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Prologue




“Someone had better be dying. Oh, wait, we can’t do that. Maybe you forgot.” 

Zac clenched his cell phone tighter. Colm sounded annoyed and half awake, no different than any other time he’d been woken up this last century. As if nothing had changed tonight. As if he’d committed no sins tonight.

“I’m standing in the corridor of the Harbor Vale Family Inn.” Zac kept his voice just above a whisper. They did not need mortal witnesses to this, however it went down. “Come on out and talk to me.”

“The Harbor Vale Family Inn? Where on earth is that?”

“Harbor Vale, Michigan. David’s town.”

“Why would I be in Michigan?”

To kill someone. “You’re here.”

“Listen, mate, your perceived emergency can wait at least until dawn cracks. Maybe by then you’ll remember which city I live in.”

“Colm. Come out.”

The call ended.

A minute later, fully dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt unbuttoned over a black tee—shoot, he’d even put his shoes on—Colm emerged from a room near the end of the hall. He was nearer the exit, and Zac rocked onto his toes, but Colm didn’t bolt. Anyway, if he did, David was outside to tackle him and no doubt would do so with grim relish. Zac padded toward him. The corridor was well lit, with no shadows from which to stalk an unsuspecting guest.

He did another quick check of his surroundings. They were alone. “There’s a dead mortal in town.”

“I imagine there are a lot of them. Death is sort of their thing.”

“A murdered mortal—strangled, David thinks—left under a pile of brush.”

Zac tried to find something in Colm’s eyes to show him the truth, but the man’s face was no different tonight than it had been in the nineteenth century. No additional lines, nothing new in the expression. Colm’s forehead crinkled upward, his raised eyebrows as pale red as his hair and mostly lost against his complexion.

“You think he’s covering up the murder by pretending to find the corpse?”

“Stop, Colm. It’s over.”

“What’s that?”

“Your career as a serial killer.”

At last his face did change. A poise was discarded, a warmth dropped away. His smile was bland as usual, no teeth, but it opened a foreign well of cold between them.

“Why?” Zac said. “Tell me what’s in your head.”

“Oh, that would go well.”

“Tell me, man.”

“I’m thinking I can stop babying you now, you and Simon—I hope you’ve looped him in—and I’m experiencing the satisfaction expected when someone becomes aware of the magnitude of your life’s work.”

“Colm—”

“You asked.”

Zac drew as deep a breath as he could, and ice seemed to flood his lungs. His thoughts tried to disintegrate, but he held on to them.

“Why did she tell you?” Colm said.

Moira. He knew. “She didn’t intend to.”

“We had an understanding.”

“There’s nothing to blame her for.”

“Maybe you’re right. I’ll think on it.”

He could have driven his fist into Colm’s face. He could have wept. “You’re not going to deny it. You’re not even trying.”

“Sorry to disappoint.”

“Disappoint?” Zac’s voice bounced off the close walls around them, and he forced it lower. “You violate them—you extinguish them in cold blood.”

“If that’s how you want to see it.”

They’d stood here long enough. He shifted his feet, ready. “David’s outside.”

A flash of Colm’s teeth. “To take me into immortal custody?”

“Essentially.” And David wasn’t alone, but he would leave Moira out of this as long as he could. If only Simon were out there too.

Colm motioned to the side door. “After you.”

Zac cocked an eyebrow. “So you can jump me?”

“Oh, please. What would be the point?”

“Escape,” Zac said slowly as if speaking to an infant.

“Nah. I’m cool with seeing where the next bend in the road takes me. What’s your plan? Restitution to society, rehabilitation?”

They began walking, Colm more or less beside him but a pace behind his shoulder. Zac’s hands tightened, and his senses strained to catch the first movement toward him, but Colm continued to walk and talk. The glittering chill between them had re-submerged, no trace left.

“Or maybe you’ll want to find a way to end my life, payment for the ones I took. I can’t argue with the principle, but I’m curious about the method.”

“Shut up,” Zac said.

“Think on it, mate. Because this much I can tell you: I’ll never stop taking them.”

“I guess it’s a habit like any other, if you’ve been at it since 1907.”

A low whistle over his shoulder made him bristle. “For not intending to tell you, Moira got good and detailed.”

Zac stopped walking when they reached the door, turned his back to it, and faced Colm. “Tell me why.”

“It’s what I’m here for, and it’s what I do best.”

“Murder is what you do best.”

Colm dipped a nod. “Amen.”

The irreverence flayed Zac. He opened the door and stepped out into the night, and his lungs drank a gasp of pure air. He fast-walked to David’s parked Jeep. Colm matched his strides, a shadow on his shoulder, the shadow of terror and death, pain and grief. The shadow of rot and blight on the human race, ego run wild with itself and abusing its ageless, undying power.

At the Jeep, Colm raised his hands, his surrender as flippant as the last word he’d said. “Thank you. I’ve waited a long time for this.”

Moira stared at them with white-edged eyes, and David looked ready to pull his concealed weapon and shoot Colm in pure righteous anger. Simon would weigh in on Colm’s fate from afar when they called him. And Zac understood the thing that had eluded him till now, the quiet lament in his soul that mattered so much less than protecting the mortals, than bringing justice for the ones Colm had slaughtered, than learning why Moira had kept the putrid secret so long and let the mortals die. It mattered so much less and yet it ripped him seam from seam, and deep inside he felt the hemorrhage begin that he would never be able to stanch, never be able to numb.

His family. Tonight had broken his family.








  
  
One




Nobody knew, as he strode through the propped-open doors of Harbor Vale Bible Church, that Zac had not entered a sanctuary like this one in more than a hundred years. Nobody knew his legs were trying to turn him around and bolt. After all, he was Zac Wilson, and nobody knew a thing about him he didn’t want them to know. 

He lagged behind a few others who dispersed with clear direction. The foyer was open, the west wall composed of windows from the floor up that faced a side parking lot and a row of elderly pine trees. Nothing about the space justified Zac’s reluctance to step into it. Behind a desk stacked with programs and papers stood a blond guy maybe twenty years old. He looked bored, but his smile was real enough as he saw Zac hesitate.

“Hey, dude, are you here for the pack-a-backpack thing?”

“Yep,” Zac said.

“Okay, see the hallway off to the right? All the way at the end, they’re in room 38.”

“Thanks.”

His legs quit fighting him as he fast-walked that direction. He hadn’t expected a lightning strike, but the wrongness of his presence here was permeating. God saw he wasn’t here to worship or repent, knew the lost cause Zac saw in the mirror.

“Zac?”

He pivoted toward the voice. Tiana Burton stood, hands on hips, at the mouth of the hallway he’d just entered. Her smile was one of the kindest Zac had known in all his years. He stepped toward her to absorb more of its warmth. They stood eye to eye, she tall for a woman and wearing heeled boots, he five-eight-and-a-half in his shoes.

“Well, fancy meeting you— Wait a minute.” He cocked an eyebrow. “This is your church, isn’t it? Yours and David’s.”

“It is. Welcome.”

“What are you doing here on a Friday night?”

“Service event. Somebody brought in a ministry for foster kids and matched donations, so we’re… Oh my word. Was it you?”

He spread his hands in a gesture of cluelessness.

Tiana laughed. “Does your fan base know about this?”

“I started it online. I wanted to do something local, and then the foster organization told me the backpack event was being hosted here.”

She sobered. “You wouldn’t have chosen a church for the venue.”

“Feels hypocritical.” The hairs on the back of his neck prickled, as if bridled electricity did indeed hover over him.

“I respect that. But I’m glad you came.”

“I initiated the thing. Figured I should show up.”

They walked side by side down a gray-walled, gray-carpeted hall with a ceiling high enough that his brain fabricated no threats to his life. The smell of cookies overwhelmed the recent use of lemon cleaner.

“Where’s David? Is this his idea of a date?”

She gave a quiet laugh. “He’s home practicing.”

He waited for the object of the sentence, but then he got it. “Piano.”

“He’s agreed to stand in as church pianist as long as Karen Scott is on maternity leave, and she’s due sometime before Thanksgiving.”

“They’ll never let him quit. The man could play Liszt with his hands tied behind his back.”

They reached the propped-open door, through which drifted the lively delight of human conversations. Zac stood to one side and studied the crowd. Sixty or seventy people mingled. At the back of the room, a long collapsible table was spread with plates of cookies.

“I wanted to come,” he said. “Money’s distant. Hands-on is more my thing.”

“Will you be swarmed by Zac Wilson autograph seekers?”

He rolled his eyes. “I highly doubt it.”

But when they stepped inside, more than a dozen occupants broke off their discussions and beelined for him. Guys and girls, twentysomethings, beaming.

“Zac!”

“It’s Zac!”

Tiana shoulder-bumped him. “News for you: church kids follow you too.”

He couldn’t help laughing. “Hey, everybody.”

As she moved away, Tiana squeezed his shoulder. A few of the girls watched her go, and he guessed at the things they would notice: the easy confidence and poise in Tiana, from her long-legged stride to the elegant black coils of her hair.

“Are you two…?” one of the girls whispered to him. “I won’t post it online if you are.”

“Tiana’s a friend,” Zac said. When the girl gave a doubtful squint, he added, “She’s also dating a friend. Maybe you know him? David Galloway.”

“The piano guy.”

“That’s the one.”

The voices around him continued. “Zac, I brought white chocolate chip cookies,” and “We saw your fund-raiser online and thought maybe it’s a sign you’re moving here,” and “Oh, I hope so.”

He flashed back to the line of thousands at Marble Canyon, autographs and awed faces, their relief as he described his rescue from certain death at the hands of an angel. Irreverent fiction, but they had swallowed it because they wanted to, because he was the one spinning the tale. He squirmed inside at the memory.

Movement at the front of the room drew their attention. A brunette woman in her forties waved for silence, and the room settled.

“Hey, all, in case you don’t know me, my name is Louise Pitts and I’m the ministry coordinator here.”

Ah. She had called last week and invited Zac to their event.

“It’s great to see so many of you on a weeknight. As you know, we’ll be packing backpacks for foster kids who are going into new homes, sometimes with nothing but the clothes on their backs. We underestimated the donations, which is a great problem to have. There’s a lot to sort and stuff, most of it purchased by Foster Gifts with the fund-raiser donations. We have a ministry founder here to tell us about them. Let’s welcome Jim DeClerck to HVBC.”

Applause rippled as a middle-aged bald guy took over. Louise caught Zac’s eye and smiled. He dipped his head in gratitude: she hadn’t given him away.

Jim DeClerck talked for fifteen minutes, his timing so precise Zac suspected a military background. Then the group split up. The twentysomethings who stuck by Zac decided to sort and stuff for ten-to-twelve-year-old boys and grabbed grocery bags labeled as such. On each table, someone had already stacked about a dozen backpacks. Their group upended bags of clothes and toiletries. Zac compiled and folded a wardrobe for one unknown boy after another—shirt, pants, pajamas, underwear, socks. Soft fabrics between his fingers, reds and blues, greens and yellows.

The shirt in his hands now would have fit his nine-year-old self the day he became man of the house, whether or not he wanted the job. The kid who would wear this shirt might have faced the same thing, might be entering an unknown family and calling himself a failure. Zac rubbed his thumb over the buttons before folding it and setting it on the pile. He picked up another, an Oxford shirt in orange and brown plaid, and smiled. To him plaid would always be a ’70s style.

A ponytailed girl took the place across from him. Her purple graphic hoodie bore a giraffe design, and she looked younger than the rest of their group. “Hi, Zac.”

“Hi.”

“I’m Crystal.”

He stretched his hand across the table. “Good to meet you.”

“Same. I thought I’d add toiletries to your stacks. I’ve got shampoo and toothpaste.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Most of the kids seemed to know each other well. At first Zac’s remarks amid theirs caused moments of deferential quiet. Then without looking he picked up a grocery bag from the bottom, spilled travel-sized tubes of toothpaste all over his feet, and laughed at himself. The kids laughed too, and as if a barrier had lifted, they plunged into a dissection of biblical themes to be found in Tolkien’s master works.

A grin split Zac’s face. Kids who appreciated something older than they were. The phenomenon became rarer with every generation.

“What did you read first?” Crystal said, glancing around the group. “I started with The Fellowship of the Ring because of the movies. I didn’t even know about The Hobbit until after.”

Answers varied, and then one of them asked Zac.

“The Hobbit,” he said, and a warm memory filled him: reading late into the night, squinting in the wavy light of the kerosene lamp to finish one more chapter.

“I’m sure he wrote that one after,” said a guy named Greg who had expressed half of the opinions aired at their table so far. “You can feel when you read it, he was returning to write the backstory.”

“Are you sure?” This from a quiet girl who had been adding notebooks and pencils to each backpack. She hadn’t said her name. “I don’t think that’s right.”

“Somebody look it up.”

Phones emerged, and Zac waved them off. “The Hobbit came first.”

Greg gave Zac a smirk that made him wonder how annoying his own could be. “Bet me.”

“Nah,” Zac said. “But The Hobbit was published in 1937, and The Fellowship of the Ring was 1954.”

The kids gawked.

Crystal went to her purse and returned with her phone held up. “I have to know if he’s right.” After a moment, she gave a quiet gasp. “You guys, Zac is a genius.”

He wished he could tell them what the story of a dragon’s defeat and a Dwarf-king’s courage had meant in a decade when the poverty around him and the age within him had weighed so heavily. He wished he could tell them how thirstily he had imbibed the great epic seventeen years later, national prosperity returned after a war that had torn the souls of men and women, his included.

Instead he fielded their quizzing as they discovered what they thought was a mere penchant for dates. They went on believing he was only as old as his face, their senior by years instead of a century.

At last the backpacks were filled, and Louise thanked everyone. Zac’s crew volunteered to load up. He sprang into the back of her van and took backpacks passed up to him. By the time they’d finished loading, the kids had invited Zac to Sunday morning service and Wednesday night classes and a book club that met monthly at the coffeehouse.

“I know where it is,” he said when Crystal tried to give him directions. “I had this town memorized thirty minutes after I got here.”

One of the guys laughed. “That’s about it.”

As they dispersed, Tiana jogged up to him.

“Hey,” he said. “What’s up?”

“I’ve got nowhere to be, and I’m guessing you don’t either.”

“Perceptive.”

“I cannot go to David’s and listen to another flawless run-through of ‘The Love of God’ and ‘Holy, Holy, Holy’ and ‘In Christ Alone.’ Or I will pitch the hymnbook at his head—the one he never opens because, ‘It’s not necessary, love; I looked at the key signature.’”

Her attempt at a Scottish burr was thoroughly butchered. Zac laughed. “I’m honored to be your alternate.”

“I thought we could get coffee and catch up.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

In the month since they’d met, Zac had seen her and David two or three times a week. Tiana was good company, and returning to his apartment held no charms. Three weeks renting a place did not make it home.

Halfway through their lattes, she set hers down and folded her arms on the table. “I want you to hear me out.”

Zac motioned her on.

“I know what you’ve got planned for tomorrow. David told me.”

He tried to take offense but couldn’t. “No big deal. I’m not dwelling on it.”

“Then you must be coming down with something. You ignored the cookies earlier, and you ordered nothing here but a drink.”

“Watching my sugar intake. Have to maintain my stunt guy physique, you know.”

“Chicago’s an all-day trip at least. David wants to be your backup driver.”

“Not necessary.”

“At least think about it.”

Shoot, even a flat refusal didn’t faze her. “No need.”

She rested her hand on his arm. “I know, Zac. Not just what happened in the park—David told me all of it.”

Saber flashing in David’s hand, blood on fallen leaves. Shovel turning in Zac’s hands, dirt falling into the grave. His arm stiffened before he could block the reflex, and she withdrew her hand and sipped her latte. But Tiana had known about Colm’s execution long before now. This was something else.

Zac had talked to David in the first hours of finding out what Colm had done. Maybe talked too much. “What did he say?”

Tiana’s voice dropped so low he had to lean in to hear her. “It wasn’t only one murder. He was a serial killer.”

Oh, that.

“Even with that I was… Angry isn’t the right word. I was concerned—not just about the law but for you, for all of you, having to carry something like that. But David said there’s no legal method of execution that would work on a longevite.”

In a less somber conversation, Zac would have smiled at her ease with his pet word for them. She had adapted to the science-fiction flavor of his life and David’s faster than any mortal he’d ever known in on the secret.

Her sigh was quiet, conflicted but comprehending. “And he said some of the murders were so long ago, the police would have asked questions—age and all that—dangerous for all of you.”

“Yeah,” Zac said.

“So the four of you had to carry out his sentence.”

“Yeah.”

She tucked her chin under the weight of her next words. “And his name was Colm, and to you and Simon and Moira, he was family. A hundred years of living as family.”

His mask was slipping. He could feel the slide of it, down toward a rise of feeling he refused to indulge. Colm would win something if he did, and Colm had won enough.

“And David said sometime before I was born, Colm told Moira everything for some reason, and said he’d framed you for the whole thing, to keep her quiet. Which was a lie, but it worked.”

Friendship and brotherhood thrown away. Zac himself thrown away, turned into an unknowing hostage. He had stood against a wall blindfolded while Moira and Colm took point-blank shots through the heart of his trust. Even now he wouldn’t know what they had done if David hadn’t joined them: a new brother with new eyes to see clearly.

Zac flinched. What a joke Moira and Colm had made him. But he was inconsequential. Colm had murdered innocent people. People who disappeared, were mourned by friends and family. This was the important fact. Not how it felt in Zac’s chest to be thrown away by a lifelong friend.

He looked up from where he’d been staring at the tabletop. “David talked a lot.”

“He thought I should know everything.”

She still didn’t, but neither did David. For the best.

“I’m really sorry, Zac.”

“It doesn’t matter.” He wasn’t letting it matter. “I’ll be fine.” He had to be.

“I know you will.”

Good. He’d fooled her if not himself.

“But I think you’re making my point.”

“How’s that?”

“David said you’re going to Chicago to get Colm’s things in order. That’s a lot to deal with alone.”

“Nah. He didn’t own property, just rented.”

She tilted her head at him, flinty challenge in the stare. “Zac.”

“Tiana.” He gave her a smile that held no cares. “It’s only an apartment.”








  
  
Two




It was only an apartment. 

He hadn’t been here in over a year, but he didn’t have to think about the turns, the street names, the destination of the visitor lot. He turned the car down a quiet tree-fringed lane. Redbrick apartments lined both sides, built sometime around the country’s bicentennial. He parked the car and got out. David did the same then shut the passenger door with force. They’d said nothing for the last hour of the six-hour drive.

Zac stared up at the eighth floor. At the unit in the north corner, the window blinds drawn and sun-faded, stark autumn sky reflected in the glass. He swung Colm’s key ring around one finger. Not a care. Everything fine.

He marched up to the door and let himself inside, scaled the steps two at a time and ignored the lack of windows in the stairwell, the echo of their footfalls that reminded him how close the walls were. He tramped down the eighth-floor corridor to the other end. And stopped. A sour taste filled his mouth.

It was only an apartment.

David stood beside him, his back to the door Zac faced, observing the hallway as if they were on some military mission and every angle of approach needed guarding. Another second or two of hesitation and David would notice. Zac thrust the key into the lock and turned it. Pushed the door open. The place smelled of less-than-fresh produce. Zac stepped in and to one side, allowing David entrance, and shut the door after them.

It all looked exactly the same. The TV stand stood diagonal in the far left corner, the couch along the wall across from it. No other furniture, no adornments on the ivory walls.

“Bit sparse,” David said behind him.

“Nobody came here.” Zac shrugged. “Well, me and Moira, but not often. I think Simon hasn’t been here in five years or more. And when Colm wanted to be social, he went out, found people. Casual, you know.”

No mortal friends for the man who’d called himself a god. Zac shuddered and headed for the kitchen. David followed, not hovering but still making Zac’s spine itch. He should have stuck to what he’d told Tiana last night. He didn’t need company.

The kitchen was last updated in the nineties, faux oak cabinets and all white appliances, never redone again because the landlady didn’t care and neither did Colm. It was a serviceable place for a bachelor to cook. It hadn’t needed to be anything else. Zac wandered to the stainless steel sink. He turned on the faucet, turned away from the sudden odor of old vegetables. He flipped on the garbage disposal and scrounged under the sink, came out with a bottle of bleach cleaner and sprayed it down the drain.

“He never remembered to run it,” he said as he shut the disposal back off. “Until the drain backed up.”

David nodded.

Zac opened the fridge, and the spoilage emanated even stronger from there. He shut it again. They’d have to clean everything out. He left the bottle of bleach on the counter and continued his inspection.

The bathroom off the hall was mostly tidy, the spare bedroom empty as expected. When Zac and Moira had visited Chicago, they’d always spent the night in a hotel. One room remained. Colm’s.

Zac crossed the hall with David a few paces behind. Colm’s bed was unmade, one of two pillow shams fallen to the floor, the beige comforter and sheets twisted and kicked to the foot of the bed. The lamp on the nightstand had been left on, casting soft light over a pristine copy of some historical novel with a pirate ship on its cover. It was all so…personal.

“He would dog-ear pages, but he hated wrecked covers.”

Standing to one side in the doorway, David nodded.

“Something isn’t…” Zac linked his hands at the back of his neck, where the sense still prickled that something was wrong. Or missing.

He turned a full circle in the room. Bed, nightstand, a pair of black leather loafers against the wall, a few clothes strewn about. A small bookcase that held fewer than a dozen books Colm deemed worth keeping. And the only wall decor in the whole place: a shelf on the wall opposite the bed. It held a row of shot glasses, Colm’s souvenir of choice when he decided to keep a souvenir, which wasn’t often.

All the years, all the places, and he had something like twenty of the things. Zac strode over and picked up the one from Colorado Springs, a wraparound image of the state flag. He’d been with Colm when he got it from the gift shop at the top of Pikes Peak. Had their personal association made the place matter to a psychopath?

But then there shouldn’t be the glass from Windsor. They didn’t know anyone there. There shouldn’t be the glass from Rome. Colm had been there only once, with Moira in 1957. There shouldn’t be the glass from Montana. Zac counted. Eighteen. The number wasn’t significant…unless it was.

His hand clenched the Colorado glass. Nausea welled in his stomach.

“What is it?” David said.

The sickness rose into his throat. He swallowed. “Eighteen.”

“Shot glasses?”

“The places, the number…the true number.”

“Of what?”

“Eighteen. Instead of eleven. Kills, David.”

David’s face blanked. Slowly he shook his head. “There’s no reason to assume…”

Whatever else he said became a roar in the back of Zac’s skull as he barreled into the closet. Red veiled his vision. He thrust his arms between garments on hangers, spread them, found only clothes and more clothes. He knelt and dug into an old wooden box, clearly no less than a century old, painted to resemble the texture of cowhide. He tossed the lid aside, heedless of the history or the fragility, and drew out the contents. Silver and gold coin proofs nestled in plastic holders. Dozens of them. The coins tumbled through Zac’s fingers onto his knees, onto the floor.

Nothing else was here.

He looked up when a shadow loomed. David, standing in the doorway.

Blocking the doorway.

“Move, man.” Zac nearly choked on the words.

David sidestepped, and Zac pushed to his feet and stumbled back to the living room. He unlocked the sliding door and escaped onto the balcony. Splinters of wood bit his hands as he gripped the railing. The sky and air opened his lungs, but his stomach still roiled.

Eighteen. The number of mortals murdered. Seven more than he’d known about before. As if his knowing made any difference. He saw them in his sleep sometimes. He saw Colm’s hands around their necks. He saw his friend kill people, though he’d never seen it in reality.

David came to stand beside him, and the human presence helped as it always did. Zac shoved his hands through his hair, elbows propped on the rough wood of the rail. If he tried to straighten up, he’d vomit over the edge. He stayed there, doubled over and breathing through his locked teeth.

“I need a minute,” he finally said. “Before I go back in there.”

“We’ve all day to get it done,” David said.

“They’re mementos.”

“Of his victims?”

“Of the places he found them.”

“We’ll never know that.”

“He’d been to visit me dozens of times. Dozens. And one day we’re in a touristy gift shop in Colorado Springs and he picks up that shot glass and says, ‘It’s about time I added this place to the collection.’”

“He was playing.” Under David’s calm snapped a band of tension. “As he played with Moira.”

“It was the third day of his trip.” Zac’s hands shook on the rail as details came back. Meals they’d shared. Rock-climbing afternoons. Reminiscing about decades past. But the guy hadn’t been with him every hour. “So the first or second day…”

“We ended it, man. We ended him.”

I’m sorry. Zac didn’t know whom he was trying to talk to. Maybe the victim of that Colorado trip. Maybe all Colm’s victims. Zac might have been typing a text to the man while he was ripping a mortal’s life away.

He straightened slowly, a test, and his stomach didn’t revolt into his mouth. He met David’s eyes. “There’s nothing in that apartment to tell me anything.”

“Did you expect there would be?”

“No. Maybe. I guess I wanted…a reason.”

David shifted on his feet, gazed out past Zac at the line of trees backing up to the blacktop.

“I wanted to know why.”

“Boredom or pleasure,” David said.

He knew that much about psychopaths, but he couldn’t apply those motives to Colm without knowing for sure. He would never know. And it didn’t matter.

The victims, they mattered. “I wanted to find their identities here. A list of names. Jewelry. Polaroid pictures. Maybe DNA that we could ensure got to the police. Something. Anything.”

“He didn’t own a computer?”

“No. He had his phone—that was it.” And Zac had spent days trying to find data on it. There were no incriminating pictures, no password-protected notes…nothing.

“A Spartan sort of man.”

“Yeah, he was.”

“Souvenir glasses are less help than personal jewelry. If that’s what they are.”

“It’s what they are.”

David studied him a moment, nodded, and went back inside.

Enough of this. Colm would laugh and poke Zac’s chest. “Look at me, power beyond the grave. Look at you, all broken up.” Imitation laughter? Maybe nothing had been funny to Colm, just as nothing had mattered to Colm.

Zac would not be the broken one, not over this. He pushed off the rail and walked inside.

He grabbed a black garbage bag from the cabinet under the kitchen sink and stalked to the bedroom. David was already there, pocketing his phone as if he’d been on it. Texting Tiana, probably. Something like Pray for Zac. He’s a real mess.

Well, they could both stuff that notion.

With one hand Zac held open the bag, and with the other he lifted the shelf from its props, balancing all eighteen shot glasses. All eighteen deaths. He dumped it into the bag, and the glasses crashed with a few cracking sounds but mostly clinking. Not good enough. Zac wielded the shelf like a shovel and smashed its rounded end down into the bag. A glass shattered. Then another. And another. And another.

When all eighteen were broken, he threw the shelf aside and hoisted the bag. It hadn’t punctured. The shards jingled against each other as he walked back to the kitchen and doubled the bag.

He opened the refrigerator and pitched everything in on top of the glass. Greek yogurt cups, a bag of now-slimy deli meat, Styrofoam containers of takeout Chinese, a cardboard box of stale pizza. He didn’t stop until the fridge and freezer were bare.

David joined him in the pitching process. Clothes. Shoes. Bedding. All into black bags. Some of this could be donated, a thought born of stuffing backpacks last night. But no. These things belonged to a man rightfully dead, and they must cease to exist too.

When Zac began chucking the paperbacks, David winced.

“What, you want to sell them?”

“No. Sorry,” David said. “Involuntary reaction.”

“It’s not a bad idea. Mix-and-match sale on the serial killer’s library. Could bring quite a crowd.”

“Including the Harbor Vale police.”

As usual, humor was lost on David. Whatever.

Less than three hours after they arrived, Zac was locking the door behind them, and nothing remained inside but the landlord’s furniture. The antique box of coin proofs was tucked under David’s arm. Foolish to throw those out, though Zac might have if David hadn’t been here.

He gestured to the box. “A favor, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course.”

“Do whatever you want with that. I don’t want to see it again.”

David gave him a measuring look.

“I typed a letter,” Zac said as they walked to the car. “Management will get it in a day or so. I included a check to cover his breaking the lease. Couldn’t find a copy of it anywhere.”

“Some tenants walk away without a word.”

“Yeah.” Zac slid behind the wheel and started the car. “But I didn’t want them going after him to collect a debt. This seemed a cleaner way to finalize things.”

“As long as he wasn’t behind on rent.”

“He wouldn’t be.”

“Were there neighbors to ask after him? Anyone?”

Zac began to navigate the one-way streets back to the interstate. “He used to say he was a shadow among the mortals. He took pride in it, I think.”

“I suppose it’s all the better for us now.”

“Right? Considerate of him to plan ahead like that.”

Again the exasperating look of scrutiny.

Zac twisted his mouth into a smirk and shrugged one shoulder.

“Zac…”

Something about David’s tone made Zac want to leave him here to find his own way home. “Might as well say your piece.”

David turned his eyes back to the passing landscape. “Tiana told me to hold my peace.”

A laugh burst from Zac, but it was wrong, a mirthless bark. “Too late now. Go on.”

“We’ve noticed a toll on you, in your face.”

“There’s nothing wrong with this face. Ask the fangirls. Ask the modeling agencies I keep turning down.”

“Tiana isn’t one to waste concern.”

He searched for a comeback to that and couldn’t find one. He gestured at the city around them. “We did what needed doing. I never have to think about him again.”

“Perhaps.”

“Why would I?”

“Some ghosts aren’t banished with action but with words.”

“Words? Are you serious?”

The steadiness of David’s gaze was nothing less.

“Right. Words, of course, because the pen is mightier than the sword—oh, and the tongue is a rudder on a ship, almost forgot that one.”

He squeezed his eyes shut against an image of Colm’s face, the widening of green eyes in the instant before Zac’s uppercut silenced his mockery. Another image followed it. The body. The blood. The grave. He pressed his fingers to his eyebrows.

“Tell you what,” he said. “If we find a way to bring eighteen murdered people back from the dead by talking, then we will talk.”

“Very well.”

A lot of things could be said for David. One of them was his respect for boundaries. Good thing, because the drive from Chicago to Harbor Vale, Michigan, was just under six hours. Would have been an expensive taxi ride.

They drove for a silent half hour, and then David spoke as if there’d been no tension. “Tiana’s had an idea she wants to try. She calls it Blind Date with a Book. A display at the front of the store. If you’d care to help us wrap books in packing paper, we’d be glad for the extra hands.”

Zac shook his head. Wrapping books. Quite the rogue he was becoming. The fans who tagged him online to ask for another shirtless photo shoot would be disappointed, but Crystal and Greg and their church cohorts would be all in. A smile tugged his mouth.

“Sounds intense,” he said. “But I think I’m up for it.”

David smiled. “I’ll let her know.”

As they merged onto I-94, Zac nodded his satisfaction. He’d done what needed doing, and now it was finished. Maybe he’d even sleep tonight.

“So in order to join my road trip, you left Tiana running the store for the day.”

David shot a glance at him. “She’s capable.”

“Sure, but does she get time-and-a-half when the boss no-shows?”

“I no longer think of the store that way. Haven’t since…well, since we redefined things.”

Neither did Tiana, based on Zac’s observation. She and David no longer behaved like manager and owner of the bookstore; now they were more like a single owner/manager unit. Either of them could tend to personal business without any hindrance to their bookselling, and both of them spoke of store decisions in terms of we and us. David’s reckless devotion to a mortal was baffling yet right. They suited one another down to the ground, as far as Zac could tell.

David dug into the backpack he’d brought, which held more books than snacks. When he sat up, a new book in hand, Zac laughed.

“How many books can you get through in a day?”

“This is only the third, and we talked little on the way here.”

“I guess we’ll also be talking little on the way back.”

“If we’d flown instead, we’d already be home.”

Zac’s shoulders tensed. He couldn’t have forced himself onto a plane. Not today, not this week or this month, not even first class where the ability to stretch his legs helped to calm him.

“I like to drive,” he said.

“If you change your mind, I’m still willing to spell you.”

“Nah.”

David opened his book.

“I’d swear the author of that book is still alive,” Zac said, “but you are reading it, so I must be mistaken.”

“I like him.”

“It’s a Western.” And Zac had seen the mass-market edition on grocery-store endcaps.

“Aye.”

“Those are never accurate.”

“Some more than others.”

“Never shoot a man in the back? Solve our differences at high noon and ten paces? Oh, the loquacious stranger wears two guns, he must be an arrogant, overcompensating—”

David’s laughter erupted.

Zac couldn’t keep the grin off his face. “I’m right.”

“You are.” David tapped his index finger against the book’s cover. “Yet I’ve returned to the genre for the last eighty years. The more mythological, the more I enjoy it.”

“Blurry nostalgia.”

David set the book on his knee and, to the degree that he could, stretched his legs under the dashboard. “Something like that.”

Zac left him to the book for a time, until David remarked on the genius of John Ford and ignited a nonchalant debate on the greatest directors. At least they agreed to William Wyler’s place among the top three. When the topic waned, David returned to his book. Maybe he’d come along only to read, which was fine. Silence in company didn’t hold the weight and mass of silence alone.

Traffic leaving the Chicagoland vicinity was no worse than it had been driving in, and Zac had driven this highway many times. So there was no excuse a few miles later when his brain began perceiving the cars around him as a shrinking box. No excuse for the cold sweat that broke out on his neck.

A Mack truck loomed up beside him, filling the driver’s side window. The long silver hulk flowed past him as the left lane outpaced his, then cut over in front of him. Zac braked, and David’s head jerked forward.

“Sorry.”

“His fault, not yours. Although, in general, you drive with animosity for the human race.”

“Do I?”

“Traffic has been cowering from you all day, and Michigan drivers don’t cower.”

Zac smiled, though the truck’s back end filled his windshield. “Happened after I moved to Denver. Those people will put the fear of death back into you.”

He relaxed his hands on the wheel. He was all right again. Until a second semi inched alongside him. In front and to the left now, he could see nothing but silver metal.

The sky was gone.








  
  
Three




Traffic stopped. In the lane to Zac’s right, an SUV and a pickup truck formed a third side of the box around him. His rearview mirror showed him the bumper of yet another Mack truck, and his lungs began to seize. He hit the button for David’s window, because rolling down his own would only reinforce the proximity of the truck. Without looking up, David hit the button on his side. 

“Bit cold for open windows,” David said as the window slid back up.

“I want it open.” Thank goodness he sounded casual.

David looked up from his book. “What for?”

“Autumn’s nice.”

“When accompanied by the exhaust smell of a thousand sitting vehicles?”

Zac hit the button again, and David’s window rolled down. “Doesn’t bother me.”

David shrugged and went back to his book.

Zac drew a breath of chilled outside air, and it eased his chest muscles. Proof this wasn’t physical: cold would exacerbate the problem if he were an asthmatic or something. No, this was all in his head. The air outside helped by virtue of being outside. He glanced sideways and, curse it all, David was watching him. Well, let him watch.

“Hey,” David said.

“Yeah?”

“Anything the matter?”

“Nope.”

Zac gritted his teeth, grasped another breath but kept it silent. Nothing the matter. Once they got moving again, the control of driving would dispel the last of the stress.

David’s cell began to ring like an old rotary. He picked it up from the side console and said, “Tiana.”

Zac could have thanked her for her timing.

“Hi,” David said. A pause. “On our way back. A few miles out from the city, at a standstill for now.” She said something else, and David lowered the phone from his ear and changed to speakerphone. “All right, you have both Zac and me now.”

“Hi, Zac,” came Tiana’s voice.

“Hey, Tiana.”

“So, listen, something weird happened a few minutes ago, and I thought you both would want to know about it. This guy came into the store and asked to see David Galloway. Not ‘the store owner’—he asked for you by name, David. I told him you won’t be in today, and he said, ‘What about Zachary Wilson, do you know how I could get in touch with him?’”

A reflexive glance between them, and David looked the way Zac felt—hackles up, ears attuned, despite being three hundred miles from the stranger.

“What did you tell him?” David said.

“Just that I didn’t have the information he was looking for. I figured I couldn’t pretend not to recognize Zac’s name, or not to know he’s been living in town.”

Smart of her.

“Do you know where he is now?”

“He got lunch at Mongolian Grill. I saw him leaving when I went into the diner.”

The restaurants were across the street from each other. “Did he see you?” Zac asked.

“Yeah, but he didn’t approach me. Just wandered off, looking like a first-time tourist, you know? Sort of aimless. I haven’t seen him since.”

David’s brow furrowed, and he tilted his head at Zac. Questioning.

“If he’d asked about only one of you,” Tiana said, “it wouldn’t have felt odd to me.”

Zac grinned. “You get a lot of people asking about me?”

David cocked an eyebrow at him, and Zac held in a chuckle. The guy was so easy to kid.

“I think the grand total in the last month has been three,” Tiana said.

Zac huffed loudly enough for her to hear, and she laughed. But some connection was nudging his brain. He flexed his hands on the wheel and popped his thumb joint a few times. “Tiana, what did this guy look like?”

“Um…just normal. You want a physical description?”

“Did he have black hair, dark eyes, maybe, um, five-foot-ten or so?”

A slight pause. “Yeah.”

David nodded, general alertness replaced by recognition. “Sharp cheekbones, white guy but not too pale, more of a tan complexion. Slight ridge on his nose, probably broken years ago. Voice inflection flatter than the average person’s.”

“Whoa, yes. That’s him. Who is he?”

“Well, his name is anyone’s guess, since he didn’t bother sharing it last month.”

She drew a soft breath. “The guy who shot you?”

“The very same.” A growl infused David’s words.

“Why would he come back here?”

“Don’t try to find out,” David said. “Stay clear of him.”

“Well, obviously.”

David raked a hand over his hair, standing it up in black spikes, and his chest filled with a harsh breath. “Ach, Tiana, be careful, please. The man’s unpredictable, and we don’t know what he wants.”

“To threaten you again?”

“I don’t know, love. But…” He shifted in the seat as if the space were too small now for him as well as Zac. Three hundred miles from the woman he loved, and though Tiana chided him—and Zac—for it often, there was no way to detach from the fact that she was susceptible. To death.

“All right, listen, boys.” Tiana’s voice had softened. “I’m a grown woman and I’ll be careful. Don’t you dare start breaking traffic laws.”

David chuckled. “Reading my mind again.”

“I mean it, David. From what you’ve told me, he only risked a shot at you because he knew it wouldn’t kill you. That doesn’t mean he’d harm me.”

David ducked his head and closed his eyes a long moment. Praying. Of course. Zac focused on the traffic, which had begun to trickle again, one car at a time, thawed rivulets in the great block of ice that was the Chicago highway. He swallowed a lump of gravel. God was nearby, no doubt, springing into action for the prayers of David Galloway. Must be nice. The thought drove a little hole through the center of Zac’s chest. He blinked hard.

“If he comes into the store again, call me,” David said.

“Okay. And hey, Zac?”

He cleared his throat. “Yeah?”

“I hope what you had to do today wasn’t too hurtful.”

More like freeing, he hoped. “Thanks. It’s done now.”

“I’ll see you soon.”

She always assumed he was coming back to them. Well, he did keep doing it. “You will.”

“And you, David.” Her voice took on a teasing lilt.

“Aye,” he said. “See you soon.”

Over the next six hours, the sun set in the rearview mirror and, once they passed the halfway point, the interstate traffic lessened. They discussed David’s book when he finished it; they discussed a dozen other things that didn’t matter. Mostly they dissected the possible motivations of the stranger with the antique revolver.

Zac coasted the car down Main Street in Harbor Vale at twenty minutes to eleven. Earlier than he had anticipated, but they’d spent less time at Colm’s apartment than he’d planned. At the next stop sign, Galloway’s Books stood on the northwest corner, one of the larger buildings in town, gray brick from ground to roof. The windows were dark, but an old K-car sat in the parking lot, half eclipsed by the store.

“That’s not Tiana’s car,” Zac said.

“No.” David sat forward. “It’s occupied.”

They were sitting at the stop sign. No other cars on the street, but Zac got moving again. “You think it’s him? Watching for us?”

“I’m guaranteed to show up there eventually.” David frowned. “Make another pass?”

Zac drove down a dark neighborhood street and made three quarters of a square to set him back on Main Street. “I’m going to stop at the sign again, give you a chance to see.”

He’d barely completed the stop this time when David said, “That’s him.”

“Want me to pull in?”

“Of course.”

They were of the same mind, then. Might as well face the guy head-on if he planned to cause trouble. David motioned to Zac to keep the car running and together they got out, without discussion splitting up to approach the car from either side. The windows rolled down. David stopped at the driver side and Zac at the passenger side.

The interior of the car was dark, and the man had parked away from the floodlight. Impressive that David had been so sure from the street, but being shot point-blank had likely seared the details into his brain. Now that he was nearer, Zac could identify the man as well. His shoulders tightened. Their fellow longevite wasn’t the only person inside.

In the back seat lay a woman. A purple blanket was tucked around her, a fold of it fallen aside to reveal the seat belt awkwardly fastened at her waist.

“You wanted us to leave you alone,” David said. “Which we’ve done, yet you return here.”

Way to set an amicable tone.

“For help,” the man said.

Of all the possibilities Zac and David had come up with, that wasn’t on the list.

Zac leaned nearer to the window. One of the woman’s arms rested outside the covering, her smooth skin bearing an age spot on the back of her hand. Her eyes were closed, her red-gold hair braided over her shoulder, escaped wisps framing her face, which also showed spots of age. She gave a quiet groan, seeming unaware of David and Zac.

The man twisted in his seat to touch the inside of her wrist with two fingers.

“Help? You want our help?” David was practically spitting the words.

“Not for me. For her.”

“After you shot me, after you accused us of murdering your friends and threatened us with—”

“David,” Zac said. “I think she’s rejuvenating.”

David straightened, stepped to the back of the car, and opened the door. He leaned inside and stared at her. The woman opened her eyes, but they remained unfocused.

“One of your people?” Zac said to the man.

“Yes.”

“Why bring her to us?”

“She’s aging permanently. Dying.”

“How can we help?”

The man got out of the car, ignoring the stiffness of David’s posture braced for defense. His attention had fixed on Zac like a laser. He stood before Zac with his shoulders loose, his hands at his sides, nothing aggressive in the lines of his body. He seemed to be trying to convey harmlessness, even surrender.

“You fell thousands of feet into that canyon.” The man’s voice shook, strange when emotion remained absent from him otherwise. “I saw it. The video. Not even one of us could survive that.”

Not medically, no. Not scientifically. Zac’s gut tightened.

“You have a secret.”

Zac shook his head. “Nothing to keep one of us alive if the serum’s expiring in her veins.”

The guy surged forward so fast Zac had no chance of reacting, seized his shirt, and shook him. “You have to help her, you have to—”

Getting over the surprise took about one second, but in that time the grip was torn away. David hauled the man off Zac and hurled him to the ground. Rather than retaliate, the man remained huddled on his hands and knees between them, his head drooped low. David jerked the man up by the front of his shirt and shoved him against the car and patted him down. The man let him.

“He’s unarmed.” David released the man with enough force to make him stagger against the car.

“Okay.” Zac tamped down his annoyance with both of them and coated the word with boredom instead. If David didn’t pick up on it, he’d go with a direct approach.

But the single word seemed to work. David caught his eye, drew a deep breath, and nodded. He stepped back from the man, who caved against the car, hands braced on the hood behind him.

“She hasn’t done anything to you.” The man drew a ragged breath. “Please.”

It was only rejuvenation. Age spots, aches, weakness, slushy lungs. They all knew this routine well, their bodies taking an annual break from the daily grind of keeping them ageless.

“Don’t you go through this yearly?” Zac said.

“I’m telling you, she’s dying.”

“Have you done anything to treat her? And the others in your group, what do they think?”

The floodlight glittered in the man’s eyes, reflecting desolation. “There aren’t any others. Only Cady.”

David stepped forward, his height making the move more aggressive than it might have been otherwise. The man flinched away. “‘Come after my people, and I’ll expose yours.’ That’s what you said. Were you exaggerating your numbers, then? After a strategic advantage?”

“There used to be others.”

“Used to be, three weeks ago?”

“Yes,” he whispered.

“And now?”

“Now it’s just Cady. And me.”

A quiet groan drifted from the back of the car, and the woman called out, “Finn?”

He kept one hand braced on the car as he leaned inside. “Here.”

“What’s happening?”

“Don’t worry about it. Just rest.”

“How long?”

“Two days.”

She seemed to drift again.

“Okay,” Zac said to Finn. Good to know his name at last. “What makes you think this is more than rejuvenation? The cycle thing, I mean.”

“I can’t tell. So I came.”

Forming simple sentences now seemed to require Finn’s total concentration. Maybe something was wrong with him too. Maybe it was a contagion of some kind. A contagion that could cure immortality.

In which case Zac and David should distance themselves.

David glanced across the roof of the car. Zac cocked an eyebrow at him. Were they thinking the same thing? He studied the woman again. The upturned nose, the slender fingers and fine wrist bones of her visible hand. The spotted skin. The shallow breaths rising under the blanket. Contagious or not, these two people were longevites. As such their kinship ran as deep as a mortal bloodline.

“We can take her to my apartment,” Zac said.

David glared at him but, after a long moment, gave a sigh. “My place is closer. And more private.”

Zac nodded his acknowledgment. He hadn’t been about to volunteer the home of the most introverted guy he’d ever met, but he wouldn’t turn down the offer.

“You’ll save her,” Finn said.

“I don’t think she needs saving,” Zac said. “I think she’s going to be fine in a day or so.”

Finn’s grip tightened on the frame of the car door. “Okay. You’re still young. Maybe you know.”

“Can you drive?”

“I know where he lives.” Finn tilted his chin at David.

Not what he’d been asking, but okay. “We’ll meet there.” They got back into the car, and Zac shut his door before blurting, “What is wrong with him?”

“I don’t know.” David cupped one hand around the other and propped his wrists on his knees. “He wasn’t like this before—there’s a kind of strain on him now.”

“And it was there even before you threw him around.”

David growled.

“He came in peace, man.”

“This time.”

“You’re not doing much to foster civility.”

“With the guy who shot me in the head.”

“There is that.”

“We’ll help the woman, and I’ll…avoid further antagonism. If he does.”

More acquiescence than Zac had hoped for. He drove toward David’s home with the K-car’s headlights in his rearview. “Her symptoms look like rejuvenation. He should be familiar with it.”

“Aye, I’d think so too.”

Zac had been to David’s house several times in the last nineteen days. New memories to dilute the old, to normalize the place. It hadn’t happened yet. He stepped through the doorway and could hear Colm’s voice over his shoulder. “Lied to her. That’s all.” Lied to terrify Moira, to keep her quiet, to keep Zac clueless.

David led them to his bedroom. They passed the bathroom in the hall, and another memory sucker-punched Zac in the chest. Moira’s hair in his hands, the sweat on the back of her neck while she knelt over the toilet and vomited. Her eyes when she looked up at him, brown depths glittering with exposed terror. And her voice, broken.

“I do want him dead.”

His confusion in that moment galled him now. She had been afraid of Colm, not for him. And Zac had missed it.

Finn lowered the woman to David’s bed. Her eyes were open now.

“Hello,” David said to her. “Your name is Cady?”

She didn’t seem to hear him as Finn took her hand between his. “Yeah. She’s Cady.”

“How long has she been ill?”

“Three days.”

Zac stepped through the doorway, though the three of them inside shrank the room. “That’s not an unusual time frame,” he said as Cady turned her head and found Finn.

“Hey.” Finn squeezed her hand.

“Hey.” Her voice came hardly above a whisper. “Quit freaking out. I told you I’m fine.”

“You’re not.” His voice broke.

“Relatively, immortally fine.” She gave a quiet laugh that turned into a wheeze.

Zac’s chest constricted in sympathy. Of all the symptoms of rejuvenation, for him the mud-in-the-lungs feeling was the worst.

Cady reached up and touched Finn’s bicep, the gesture…familial? More? “I’m not dying.”

“Okay.” No conviction there.

“Heard from James yet?”

“No.”

“Head?”

He sighed. “Bowling ball.”

“Stomach?”

“Licorice.”

They spoke their code language with utter nonchalance. Cady looked for the first time around the room. “You’re Zac. Zac Wilson.”

He nodded.

“Why are you here?”

“It’s more like we’re there,” Finn said.

She frowned in confusion. “Michigan? You drove us to Michigan?”

“I had to.”

“When? What day is it?”

“Friday. No, Saturday now, I think.”

“You drove for a day and a night?”

“You got worse, Cade. I thought they could help.”

She covered her face with her age-spotted hands, then lowered them to rest at her sides. “Okay. I get it. Now go lie down.”

“When you’re better.”

She studied each of them, first David, then Zac, then Finn. She reached for Finn’s hand and tugged it to her. “Train of logic.”

Finn blinked. “Now?”

“You brought me here, which means you trust them.”

“Yes.”

“I won’t be alone, and you can’t do anything more right now.”

“No,” he said quietly.

“You’ve been awake for two days and two nights. Train of logic says it’s time to rest.”

“I…”

“Go on.”

“Yeah. Okay.” He turned to the door, shoulders slumped and head down. One step, two, and then the third dragged over the carpet and he nearly pitched onto his face.

Zac surged from the corner and caught Finn’s arm. Unnatural warmth radiated through his sleeve.

Finn corrected his balance but did not pull away. “If she gets worse, you have to tell me. Right away.”

“Of course.” But she wouldn’t get worse.

Zac shot a look over his shoulder at her. She was watching him, not Finn.

“We need to know what’s going on,” he said.

“If one of you will take care of him, I’ll save the explanation.”

One of them wasn’t going to be David. The man still looked prepared to eject Finn from the room. Or the town.

“Right.” Zac sighed. “Come on.”
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