritual, and because she wore the mask, that meant Dumah had passed on with her, having no one left to punish in the original summoning.

      The mask was nothing more than a creepy face stitched onto burlap now. 

      Footsteps echoed down the emptiness of Tacet’s halls, followed by an elongated shadow, then Tacet and Leo. The boy had shaggy hair, and he glanced at his feet as he shuffled forward. A little over a year ago, Annie had arrested the boy. Now, she had freed him. 

      Leo looked at her, his eyes pink and wet. “Where is she?” he whispered. 

      Did he recognize her? Did he know who Annie was? He had to know, yet that didn’t seem to matter.

      Annie sucked on her teeth. What was she supposed to say? A tear streaked down her cheek, and she wiped it away. That must have told Leo all he needed to know, for he stared back at the ground and silently sobbed. 

      Annie guided him out of Tacet’s house by the shoulders, feeling them tremble under her touch. She didn’t bother to look back at Tacet or the mask. In fact, she didn’t intend to dwell on the past any longer.

      In the couple of days after the incident with Karissa and Savannah, Annie had realized that her guilt consumed her, possessed her like a vengeful demon intent on destroying her. 

      Annie would drop Leo off with his mother, who was just released from rehab, then she would go to Jones’s office, and she would tell her everything. About the man in the puddle she saw as a girl. About Matthew’s party, the murder, the cover-up. About Savannah’s friends and their story. Of Dumah. Of silence. 

      Leo stepped into the passenger side of the truck, shutting the door with a hollow clunk.

      Annie circled around the hood and paused at the driver’s door, gripping the handle. Despite the late winter, the sun shined over the small town of Galt, scaring off the darkness, revealing the secrets that dwelt beneath the clouds. 

      And it didn’t feel scary like the night. It didn’t feel cold like a rainy, treacherous day. No, the truth, the sound of her voice breaking the silence…it felt warm. 
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      Dorian Miller can speak to the dead. But he will never be one of them.

      Read about how it all started in Dying Under the Influence.
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      I escaped the courtroom a little after four and tiptoed to the stairwell, avoiding the media frenzy. My unsteady fingers were working at the flask’s cap before the heavy door shut behind me. Plopping onto the first step and leaning against the tubular handrail, I poured the bourbon down my throat. It caught in the wrong pipe, and I choked, covering the coughing with a fist. When the fit passed, flakes of blood sprinkled my knuckles. I wiped them across my dark polyester pants and drank again.

      “You’re on the job.” A smooth voice echoed through the cemented corridor from above.

      In my haste, I hadn’t bothered to check my surroundings for lurkers. “Whiskey clears my head. I’m more efficient up in here with a few drops.”

      Bubbly laughter trickled down the stairs. “If you share, I promise not to tell your watch commander you’re drinking on the clock—again, might I add.”

      I rolled my head back at looked upward. Terri Dials, the district attorney, loomed over me. Dials had a fierce chin and angular cheeks, nearly shaping her face into a perfect triangle. She held her cell phone, an accessory she commanded at all times, as if waiting for a life-changing call.

      I raised the flask, offering it to her.

      Dials’ Louboutin heels tapped the smooth concrete stairs as she descended to my level. She sat beside me on the step, taking the bourbon and drinking it, not bothering to show the cheap whiskey any respect with a proper grimace, head shake, or burring of the shoulders.

      “You’re practiced,” I said, not expecting the pencil-suit-wearing, by-the-book woman to handle her booze better than me.

      “Forty years’ worth of practice,” she said, staring at the background on her phone—a smiling baby with a single lock of curled hair and no teeth. The kid had the same shade of red hair as Dials. She turned to me, sharing a half-smile. “Does that age me?”

      “Not at all. I’ve been practicing for eighteen years now.” I tipped back the flask for another shot and choked down the burn. “Does that tell my age?”

      Dials’ phone went black. She clicked it back to the picture of the baby. “Eighteen years, you say? You had to be, what, twelve when you started?”

      “Thirteen, but close enough. That’s why they pay you the big bucks. You can find a loose string to unravel any argument.” I still couldn’t determine her age, even with the forty-years-of-drinking hint. My best guess, somewhere between forty-two and sixty-one. The plastic in her face hid any signs of the truth. “That your kid?”

      She stared at the picture of the child and laughed deep in her throat. “And that’s why you haven’t been fired yet. You keep asking questions until you have an answer.”

      I drank.

      She reached for the flask. “Save some for me.” Dial finished what remained and leaned her shoulder against the wall. “The child is my granddaughter. Sophia.” The screen went black again. “No more dancing over frivolities.” She faced me, her lips wet from the liquor. “You had a strong testimony in there. I think they’ll indict him. ‘Adam Adler found guilty of murder.’ Has a nice ring to it, eh?”

      I retrieved my flask from her, returning it to an inner pocket of my mid-length trench coat. Reaching to an opposite pocket, I withdrew another one and unscrewed the cap.

      Dials’ eyes widened. “You came prepared.”

      “In my eighteen years of practice, I’ve built a healthy tolerance. Besides, I knew the trial would end today. I’d either be mourning defeat or celebrating victory. In my experience, both outcomes call for equal measures of booze.”

      “Maybe keep your wits about you, though,” Dials said, turning the screen on and staring at the background again. “I think you’ll need to watch your step if the trial goes our way.”

      “Yeah,” I said, flicking my finger against the aluminum flask. I wondered if Terri Dials understood the extent to which I had to watch my step. As district attorney and sharp as razor wire besides, I figured she had an inkling, though she’d never utter her suspicions aloud. Why risk her career and reputation?

      “What do you know about Damien Moser?” Dials asked.

      I raised an eyebrow. Moser allegedly dipped his toes in the supernatural pond, among other things. “Not much, other than he’s more a myth than a man. No one has ever seen him in person, from what I hear. But he supposedly runs the big casino and owns some of the clubs. I hear he’s tied into local politics, too. Apparently, our legislature enjoys the sins Moser offers. He has them tied up with bribe money and blackmail.”

      “Wow,” Dials said with snark. “You’ve read your YouTube comment sections, haven’t you?”

      “Honestly, I think Damien Moser is nothing more than a moniker assigned to a larger organization.”

      Dials agreed with my assessment, nodding. I offered her another pull from the flask and she declined.

      “Well,” she said, reaching into her purse and grabbing a stick of cinnamon gum, “I’m keen to certain information that Moser and Adler had dealings—business partners, if you will.” She stood, brushing off the back of her skirt. “Watch your back out there, Dorian. It doesn’t look like there’s much fight left in you.”

      I remained seated, staring down the stairs and at wall below me, and I drank. “Watching my back leaves me vulnerable in the front.”

      Dials extended a bony hand to me, and I shook it. “I’m skipping town for a few days,” she said. “My sister has a cabin in Tahoe. I grew up in the Midwest—I’m used to being buried in snow in January. Occasionally, I have to escape the sunshine of Sacramento winters.” She glanced upward at the stairwell sloping over us. She sat again and looked me directly in the eyes. “I’m serious, Dorian. Be careful.” She turned away from me, digging through her purse and collecting a business card. Forcing it into my hand, she said, “If anything goes sideways with the fallout from this, contact this man. Abraham English. He’s a specialized investigator I’ve used for years. He’ll be able to help you.”

      “Sure,” I said, slipping the contact into my coat pocket without glancing at it.

      Dials cupped my hand for a second before standing again, straightening her outfit and touching up her rusted hair. “I was fifteen, not twelve.”

      I chuckled. “Well, you don’t look a day over thirty-five.”

      “And that kind of comment proves why I refused that last drink.” Her heels carried her away, leaving me on the stairwell, feeling a little less alone.
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