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        For Kristen Mae,

        whose insight makes every novel more readable,

        whose support makes each task more achievable,

        whose friendship makes life more enjoyable.

      

        

      
        And who taught me that sloths are one of nature’s most majestic creatures, reversing my firmly held belief that they are diabolical knife-wielding psychos who’d rather rip our faces off than snuggle. Sometimes friendship means compromise. And Kristen’s stuck

        with me now, much the way a demon sloth’s machete

        claws stick securely to a victim’s face.

      

        

      
        I guess I’m still not sold on their adorable placidity.

        Thank goodness she’s patient.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      For William Shannahan, six-thirty on Tuesday, the third of August, was “the moment.” Life was full of those moments, his mother had always told him, experiences that prevented you from going back to who you were before, tiny decisions that changed you forever.

      And that morning, the moment came and went, though he didn’t recognize it, nor would he ever have wished to recall that morning again for as long as he lived. But he would never, from that day on, be able to forget it.

      He left his Mississippi farmhouse a little after six, dressed in running shorts and an old T-shirt that still had sunny yellow paint dashed across the front from decorating the child’s room. The child. William had named him Brett, but he’d never told anyone that. To everyone else, the baby was just that-thing-you-could-never-mention, particularly since William had also lost his wife at Bartlett General.

      His green Nikes beat against the gravel, a blunt metronome as he left the porch and started along the road parallel to the Oval, what the townsfolk called the near hundred square miles of woods that had turned marshy wasteland when freeway construction had dammed the creeks downstream. Before William was born, those fifty or so unlucky folks who owned property inside the Oval had gotten some settlement from the developers when their houses flooded and were deemed uninhabitable. Now those homes were part of a ghost town, tucked well beyond the reach of prying eyes.

      William’s mother had called it a disgrace. William thought it might be the price of progress, though he’d never dared to tell her that. He’d also never told her that his fondest memory of the Oval was when his best friend Mike had beat the crap out of Kevin Pultzer for punching William in the eye. That was before Mike was the sheriff, back when they were all just “us” or “them,” and William had always been a them, except when Mike was around. He might fit in somewhere else, some other place where the rest of the dorky goofballs lived, but here in Graybel, he was just a little… odd. Oh well. People in this town gossiped far too much to trust them as friends anyway.

      William sniffed at the marshy air, the closely shorn grass sucking at his sneakers as he increased his pace. Somewhere near him, a bird shrieked, sharp and high. He startled as it took flight above him with another aggravated scream.

      Straight ahead, the car road leading into town was bathed in filtered dawn, the first rays of sun painting the gravel gold, though the road was slippery with moss and morning damp. To his right, deep shadows pulled at him from the trees; the tall pines crouched close together as if hiding a secret bundle in their underbrush. Dark but calm, quiet—comforting. Legs pumping, William headed off the road toward the pines.

      A snap like that of a muted gunshot echoed through the morning air, somewhere deep inside the wooded stillness, and though it was surely just a fox, or maybe a raccoon, he paused, running in place, disquiet spreading through him like the worms of fog that were only now rolling out from under the trees to be burned off as the sun made its debut. Cops never got a moment off, although in this sleepy town, the worst he’d see today would be an argument over cattle. He glanced up the road. Squinted. Should he continue up the brighter main street or escape into the shadows beneath the trees?

      That was his moment.

      William ran toward the woods.

      As soon as he set foot inside the tree line, the dark descended on him like a blanket, the cool air brushing his face as another hawk shrieked overhead. William nodded to it as if the animal had sought his approval, then swiped his arm over his forehead and dodged a limb, pick-jogging his way down the path. A branch caught his ear. He winced. Six foot three was great for some things, but not for running in the woods. Either that or God was pissed at him, which wouldn’t be surprising, though he wasn’t clear on what he had done wrong. Probably for smirking at his memories of Kevin Pultzer with a torn T-shirt and a bloodied nose.

      He smiled again, just a little one this time.

      When the path opened up, he raised his gaze above the canopy. He had an hour before he needed to be at the precinct, but the pewter sky beckoned him to run quicker before the heat crept up. It was a good day to turn forty-two, he decided. He might not be the best-looking guy around, but he had his health. And there was a woman whom he adored, even if she wasn’t sure about him yet.

      William didn’t blame her. He probably didn’t deserve her, but he’d surely try to convince her that he did like he had with Marianna... though he didn’t think weird card tricks would help this time. But weird was what he had. Without it, he was just background noise, part of the wallpaper of this small town, and at forty-one—no, forty-two, now—he was running out of time to start over.

      He was pondering this when he rounded the bend and saw the feet. Pale soles barely bigger than his hand, poking from behind a rust-colored boulder that sat a few feet from the edge of the trail. He stopped, his heart throbbing an erratic rhythm in his ears.

      Please let it be a doll. But he saw the flies buzzing around the top of the boulder. Buzzing. Buzzing.

      William crept forward along the path, reaching for his hip where his gun usually sat, but he touched only cloth. The dried yellow paint scratched his thumb. He thrust his hand into his pocket for his lucky coin. No quarter. Only his phone.

      William approached the rock, the edges of his vision dark and unfocused as if he were looking through a telescope, but in the dirt around the stone, he could make out deep paw prints. Probably from a dog or a coyote, though these were enormous—nearly the size of a salad plate, too big for anything he’d expect to find in these woods. He frantically scanned the underbrush, trying to locate the animal, but saw only a cardinal appraising him from a nearby branch.

      Someone’s back there, someone needs my help.

      He stepped closer to the boulder. Please don’t let it be what I think it is. Two more steps and he’d be able to see beyond the rock, but he could not drag his gaze from the trees where he was certain canine eyes were watching. Still, nothing there save the shaded bark of the surrounding woods. He took another step—cold oozed from the muddy earth into his shoe and around his left ankle like a hand from the grave. William stumbled, pulling his gaze from the trees just in time to see the boulder rushing at his head, and then he was on his side in the slimy filth to the right of the boulder next to...

      Oh god, oh god, oh god.

      William had seen death in his twenty years as a deputy, but usually it was the result of a drunken accident, a car wreck, an old man found dead on his couch.

      This was not that. The boy was no more than six, probably less. He lay on a carpet of rotting leaves, one arm draped over his chest, legs splayed haphazardly as if he, too, had tripped in the muck. But this wasn’t an accident; the boy’s throat was torn, jagged ribbons of flesh peeled back, drooping on either side of the muscle meat, the unwanted skin on a Thanksgiving turkey. Deep gouges permeated his chest and abdomen, black slashes against mottled green flesh, the wounds obscured behind his shredded clothing and bits of twigs and leaves.

      William scrambled backward, clawing at the ground, his muddy shoe kicking the child’s ruined calf, where the boy’s shy white bones peeked from under congealing blackish tissue. The legs looked... chewed on.

      His hand slipped in the muck. The child’s face was turned to his, mouth open, black tongue lolling as if he were about to plead for help. Not good, oh shit, not good.

      William finally clambered to standing, yanked his cell from his pocket, and tapped a button, barely registering his friend’s answering bark. A fly lit on the boy’s eyebrow above a single white mushroom that crept upward over the landscape of his cheek, rooted in the empty socket that had once contained an eye.

      “Mike, it’s William. I need a... Tell Dr. Klinger to bring the wagon.”

      He stepped backward, toward the path, shoe sinking again, the mud trying to root him there, and he yanked his foot free with a squelching sound. Another step backward, and he was on the path, and another step off the path again, and another, another, feet moving until his back slammed against a gnarled oak on the opposite side of the trail. He jerked his head up, squinting through the leafy awning, half convinced the boy’s assailant would be perched there, ready to leap from the trees and lurch him into oblivion on flensing jaws. But there was no wretched animal. Blue leaked through the filtered haze of dawn.

      William lowered his gaze, Mike’s voice a distant crackle irritating the edges of his brain but not breaking through—he could not understand what his friend was saying. He stopped trying to decipher it and said, “I’m on the trails behind my house, found a body. Tell them to come in through the path on the Winchester side.” He tried to listen to the receiver but heard only the buzzing of flies across the trail—had they been so loud a moment ago? Their noise grew, amplified to unnatural volumes, filling his head until every other sound fell away—was Mike still talking? He pushed End, pocketed the phone, and then leaned back and slid down the tree trunk.

      And William Shannahan, not recognizing the event the rest of his life would hinge upon, sat at the base of a gnarled oak tree on Tuesday, the third of August, put his head into his hands, and wept.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “A beast does not know that he is a beast,

        and the nearer a man gets to

        being a beast, the less he knows it.”

        ~ George MacDonald, The Princess and Curdie

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            TUESDAY MORNING

          

        

      

    

    
      William stood next to the gnarled oak, casting furtive glances at the body bag on the ground, praying for a sudden downpour, anything to force them to hurry. Tiny finger bones were still visible over the zipper like the boy was trying to struggle free—a fish in a net. Trapped. His stomach turned. Finally, Dr. Klinger zipped it closed, muttering something, tsk-tsking in true old-man style, and gestured to the gurney board with a jerk of his index finger. “Ai-ight, let’s get ’im back,” the doctor said, and Deputy Sheriff Henry Thurgood—an English bulldog in human form—cast his beady gray eyes toward the body bag, his irises jittering as if they were agitated by their close proximity to the Twit’s doughy face… or the Twit’s doughy brain. Nearby, squirrels skittered through the underbrush. Thurgood jumped, then tried to cover his startle by pushing damp brown hair off his forehead.

      Twit. Giving someone a nickname helped you remember their real name—William’s mother had always told him that. He used to wonder what she’d nicknamed his father, a man he’d never met but who must be as pale as Mike; William’s mother was half-Cuban, half-Irish, but got all her dark coloring from her own mother. She’d once told William she was glad he was light enough to “pass”—as if there were something about him worth hiding.

      A scraping noise drew William’s attention as Thurgood and Dr. Klinger each grabbed a side of the gurney board and took off down the trail, back to the station wagon that the town had used as a hearse ever since Mr. Buchanan died and willed it to the precinct.

      “You listening?”

      Someone was talking to him. William turned and stared hard at Mike, AKA Sheriff “Mighty Mike” Randolph, who, at some point in the last forty years, had become a tanned Ken doll on steroids. His friend stood under the canopy of the oak, far back enough to be clear of the underbrush so that he didn’t scuff the shine off his shoes. Then Mike was pulling William by the arm, down the trail, past the branch that had almost smacked him in the eye on the way in, and for a moment, William pictured an eyeball skewered on the same branch, but in his head, the iris was green, not blue like his—green like the leaves on the trees that hid Cody Richardson. Green like Cody’s eyes. But William wasn’t sure that was true; he couldn’t remember whether the boy’s eyes were blue or green, couldn’t recall though he’d met Cody at church, played with him in the parking lot, watched the boy’s face light up with wonder—Do your quarter trick again, Mr. Will!

      “I’m going to head back to the precinct,” Mike said. “Get cleaned up, and I’ll see you in a bit. Thurgood’s going over to the Richardson place.”

      “Right. Okay.” Poor little Cody Richardson. His mother had been at the precinct every day since the boy disappeared. And now the waiting was over—now someone had to tell her the worst had happened, that her only child was gone. “Didn’t Thurgood’s search party check here last week?” William inhaled over the tightness in his chest. “I told him I could come look even with the rain, but I ended up covering the east side because⁠—”

      “He did. Started the search party over by the kid’s house, then spread out. We’re a good bit away, but they were thorough.” Mike unwrapped something—Rolos—and popped one into his mouth. Some things never changed. William had abandoned his own sugar addiction the night they’d eaten Halloween candy until William puked on Mike’s pillow. Mike had told his mother it was their cat… then eaten the rest of William’s chocolate.

      Mike was talking again. “… sure as shit looks like he’s been dead a while.”

      William shuddered. “Yep.”

      He hadn’t realized they were nearing his house until he recognized the flagstone path he had laid with his own hands. Here and there, bits of grass and clover sprouted in the cracks and climbed over the tops of the stones, same shade as the green shutters, and more alive than the barren window boxes that seemed all the more depressing when the sun hit them. The house looked vacant. His stomach twisted.

      “You okay, Will? You need me to wait, drive you in?”

      William sniffed hard, keeping his eyes on the front door. “Nah, I’ll be fine.”

      “Okay.” Mike clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll see you in a few.”

      The clack of Mike’s fancy shoes echoed against the wall of trees as William walked up the path to the house. For a moment, he imagined the smell of bacon coming from the kitchen, a floor littered with stuffed toys, but the foyer welcomed him with nothing but clean wood and the scent of lemon furniture polish. Wishful thinking.

      How long before Cody’s mother found out he wasn’t coming home? Soon the floor at the Richardson house would be clear of Cody’s toys. Forever.

      William showered and shaved on autopilot, pausing to staunch the flow of blood from his cheek when the razor bit too close, then donned his uniform: black because Mike figured it looked most dignified. Shoes, tied. Badge, on. Keys. Keys. Keys. Nothing on the dresser resembled a key ring—just a stack of library books and Houdini.

      The bearded dragon winked at him from the confines of his tank. One eye. Then the other. This was a balm, this living presence in the room—and the fact that the lizard had intact eyeballs. Stop. He winced and cleared his throat. “Don’t give me that look, buddy. I know you have enough crickets in there to last you a month.” William smiled at the lizard, and Houdini cocked his head like he was trying to smile back.

      On the dresser in front of the tank, silver coins shone in the light from Houdini’s heat lamps. William selected a quarter as his lucky coin of the day, flipped it onto the backs of his fingers, and rolled it down his knuckles. Then he flicked it into the air and caught it in the front pocket of his shirt.

      “Ta-da,” he whispered to Houdini. The lizard scrambled up his branch and closed his eyes, and William turned around… and saw his keys on the bedside table. He eased the bedroom door shut behind him.

      The drive to the precinct took forty minutes over a dirt road rutted enough to clank his teeth together if he didn’t pay attention. To his right, the Oval extended seemingly to infinity, a barrier of pines, oaks, and brush hiding anything beyond the tree line. But after fifteen minutes, side streets appeared on his left, snaking away from the Oval like rays from a smashed, asymmetrical sun that dead-ended after ten miles at another section of woods. Their town was essentially an oval ring on a geographical bull’s-eye. And in the center lurked the animal that had claimed Cody Richardson’s life.

      Time to get the heck out of here. William frowned at the street. He had considered moving out of state after Marianna died, but couldn’t bear the thought of leaving the home they had worked so hard to build together. The home they had argued about, too; the woods were too loud at night, she worried. It might scare the kid. But the only thing their kid had needed to be scared of was a rupture in the sac that held him inside his mother. One percent of births, the doctor had told William. The odds were terrible that it would happen to her, to them… but it had.

      The woods thinned, the shadows eased, and sunshine glinted off the windshield as he approached downtown Graybel. Did Cassie want more children? She had a son, but William had never met him. Never heard much about him either, just how old he was and that he loved reading—that she was proud of him. William wasn’t a part of their little duo yet, just an outsider, a “them”—not an “us.” But he was patient; maybe not as patient at forty-two as he’d been at forty-one, but patient still.

      He parked in the lot in front of the renovated yellow townhouse that held their precinct, the county jail, and the medical examiner’s office. Vibrant posters of the beach and the zoo and the circus teased him from the bay window of the real estate office next door. William headed for the station, a whisper of humidity dampening his neck.

      “Rosy” Rachet sat behind the long, chest-high counter just inside the entrance, his ever-expanding waistline pressing into the Formica. On the counter were a black plastic phone and a black box for the walkie-talkies that connected Rachet to the deputies. Behind Rachet, the wall of steel bars—their jail—loomed, the cells quiet and empty, like always, unless Mr. Chapman needed to dry out after punching his neighbor. Happened once a month like clockwork.

      Rachet’s pink ping-pong ball cheeks twitched, brown eyes crinkled—smirking. “Morning, William.”

      The greeting was meant as a slight. Rachet addressed every other deputy sheriff by their last name, but Rachet either figured William wasn’t one of “them,” or he was still pissed he had to work the desk while William got to ride around outside the station, even if nothing ever happened in Graybel. Until now. Do your quarter trick again, Mr. Will!

      William nodded to him, forcing the quaver from his voice. “Rachet.”

      He walked past the practically airtight steel door on his left, maybe the most important upgrade in the station—beyond was the medical examiner’s office, where the boy probably lay on Dr. Klinger’s table already. Cody Richardson, mauled to death, eyeballs torn from their sockets. They didn’t even have steel drawers for bodies here like they did on TV, just cabinets for Klinger’s supplies—the kid would be lying on that table until the funeral home picked him up for the burial service.

      William’s stomach turned, and he suddenly wanted nothing more than to escape back into yesterday, when the worst he could expect was the occasional drunken argument—such had been life in their tiny town in butt-fuck Egypt. His mother used to tell him that was a bigoted way to speak; then again, she said “backwoods” was also derogatory. But they were literally in the backwoods, at the very least butt-fuck Egypt adjacent, though he kept those thoughts to himself, even if his mother had been dead ten years. You didn’t want to be the asshole in a town like this—reputations stuck.

      The pastel-pink stripes on the wallpaper—remnants from the old townhouse that no one bothered to change—shimmered as he climbed the stairs. At the top, a hallway to his left led to a conference room and the sheriff’s office. To his right, six desks sat behind waist-high cubicles fashioned from particleboard. His desk was smack in the center, one of two that actually had a computer. At an empty desk in the back of the room, Thurgood was stuffing his face with what looked like a sausage sandwich. Wasn’t he supposed to be with Bethany Richardson? He’d probably been already—didn’t take long to deliver a death notice.

      Thurgood nodded to him.

      William nodded back.

      No one else was in the room, which was not unusual. Their days usually consisted of driving around, keeping an eye out for trouble, and watching for Hank Shetfield, who hadn’t had a license for twenty years but still insisted on getting behind the wheel of his truck. Because so much of their town was wilderness, the dispatch calls were few and far between, unless you counted “Harried” Hattie who called three times a day to tell them about noises in the woods she was convinced were UFOs or maybe serial killers, even if she couldn’t quite prove it yet. This obsession had only intensified since her husband died last year.

      This week, William had been to Hattie’s place twice, taken three calls about missing livestock, chased four different sets of teenagers out of the woods, and arrested one kid for methamphetamine possession, and settled a dispute over payment for building a fence. He had also driven old man Emmerson to the doctor and suggested to Arthur Merrill that he keep his mechanic prices reasonable before Hank Shetfield clocked him over the cost of a new fuel pump—even though the last thing Shetfield needed was a running truck.

      And now there was the boy. The dead boy.

      The mustard-yellow hallway that led to Mike’s office was significantly uglier than the pink wallpaper. Rows of dull brass mailboxes lined the wall above the cheap metal cabinets that didn’t fit in the bedroom—the filing room—behind the common area. The smell of old dust and new paper tingled in William’s throat.

      Mike sat in a stark white room behind a gleaming mahogany desk, phone at his ear, brows furrowed, but he set the phone back on the cradle when William entered the office. Mike flicked an imaginary piece of lint from his blue jacket—he had changed his suit since the woods. To think they’d once swapped Guns N’ Roses T-shirts and cut holes in their jeans to be cool.

      Not that it had ever worked for William.

      “How’s Ms. Richardson?” William dropped into one of the armchairs in front of the desk.

      Mike straightened his shiny yellow tie. “About like you’d expect. Thurgood’s going back once Dr. Klinger gets done, give an official cause of death and all that. Not that it matters. Nothing’s going to bring the kid back.”

      “It matters,” William said.

      “Sorry, I just meant…” Mike sighed, gesturing to the phone. “Jesus, this is fucking horrible—the entire town is freaked. The Gazette has already called twice. I need to give them a three-minute statement, and I was hoping Dr. Klinger might have something for me. Can you play detective, see what’s up in the morgue, fill me in in about ten minutes?”

      “Shouldn’t Thurgood go down there?”

      “Henry Thurgood, the one you call ‘half-ass’ when you think no one’s listening?”

      William’s face heated. “I call him the Twit now. It seems his half-assedness is the product of being a moron.”

      Mike smirked. “Whatever you call him, that man has his head up his butt—I already told him to hit the morgue, and he said he had to eat first.”

      William nodded to the bowl of M&Ms on Mike’s desk. “We can’t all live on food coloring and carbs.” But his stomach had soured. He was a deputy—a dispute solver—not a detective, no matter how many crime dramas he followed or detective novels he read. Elliot Stabler from Law and Order was fun to watch, but he couldn’t help William in real life. William hadn’t even realized Marianna was dying until she passed out, and those minutes before he called the nurse, those moments of internal bleeding… maybe she’d have had a chance if he’d been better at detecting things.

      Mike’s brows furrowed. “Stop changing the subject, super-sleuth. I’m not going to forget about this and send Thurgood.” He grabbed a handful of M&Ms and shook them around like he was rolling dice before tossing them into his mouth. “Pretend you’re Sherlock or whatever the hell you watch now. Besides, you owe me for fucking up the scene with your muddy sneakers.”

      Oh crap. He had messed up the scene. Elliot Stabler wouldn’t have⁠—

      “Just go.” The phone jangled, and Mike side-eyed the receiver. “And make sure the whole you-stepping-on-the-body thing doesn’t get too much attention. I don’t want another McGill.”

      Jeffery McGill was a hunter shot dead by his brother three years back. Thurgood had pegged it a hunting accident—told the Gazette it was an accident, too—until the man confessed. That had been William’s first and only homicide, and even then, he’d just called Klinger—they hadn’t investigated anything. But Mike had threatened to fire Thurgood if he ever talked to the local paper again. No one wanted their screw-ups in print, and small towns kept their business extra close.

      “Will!”

      William startled. The phone was still ringing, and Mike was staring at him, hand on the receiver, and it felt like fourth grade English class when Mike had elbowed him every time the teacher asked a question, making sure William didn’t get into trouble when his mind wandered. “Earth to William… get down to the morgue. Pretend you’re trying to impress me. Pretend I have tits.”

      “Okay, okay, I’m going. But why would I want to pretend⁠—”

      “Get out, Will.” Mike jerked the phone to his ear, clamped his hand over the receiver. “And happy birthday, brother.”

      The hallway felt smaller on his way out, claustrophobic even; so did the now empty bullpen, and the staircase with its oddly memorable striped wallpaper. Down, down, down. Not another McGill.

      The steel door to the morgue creaked as he entered, and Thurgood looked over as the door swung shut behind William and latched with a thunk. Chilled air, a good fifteen degrees colder than the outside hall, hit him, laced with the stench of rancid meat, the musky decay of rotting leaves, and something profoundly sweet—thick and cloying and innately human.

      William gagged as if death could invade his body through his nose. I can do this. Mike had always taken care of him, even stepped in when the entire freaking football team came after him. The least he could do was ask a few questions in the morgue.

      “Toss him the Vicks,” Dr. Klinger said without looking up—Is his voice shaking? The doctor’s wire-rimmed glasses were inches from the boy’s sightless eye sockets, Dr. Klinger’s bushy white eyebrows drawn together in concentration. While the surrounding towns had coroners who worked at the feedlot by day, Dr. Klinger was a real MD, and he looked the part now as he cocked his head and tweezed something from the tissue near the child’s forehead. William gagged again. The meat of the boy’s face was too destroyed to be called skin any longer, mottled black and gray and green, fragile like it would slough from the bone at the slightest touch.

      Thurgood snatched a blue jar from the table with stubby fingers and tossed it, hitting William in the chest. William fumbled for it, then tore off the top and smeared Vicks under his nose.

      Ah, mentholated relief. But he clamped his mouth shut because, who knew, maybe death could get in even if he couldn’t smell it. Irrational, sure, but he pressed his lips together anyway.

      “We’ve got hair,” Dr. Klinger muttered.

      “Hair?” Thurgood said, and William stepped closer, though he kept his eyes on Dr. Klinger instead of looking at the corpse.

      The doctor zipped his plastic bag shut. “Long, black hair. A couple pieces.” William considered that to the music of Dr. Klinger’s metal on metal, metal on bone: clink, clink, scrape.

      “The kid’s mother has dark hair,” Thurgood said.

      “This is black.” He held the bag up to the light. “Not like Bethany Richardson. And we have just the shaft, not the follicle.”

      Hair… what do I know about hair? According to Law and Order, you needed the hair follicle to test DNA, right? Which meant the shaft wouldn’t help them. But… why would they need to match DNA anyway? Weren’t they dealing with a mauling?

      Dr. Klinger set the bag on the table and went back to the body, another Ziploc clutched between two knobby knuckles. “Cause of death is dog bite to the throat, bled out from the jugular—the teeth marks there are to the bone, more pronounced than anywhere else, which suggests the animal needed to hold on tighter—that the kid was still fightin’.” Definitely shaky. The doctor sniffed hard and squared his shoulders, and Thurgood cocked his head as Klinger cleared his throat. “Big animal, too, but there’s a lot of deterioration, what looks like rats and coyote, so that makes analyzin’ a bit harder. From the decomposition, he was mauled a day or two after disappearin’, and the rest of the damage is from being out in the elements. If I finish up and have somethin’ different, I’ll call y’all. Otherwise, you’ll have a report by mornin’.”

      Cody had died within a day or two of going missing? That meant the body had been there during the search party. It had rained the whole time, and dogs weren’t as good in the mud, but...”Are you sure it was a dog?” William said. “No way he was killed and dumped there after the search party?”

      Thurgood’s mouth dropped open. “Are you fucking serious?”

      “I just don’t understand how anyone could have missed a body that close to the trail.” William shook his head. “Or how he made it that far, that fast.” It was at least fifteen miles through the wilderness from Cody’s house to William’s side of the Oval.

      “He could have been running,” Thurgood said. “And his momma said he got himself an imaginary friend, too, so maybe he was out there playing and got lost, then just kept going, thinking he was headed for home.”

      “An imaginary friend?” Electricity prickled along William’s spine.

      Thurgood thumbed his nose as if brushing away the entire line of questioning. “His momma didn’t want no one to know, thought it made him sound weird. She isn’t wrong about that.”

      Did he just call a dead child weird? Heat rose from William’s chest to his face, flaming across his cheeks. “There’s something we’re missing here, Thurgood, and we owe it to Cody and his mother to at least rule out foul play and⁠—”

      Thurgood scoffed. “You’ve been watching too much TV.”

      William shoved his hand in his pocket and fingered his coin—cool against his feverish skin. “Maybe TV has a better explanation than a little boy running fifteen miles in a day, getting attacked by a feral dog no one has ever seen before, and becoming miraculously invisible during the search.”

      Thurgood’s nostrils flared. “He might have been far from home, but just look at him—it was a dog. No person did that.” He raised an eyebrow as if to say, you’re one of the crazies, and I don’t like you.

      William straightened, though his face still burned. “Well, we screwed up, then, just walked right by without so much as noticing the flies. Either that or someone hid Cody’s body while we were looking—not like the dog buried him temporarily, then dragged him out to the trail.” Thurgood’s furious eyes were boring a hole in William’s forehead.

      “No drag marks,” the doctor muttered, too softly, as if he were having trouble talking, and William looked over to see Dr. Klinger squinting at the skin near the underside of the boy’s thigh. “The skin’s bloated, discolored, but his back was stuck in that mud, kept it more preserved… .and there’re no bite marks or claw marks on the back. I’d say the dog got ’im right where y’all found ’im.”

      Thurgood nodded. “See? Just a dog. It’s fucked up, but...” He shrugged, and William’s gut clenched.

      But they had more than a dog—they had black hair. Hair and...”What about the… the eyes?” William focused hard on Dr. Klinger’s face so he didn’t have to see the boy’s destroyed flesh, his empty sockets. “A dog couldn't do that, right?” He had no frame of reference—Elliot Stabler didn’t deal with killer animals on Law and Order.

      “I ain’t no vet, so I can’t tell you for sure if a dog could get an eye outta there, but it takes at least four days for a mushroom to root and grow that big,” the doctor said. “Whatever took his eyes did it at his death or shortly thereafter, and scavengers like turkey vultures usually take a few days to smell meat rotting.” His voice had an edge now, his mouth drawn with uncertainty, but far less emotional when talking about the animals than he had been talking about the child.

      “The eye thing doesn’t seem like dogs or birds, does it, Doctor?”

      Dr. Klinger stared at the boy on the table, but Thurgood snapped, “What in the Sam Hill are you saying?”

      “I’m just saying… what if someone found him in the woods or lured him there? What if a person⁠—”

      “Why would anyone take his eyes?”

      “Why would anyone kill a kid?”

      “No one killed a kid. It was a dog.”

      William’s stomach rolled—the Vicks wasn’t helping any longer, and the sweetness in the back of his throat made him want to vomit. No more McGills, no more mistakes. He addressed Dr. Klinger. “Is there any way a person killed him and the dog found him later?”

      The doctor shook his head. “These teeth marks were made when he was alive. Y’all remember Young, ’bout ten years back? He had a heart attack, and no one found ’im for almost a week. His cats chewed on ’im real good, and you could tell those marks were made postmortem. No bruisin’, no congealing at the site, just teeth on already dead flesh. This”—he gestured to the neck wound with a shaking hand—“ain’t like that. The tissue was traumatized by the animal.”

      “What if the dog killed him in the woods and someone found him right away?” William said.

      “Kids playing doctor took his eyeballs, eh?” Thurgood shook his head.

      William finally glanced at the boy’s sightless eye sockets—gaping, black holes—and bile rose in his throat. Dr. Klinger had removed the mushroom, probably put it in a bag somewhere, innocuous without a tag to show it had grown from the skull of a dead boy. “I… Something isn’t right. Doesn’t it feel like more than just a⁠—”

      Thurgood jerked his head to Dr. Klinger. “Dog bite?”

      Dr. Klinger nodded, gaze on the ground now as if he were purposefully avoiding the body. “Yeah, dog bite to the throat’s what killed ’im.”

      McGill. McGill. McGill. The muscles in William’s back went rigid. “Thurgood, how’d he get all the way⁠—”

      “I’ll get another search party together. We’ll start at one end, move on toward the other. Find the dog and”—he clapped his hands—“case closed.”

      Yeah, because your search party worked so well the first time. “We don’t even know if the dog’s still in the Oval at all.”

      “So, we just forget the dog?”

      “I was just pointing out that⁠—”

      “I’m going to look for a dog—that’s the only thing dangerous ’round here.” Thurgood turned to Dr. Klinger. “You let me know if you find anything that indicates something other than a dog.”

      The doctor’s eyes remained tight, but he said nothing, just nodded his bushy head as Thurgood left in a squeal of door hinges.

      “Gotta get that daggon door fixed,” Dr. Klinger muttered and went back to his work, which had, until sometime last week, been a child.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            THURSDAY MORNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Two days of walking, searching, calling, and returning home with sodden boots and sunken spirits had left William drained. Once the townspeople found out the boy was dead, few had been willing to come out to help, particularly when they realized the goal was to locate a killer animal. The deputies had finally abandoned the project, as William had expected. Just searching the perimeter of the Oval would do no good, and searching the interior would be pointless—lots of places to hide in the woods, and a dog would have no problem staying ahead of them. Besides, Thurgood’s search party had already checked the abandoned houses back in the Oval, the ones that were still standing; no one had come across droppings or anything that suggested a canine presence. And most of the buildings were so dilapidated you couldn’t even walk inside safely—one wrong step and you’d fall through the floors… or have the house cave in on top of you.

      Mike’s statements to the Gazette had calmed people some. They were looking for a dog, probably rabid, he’d told the paper, though they didn’t have enough saliva or other evidence to confirm, and if it had been rabid, it was surely dead by now. Mike had warned people to stay out of the woods anyway and instituted a curfew, too, but he couldn’t stop people from gossiping or from calling the sheriff’s office—Hattie’s phone calls had intensified to five a day. No one was bothered by that except Rachet, and William took a perverse pleasure in watching Rachet’s face contort as he tried to tell the woman that ghost dogs or werewolves did not, in fact, exist.

      But Hattie wasn’t there today, though the rest of the townsfolk had turned out en masse—the church was ten degrees warmer than outside, and every seat was filled. The church ladies in the first row were already whispering amongst themselves, maybe about how that boy might be alive if he’d had a daddy to watch out for him. But daddies couldn’t save you, not always, not when a monster attacked you in the woods, not if you died before taking your first breath. An image of Brett’s tiny blue face flashed in his brain. William wiped the back of his damp neck and tried to inhale, but the air was too thick. He coughed.

      Cody’s mother, Bethany Richardson, sat in the front, head on her sister’s shoulder, their brown—but not black—hair mingling together so he couldn’t tell whose was whose over the back of the pew. No one else sat with them, though the white-haired pastor kept his eyes on them from the pulpit as he delivered the eulogy. William’s chest tightened. He hadn’t even said a prayer for little Cody under those trees. He’d only thought of himself, the eyes, the case. His own shock.

      The women in the front pew stood. He rose with them, the collective rush of fabric rustling in his ears as the whole place moved as one, turning to the aisle when the pallbearers marched by with the casket. Bethany passed him, clinging to her sister as if she might fall. Her gray eyes were vacant, like fog, but he knew what she was thinking: She couldn’t believe she was doing this, that she had to bury her child. She did not yet believe she was going home to an empty house. But she was.

      He understood—his first night home from Bartlett General after Marianna died, he’d slept on the floor of the baby’s room as if avoiding their bed and her cold pillow would make her passing less real. He might still be lying there if Mike hadn’t dragged him out. He reached into his pocket and touched his lucky coin.

      Someone nudged his elbow. He looked up, and Bethany Richardson was gone, probably down the aisle and outside already, because everyone else was shuffling, moving toward the edges of the pews. He glanced behind him where Mike sat with his wife, Caroline—the blond-haired, blue-eyed epitome of a southern belle, but her mouth was tight, and she narrowed her eyes whenever she looked at her husband. Mike wasn’t looking at her. He was staring at William, eyebrows raised, come on, let’s go.

      William followed the throng to the back of the church, a herd of cattle seeking escape from this place that smelled much too sweet, like the roses on the altar had multiplied with the intent of choking them. Still better, he thought, than that sweet rot from the morgue. That dead body stink.

      Walking over the threshold to the outside felt like a release from the hangman’s noose. The air was crisp, though the sun shone too brightly over the cemetery behind the church. In the distance, the casket swayed as they lowered it over the lip of the grave. Did the boy still smell like rotting meat, or had Dr. Klinger fixed that? Probably fixed. Did they put in fake eyes? He caught a glimpse of mottled flesh in his mind’s eye, that lone white mushroom… Closed casket, no fake eyes needed.

      When he glanced up again, the casket was already halfway down into the hole, and though he didn’t even recall walking to the gravesite, he’d stepped up beside Bethany Richardson. Almost everyone else had backed away as if afraid death was catching, but it was too late for him—and too late for the woman whom he would forever think of as Cody’s mom, the way he was Brett’s dad. She clutched the woman beside her, breathing fast. “I told him not to go into the woods. I told him!” The pastor squeezed through the throng to murmur something in her ear. William locked his gaze on the grass at the edge of the pit.

      The casket hit bottom with a dull, earthen sound—dunth—and his stomach throbbed like he’d taken a punch. Next to him, Cody’s mom gasped, then sobbed once, long and hollow, and he backed away from the dirt and the little boy in the box and the woman who would never be the same again. The lawn was soft under his feet as he walked to his car. Past the church. Past the congregation’s playground. Brilliant green grass, blades shining like emeralds. Life went on—the world kept spinning, things kept growing. He’d keep moving too.

      “Will!” Mike jogged up beside him. “Where you headed?”

      William’s chest was still tight. He gripped his lucky coin and studied Mike’s face, his friend’s raised eyebrow. Say something, Will. “Pond over on the north side. I’m in the mood for quackers.”

      “The hell kind of pun was that?” Mike shook his head. “You really are the worst, Will. I’d punch you in the fucking face if I didn’t like you so much.” But his eyes said what he was thinking. The month after Marianna died, William had told Mike every joke he knew, just to keep his mind on something else, anything else. The only time in his life he’d been able to focus.

      “Fine, I guess I’ll go back to the station then.” William dropped the coin back into his pocket. “Or maybe I’ll drive around, see if anyone needs a ride to the grocery store. Check teenagers for meth. Serve and protect.” Do something, go somewhere. Don’t think about the child now being covered with dirt.

      “Give me a lift, okay? Caroline made me ride up here with her, but I told her I had to get back to the precinct.” He headed around the car without waiting for William’s reply.

      Caroline stood near the church with her arms crossed, watching them. Mike waved to her then climbed into the dirty olive Jeep, slamming the door harder than he had to, probably to make some point William wasn’t privy to.

      “You just want to get to the precinct so you can eat candy.”

      Mike smiled. “Busted.”

      And you don’t want to deal with your wife. William glanced back at the cemetery as he pulled away, one last look at Bethany Richardson, a woman who would separate life before this day and life after. Then they were driving down the gravel road, into the sun.

      “Can you golf tomorrow?” Mike asked.

      Wait, what? Golf? William shook his head, trying to get his bearings. “You’re only asking me so you don’t look like an idiot in front of your big-shot-governor father-in-law. Little does he know what an idiot you really are.”

      “The governor says, ‘Play golf,’ you play golf.”

      “You just want to convince him that you’re an exceptional public servant.” The games always felt fake—too much smiling. Playing politics.

      “I don’t need golf to convince him of that.” His friend’s voice had tightened. “Besides, what else are you going to do? Fish so you can give your catch to the kids by the river?”

      “It’s the sport of it, Mike.”

      “So, no?”

      “No.” William tapped his index finger against the steering wheel and watched the town whiz by the window. Trees glistened merrily in the sunlight like the earth hadn’t just swallowed another child—a child who shouldn’t have died. William stopped tapping. “I want to poke around a little more on this case.”

      Mike stilled. “Really?” His voice was quieter. “Thurgood says it’s a no-go and Dr. Klinger ruled it a dog attack. Are they wrong?”

      “I don’t know. The doc found a hair on the body that doesn’t match Cody’s mother or anyone he was with before he disappeared.” He let go of the steering wheel with one hand and reached into his pocket for his lucky quarter.

      “I see.” Mike’s suit rustled as he shifted in the passenger seat. “What’s going on in that crazy-ass head of yours, William? And if you tell me you’re thinking about ducks again, I swear to god⁠—”

      “Nothing. Just thinking.”

      “About?”

      “If there’s more here than a dog.” Not another McGill, not another screw-up. That should be their new motto. “And wondering why no one else seems to think a black hair on the body is suspicious.”

      Mike sighed. “You fucked up the scene, Will. That hair probably came from you because there is no evidence of foul play except for the eyes, but that could have been an animal—almost surely was. That’s why Dr. Klinger didn’t jump on the hair angle. Why Thurgood wrote you off.”

      He’s right. He’d practically fallen right on top of Cody—kicked that poor kid’s legs. And though he had no idea where he would have picked up black hair… yeah, it was possible he’d left it on the body. In his head, he heard his mother: “This cop thing won’t amount to a hill of beans—you need to go back to school.”

      “Listen, Mike, I know I made a mistake, I⁠—”

      “Yeah, you did. But Klinger said ‘dog attack,’ so it wasn’t a big deal.” Mike sat back in his seat. “If you really think the hair wasn’t on your pants or something, it’s worth looking into. Just don’t advertise that you’re searching for a murderer—we don’t want to cause a panic. These people have enough real worries with the economy and all, and we’re already instituting a curfew to make sure no one else gets attacked.”

      William swung into the parking lot in front of the precinct and put the Jeep in park. “I’ll go do some research, see what I can find. Might as well start now.” But he wasn’t entirely sure where to start. What would Elliot Stabler do?

      Mike’s eyes darkened, but he smiled wolfishly. “Get the fuck out of here, William. And come back ready to let this thing go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The plate glass wall that faced the street boasted “Heineken!” “Budweiser!” “Live music!” in blinking neon. William grabbed his laptop from the back seat and walked toward O’Neil’s, third door from the left in the only real strip mall in Graybel. He always felt extra cramped walking downtown, where the tiny lots lacked parking spaces that anywhere else would be necessary for customers. No need for too much parking in butt-fuck Egypt; even if all the bar patrons in town showed up at once, they’d still have enough room if they parked in the dirt along the road.

      The glass door swung outward for a twentysomething couple—vaguely familiar—wearing cowboy hats and boots with silver tips that looked pointed enough to stab someone. What his mother would have called a “mind-your-own-business couple,” a station preferable to being the target of gossip but no more well-liked. They weren’t interesting or controversial enough to make the townsfolk care—they weren’t part of the collective “us” any more than William was. A walking rumor or invisible; in Graybel, you were one or the other.

      Inside O’Neil’s, a long oak bar stretched the entire back wall. To his right, a small stage was set up with drums and a guitar. The chairs were empty now, though he was certain the coming hours would be punctuated with the twang of Willie Nelson or Hank Williams covers.

      He nodded to “Cocky” Clarence, the bartender whose spiked hair reminded him of an angry Chia Pet. He ordered a Coke.

      Clarence shook his head, but thunked the glass on the counter and took William’s money. “Still doing those magic tricks?”

      Do your quarter trick again, Mr. Will! “Not lately.”

      The vinyl booth whined when he sat like it was mad at him, or at the world. William sipped his drink, fingers frozen on the keyboard while he tried to make sense of the thoughts tumbling around in his head. A dog? No, that wasn’t what was eating at him. So, what was it?

      Missing eyeballs. Little boys. Shredded limbs that looked like a pack of werewolves had invaded the Oval. Yeah, right, William, maybe the zombie apocalypse is upon us. But no… it was the eye thing getting to him now, the thought that Cody’s window into the world had been torn out. Stolen.

      He shifted in the booth and clicked the search bar on his laptop. Even if he found other nearby maulings, an irresponsible dog owner… Maybe Cody was an accident, the dog had attacked unprovoked, and someone had brutalized the body to… what? Obscure evidence of their pet to avoid trouble? But if the animal was that vicious, it was unlikely that Cody was the first victim.

      His fingers hovered over the keyboard. He should look for other dog attacks. Instead, he typed: Bodies, missing eyes.

      The first link was about soldiers in wartime brutalizing bodies of the enemy. William clicked off and scrolled down. Probably not dealing with a band of fugitive war criminals. There were three articles on some man who had been found without eyes, tongue, or liver, but that had occurred in Ash Park, some Detroit suburb, and nowhere near them. No mention of an animal either.

      He frowned at his Coke, still half-full on the table beside his laptop, and read on. In Florida and Nebraska, two men high on synthetic bath salts had murdered and eaten a victim apiece. Then he got to the part about how the Florida guy had torn the face off his victim and devoured the eyeballs like grapes while bystanders captured it on camera phones. He clicked Escape and stretched his arms over his head. This case did not have the mark of a psychotic druggie. Well, maybe it did, but a druggie with a dog. He squinted at the screen.

      Even if there had been other maulings nearby, Google didn’t have information on tiny technology-challenged towns like theirs. Graybel and its neighbors refused to put their papers on the internet because they didn’t want the rest of the world spying on them. The information age was no match for small-town paranoia.

      He shut the computer down and closed the screen in time to see a woman approaching his table, her red hair curling around her face, her hips swinging in a way that made William think she might slam one of them against a chair as she threaded her way toward him.

      But she made it, both hips intact, and rested a hand on his table. “Hey there.” She touched his arm for longer than was necessary, batted her mascara-caked eyelashes. “What brings you in here?”

      “Work.”

      She slid into the seat across from him. “What kind of work do you do?”

      He glanced down at his black button-down shirt—no uniform today. “I’m with the sheriff’s department.”

      She laughed. “Ah, I thought you were a cop.”

      Yeah, but not a good one—the kind who trips right into crime scenes. He tapped the top of his computer, waiting for her to look away, or maybe find someone more interesting to talk to.

      She kept her eyes on his face. “So… would you like to buy me a drink?”

      “Uh… sure. What would you⁠—”

      “Gin and tonic.”

      William walked to the bar, feeling her eyes on him. Clarence glanced back and forth from William to the corner booth as he mixed. “You gonna show her some tricks, Hoss?”

      William tossed cash on the counter, picked up the drink that Clarence pushed at him, and returned to the table.

      She grinned. “Thank you, Officer.”

      “You’re welcome, ma’am.” Then he picked up his laptop, turned on his heel, and walked out the front door to his car.
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            THURSDAY AFTERNOON

          

        

      

    

    
      Even with his eyes squeezed shut, Terrence O’Donnell could feel the light trickling through the blinds and assaulting the edges of his vision—feel the way it wrapped around his body and slithered under his skin, probing the throbbing chambers of his heart until his fear leapt to attention and pushed him from the bed. His leg spasmed. He stumbled, jerking his hand away from the wall where the bricks glowed with inhuman fire. Jerk shirk twerk.

      They’re coming. He always heard them well before he could understand their words, their presence an electric tingle in his palms and a buzzing in his ears like a swarm of angry wasps. What would they do today to break him?

      He clenched his fists. Whatever they tried, it would not work.

      The muscles in his face did a silent dance, his left eye closing spastically, then opening again. He threw himself into the corner and lowered himself to a crouch. Slowly. Slowly. His calves ached—he could practically see the rough scars pulsing, the faded bite marks that covered his leg in a pink puzzle of raised welts. Spit tooth dirt ride the lollygag.

      His tailbone touched the floor. Terrence stilled, watching the tiles in horror as the morning seeped toward him. One inch nearer. Another. His heart throbbed from a tight place inside his throat, his breath coming in ragged gasps, the sun slicing through the room like a blade reaching for his toes. He jerked his feet back ever farther and cowered. Pain stain nope nope.

      “Don’t fall asleep. It will be your undoing.” Always that voice, grating, raspy like the angry hiss of static. Panic blossomed in his chest and shot up through his face to the top of his skull, engulfing every hair follicle with blistering heat.

      They tried to get him that way, too, through his hair, every orange strand on his head beckoning the light nearer. His father had given him that, the curse, hair like the sun. Everyone said so.

      “We need you, Terrence.”

      He could not let them in. And if they took over his brain⁠—

      “Almost there, Terrence.”

      He clasped his head tightly between his hands. Pain throbbed in his temples.

      “It’s only a matter of time,” they hissed, loudly as ever despite the fists over his ears.

      “No, I won’t let you take me, I must get to her, I must, I must…” His voice sounded tinny in the concrete room, and he clapped his hands over his mouth. To mention her aloud—that would disappoint her, and this he must not do. She was the moon, the antithesis of the light, enemy of Apollo. She was the only thing that ever made him whole. Please hurry, my love, my love dove…

      The light slid ever closer across the tile like a spreading stain. He stifled a scream.

      Shut up. They’ll find you easier.

      Tears pooled in his eyes, and he squeezed them shut and felt the wet trails along his cheeks. His chest quivered.

      “Terrence…”

      She’s here. Her voice was a mere whisper on the breeze, but he heard it, louder than the others, drowning out the madness, pushing the evil back behind the clouds and far away. The pressure in his chest abated.

      Terrence opened his eyes and looked down. His hands were clean, pasty. Weak. But they would soon be stronger… she would make him stronger so he could find the boy. And once he found the boy, he would find her, for his goddess needed the child—she would be watching from somewhere nearby, she’d told him so. And then he would make her love him once again. Love love shove.

      “Terrence…”

      His heart slowed at the throaty timbre of her voice.

      “Terrence…”

      Soon he would be powerful, strong like the moon, the stars. Powerful enough to find her. He clenched his fists. He had to wait. Night was the only time he could transcend his captors and their blazing prison to make his mark upon the world. Darkness was the enemy of the things that came for him in the light.

      Darkness was the only time he was freed.
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            THURSDAY AFTERNOON

          

        

      

    

    
      The library was deliciously cool with a familiar musty odor: leather, paper, and linen. It tickled the back of William’s throat as he headed through the one thousand square feet of bookshelves toward the back room where they kept the newspapers. If the dog had killed anyone else nearby, those records would be here.

      “William!”

      He glanced over to see the Vixen smiling at him from behind the L-shaped pine desk in the middle of the room—in a library this size, the aisle where he stood was only two standard bookshelves away. “Hey, Veronica. Are you having a good day?”

      “Now I am.” She winked. Veronica was what the fellas called “purdy,” with big blue eyes, long brown hair, and so much makeup that her face was three shades different from her neck.

      He wanted to hurry into the back room to finish his job, but she was already coming around the desk, her enormous green earrings jangling like wind chimes.

      “What kind of stories are you looking for this time? Mysteries? Vampires?” She touched his arm, same as every time he came in for books. “I got the seventh Harry Potter in finally. Or maybe somethin’ else on that guy… from last month?” Last month he’d read James Patterson’s true-crime take on a football player turned murderer.

      If only he was here for entertainment, having her search for Helter Skelter or Harry Potter or Dracula—even Frankenstein, his and Marianna’s favorite, with all those shadowy, hidden places and a scientist striving for discovery. William cleared his throat. “Uh… well, I’m looking for animal attack cases.”

      “Werewolves?”

      “No, no fiction this time.”

      Her neck paled. “Is this about that boy?”

      “We don’t want to cause a panic,” Mike’s voice whispered in his head. “They have enough real worries.” “I’m just looking to see if the dog… you know, whether it’s been roaming around out there for a while, if it hurt anyone else nearby.” And if it had, he might find a citation or a ticket along with the name of the owner, and if that owner had long black hair… That hair wasn’t on me, I know it wasn’t. His ears burned. “You still keep newspapers from the towns around us?”

      “A couple. Only a few exchange papers anymore—Dunmoore outright refuses because they don’t want people knowing their business, I guess, but I have maybe… ten other towns? And the bigger papers from Jackson are online, of course. They have the funds to digitize.”

      “Okay, I’ll start with what you have.”

      Her shoulders relaxed, and she flipped her hair. “So, what are you doing after work?”

      Guilt tightened his abdomen. “I… have plans with friends.”

      “You’re always doing somethin’.” She slapped his arm softly. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were avoiding me.”

      “No, I just… I’m not ready yet.”

      Her face softened. “I understand. My momma took a while after my daddy died. But it’s been near four years, right?”

      Damn these small towns. “I guess.”

      “Well, maybe soon. You just let me know, darlin’.” She took her hand back.

      He forced a smile and nodded, not trusting his tongue, then escaped into the back room and the arduous process of going back in time through boxes of newsprint, page after page in box after box, blackening his fingers to the steady rustling of paper. Shht, shht, crinkle, shht, crackle.

      An hour went by, then another. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. A persistent throbbing crept in behind his eyes. He reclined in the hardback chair, staring at the little desk covered with boxes of decaying newspapers. His left butt cheek tingled from sitting so long. What was he doing? Maybe Mike was right—maybe Thurgood was right. Maybe his mother was right too. Can’t you find something better to do with your time, William?

      But as he began hour three, a clipping from Magnolia Grove, Mississippi, a little place a few towns over, caught his eye: Timothy Holt, found mauled to death behind a restaurant, four years earlier. While the paper hadn’t printed the details, the words “dog attack” were enough… maybe. The best lead he had, anyway. His heart rate quickened, worsening the pounding in his temples, as he copied the information down.

      William spent the remaining hour until closing squinting at blurry newsprint but found nothing else, and when closing time came around, he left before Veronica could offer to make him dinner.
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        * * *

      

      He drove around to kill time, to think, but by eight-thirty when he parked his Jeep in another tiny lot, he was no closer to answers—just closer to a migraine. The bell jangled overhead, and William stepped onto the black-and-white-checked linoleum of Harold’s Uptown Diner, Graybel’s only real restaurant. Two rows of booths stretched out on either side, their green vinyl cracked and abandoned. The deer head on the back wall stared at William, glassy-eyed… sad. He frowned. Why would anyone want to memorialize death like that? At least it was probably a fast death; Harold was a hunter, and a better shot than any deputy. The man could put a bullet through a boar’s iris at a hundred yards—and take out any predatory canine that happened by.

      William peered through the round window in the swinging door that led back to the kitchen, but he didn’t have to wait long. Cassie Parker emerged. Grease smeared across the front of her orange shirt, as always; unlike Thurgood, she didn’t half-ass anything, whether it was making burgers or discussing books or… anything else. The few strawberry blonde hairs that always escaped from her bun curled down one cheek, tangling in the wooden cross around her neck. His mother would have loved her. He wanted to kiss the freckles sprinkled across her upturned nose as she fixed her blue eyes on him.

      “It’s just about closing time.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at the front window—the lot was empty. “Yeah, I know, but I had a rough day, and nothing hits the spot like french fries.” And I wanted to get you alone. No one ate dinner after eight around here.
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