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The forest keeps its secrets. Until something breaks the deal.

Then all bets are off.

When a gruesome discovery is made at the edge of town, Sheriff James Kopperud begins to suspect that an ancient boundary has been breached. Everyone in Deal knows there’s something in the forest – something that’s not meant to be disturbed. Years ago, a fragile agreement kept the peace. But now, something has crossed the line.

Unbeknownst to James, his estranged daughter Ramsey has quietly returned to town. Hoping to avoid him, she ventures with a friend into the shadowy tunnel network beneath the forest – only to find herself hunted by a creature guarding an even darker secret. Watching from afar is a man of terrible power, one who believes Ramsey must make an impossible choice... one that could reshape the fate of the world.

The Devil, the Witch and the Whore is the chilling first volume of the Deal Trilogy, a story of broken pacts, buried power, and the lengths we’ll go to for the ones we love.
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There are scratches all around the coin slot, reflecting the flashing reds and yellows of the distant highway. 

“Help me!” I gasp as I grab the handset and frantically dial 911. 

As I wait for the call to connect, I glance over my shoulder and watch for any sign that he's caught up with me. All I see so far is the dark tree-line, picked out against the lights of the road, but there's no sign of him. Still, I know he won't be far behind. He chased me this far. He's not going to just give up now. 

“Hello?” I stammer, turning back to the phone. There should be a tone, somebody should have picked up by now, but so far I'm not hearing anything. 

I hit the switch on the cradle several times, trying to force a connection. “Hello, is anyone there? I need help!” 

I thought it was free to call 911, but finally I reach into my pockets and start searching for coins. It takes a moment, but I manage to dredge up a dime from the very bottom of my back pocket, and I drop it into the coin slot before dialing 911 yet again. 

Nothing. 

“Come on,” I whimper, with tears streaming down my face. 

I hit the cradle again and the coin drops out. I slot it back in at the top and try dialing, but I'm starting to think that maybe this phone is out of order. Sure enough, I wait a few seconds but there's still no dial tone, so I press the switch on the cradle and the coin drops out again. Before making another try, I close my eyes for a moment and try to get my head together. I need a miracle. 

“Please work,” I whisper. “Please God, I'll do anything, but please help me.” 

I wait a few seconds longer, and then with a trembling hand I drop the coin into the slot for a third time. 

Nothing. 

This phone is dead. 

Suddenly I hear the sound of an approaching vehicle. Even before I turn, I know I'll see the lights of his truck heading this way along the gravel road that runs up from the forest. Sure enough, the huge, hulking truck is already at the edge of the parking lot, and for a fraction of a second I see his silhouette in the cab. He's come for me. 

He won't get me, though. 

No way. 

I am not going to die tonight. 

Things like this don't happen to people like me. Bad things, really really really bad things like this, do not happen to ordinary people like me. 

But the truck is getting closer and closer. 

Panicking, I turn to run, before realizing that he'll just chase me down again. Figuring that there might be another phone inside the diner, I run along the side of the building and up the steps, but of course all the lights are off and the door is locked. I pull frantically on the handle before hammering against the window, even though I know it's after midnight and everyone will have gone home. On the other side of the glass, a 'Closed' sign is dangling from a plastic sucker. 

Suddenly the truck's lights fill the dust-smeared window, and then they blink off as the truck grinds to a halt behind me. 

“No way,” I whisper, quickly coming up with another idea and taking off my shirt. It's too late to run, and I wouldn't get far anyway with my damaged foot, so I have to do this another way. Wrapping the shirt around my right arm, I smash the window next to the door and then I reach through, fumbling for some way to get inside. I catch a bare patch of skin on some broken glass, ripping the flesh just below my elbow, but I barely even notice the pain as I finally manage to turn the latch that unlocks the door. 

Behind me, the truck's door creaks open and feet set down on the gravel parking lot. 

“Come on!” I hiss, pushing against the door but finding that it still won't open. A moment later I realize I need to pull instead, and sure enough the door swings toward me. 

I stumble inside and pull the door shut, and then I turn the latch so that it's locked. 

Stepping back across shards of broken glass, I look out through the shattered window and see the man walking calmly around to the rear of his truck. He's not panicking at all. It's as if he thinks he's finally cornered me, and I can just about make out a long-handled ax swinging from his left hand. I know I should run, but for a moment I can only stare in horror as he hauls the rear panel of the truck down, props his ax against the vehicle's side, and reaches into the back. I watch as he pushes some tarpaulin aside, and then finally he turns and steps toward the front of the diner. 

He reaches down and sets what looks like a metal bucket on the ground, then he places another next to it, and another, and I watch until he has seven buckets in a row. 

They're empty. 

Like they're waiting to be filled. 

He adjusts the buckets for a moment, as if he's making sure they're lined up all neat, and then he stops and stares at me for a moment. I can't make out his face, since he's silhouetted against the line of traffic that runs along the highway a couple of miles away, but I know he's looking right at me. 

“No, please,” I stammer, taking a step back, unable to stop looking at the buckets. “What are those for? What are you going to do with them?” 

No reply. 

He's just watching me. 

“What are you going to do?” I shout, before looking toward the lights of the highway. “Help me!” I scream, even though I know they're too far away for anyone to hear me. “Somebody help me!” 

I wait, but the only sound now is the faint, distant hum of traffic. There are hundreds of people out there, but the highway is so bright and the diner is shrouded in darkness. 

“Help!” I scream again, my voice breaking now as I taste blood in the back of my throat. “Please -” 

Suddenly the man heads back over to his truck and grabs the ax, before turning and stepping past the buckets, making his way toward the diner's front door. Each footstep on the gravel sounds a little louder and closer than the one before, and his silhouette is getting bigger. 

“No!” I yell, hurrying around the counter. Pushing open the first door I come to, I find myself in the diner's dark kitchen. I look around for a moment, hoping against hope to spot a phone on the wall, but instead all I see are a series of counter-tops. 

I'm not an idiot. 

I can defend myself. 

I rush to the nearest counter, looking for a knife, but again there's nothing. Trying not to panic, I race to the far side of the kitchen and push open another door, and finally I come to a small hallway at the rear of the building. I look over my shoulder, but now there's no sign of the man at all, although I assume he won't have had much difficulty reaching through the broken front door and turning the latch. He's probably inside by now, waiting to come at me again with that ax. I got away from him last time, but that was just a fluke. If he comes at me again, I might not be so lucky. 

You're gonna get out of here, I tell myself. You're gonna figure out a way. 

Turning to face the back door, I peer out through the glass panel and see the diner's dark, empty rear lot. There's nothing out there, no parked cars or figures or anything, and I can see all the way to the dark forest on the far side. The last thing I want is to go running into the forest again, but I figure maybe I can find a way to lose this asshole. He's been after me for so long, and he's seemed to strike lucky at every turn, but eventually his luck has to run out and mine has to come good. 

Please, just one stroke of luck. That's all I need. 

I glance over my shoulder again, looking through to the dark kitchen, but there's still no sign of him. 

Reaching down, I run a hand across my damaged ankle. I think pure adrenaline must be keeping me from feeling the extent of the pain, because my fingertips quickly run against a thick flap of sliced flesh. The bastard caught me earlier, and the wound has been slowing me down ever since. 

But running's my only option. 

My heart is pounding, but I tell myself that I can outrun this bastard and make it to the forest, and then I can somehow get the hell away. I don't know much about the guy who's chasing me, but I know he's older than me, and I figure that even with an injury I should have a fair chance. I just need to be smart this time. Smart and lucky. My hands are still trembling, but I can't just wait here in the dark until he comes for me, so I reach up and slide the latch across before peering out and double-checking that there's absolutely no sign of him waiting outside for me. 

Finally, I dare to pull the door open a crack, and I immediately feel the cold night air against my face. I can see my breath ahead of me, too, and I wait a moment longer just in case I hear the tell-tale sound of someone coming closer across the gravel. 

Nothing. 

It's almost as if he's disappeared entirely, but I know that's not possible. 

I take a step forward, but then I pause again. I tell myself I can make it to the trees, and that then I'll be able to disappear into the darkness of the forest. I tell myself the same thing over and over, but somehow I can't force my body to start moving. I guess I'm terrified that he'll suddenly come at me from somewhere, that I'll see him raise his ax and swing it at me again. He only missed my neck by inches last time, and I know I've already had several miracles just to get this far. 

Blood is running from the wound on my foot. 

I look back through toward the kitchen again, but I'm still certain that he hasn't come through the door from the main part of the diner. I'd have heard him. There's a part of me that just wants to stay here and hide, to maybe crawl into one of the cupboards and hope for someone to show up and save me, even though deep down I know that's not going to happen. This diner is old and shuttered, and no-one ever comes here anymore. 

I turn back and look toward the trees. 

“Please God,” I mouth silently, hoping against hope that somewhere there's someone who can watch over me and get me out of this mess. “Save me.” 

I'm not some dumb kid who deserves to get hacked to death by a crazy hillbilly. I don't deserve that one bit. Focusing on that thought, I pull the door open all the way and step out into the cold. 

Immediately, I sense movement next to me. I turn and see the man lunging toward me, and I immediately spin around and rush back inside. Before I can make it, however, I feel a firm hand grabbing my left arm, yanking me back out. I scream as I grab the door-frame and I desperately try to pull away. The hand is too tight, however, and I turn just in time to see him raising his ax against the starless, traffic-red night sky. 

“No!” I shout, turning away and pulling as hard as I can. 

Suddenly I feel the sharpest, most agonizing pain in my left arm, just below the elbow, and I fall against the door before slamming to the floor. The pain is so strong, pulsing through my body and filling my mind, that I can barely even think straight as I turn and throw myself against the door to push it shut. I reach up with my right hand and slide the latch across, but I'm shaking more than ever and a moment later I see the silhouette of the man as he steps back from the door. He's still watching me through the dusty, scratched glass. He has his ax slung over his shoulder, and he's holding something in his right hand. 

A severed arm, dribbling blood down onto the step. 

Shivering frantically, I look down and see that my left arm has been severed a short way beneath the elbow. Blood has begun to pour out, soaking my t-shirt and pants, but for a few seconds all I can do is stare in horror at the sight. I tell myself that I'm wrong, that there's no way he just cut my arm off, and I try desperately to move my missing left hand. Finally, as I feel more blood soaking through my t-shirt and onto my skin, I let out a slow, terrified wail and my entire body starts shaking violently with shock. 

Outside, the man is calmly walking away from the door. 

“Help me!” I scream, somehow managing to shout even louder than before, even though my voice is filled with sobs. I lean back against the wall, still shuddering with shock. “Mom! Dad! Somebody help me! Get me out of here! Help me!” 

For a moment, the pain continues to overwhelm every thought in my head. Tears are streaming down my face and I can't even bring myself to look at my damaged arm. It's not true, it's not real, it can't be. 

“Help me,” I whimper, barely able to get the words out at all. 

And then, as suddenly as it started, the trembling stops. 

This isn't how I'm going to die. 

I refuse to let anyone do this to me. 

Realizing that I need to stem the blood loss, I scramble to my feet and stumble back into the kitchen. My missing arm keeps me slightly off-balance, but I quickly find some kitchen cloths hanging from a set of hooks and I start desperately wrapping them around the severed stump of my arm. Blood quickly starts soaking through the fabric, and I let out a pained gasp as I lean against the counter. I wrap more and more cloths around the stump, hoping that I can squeeze the wound tight. Even as I do so, however, I can feel myself getting weaker and a little dizzy. 

And in some weird way, I keep trying to use my left hand, even though it's gone. I can feel it, like it's a ghost attached to me just below the elbow. 

“I'm not going to die here,” I whisper, clutching the cloth tighter against my severed arm as I stumble across the dark kitchen. “Phone. Find phone.” 

I bump against the wall several times, but finally I push through the door and come back out in the main part of the diner, next to the counter. I know there's a phone here, there has to be a phone here, but so far I don't see anything. 

You're missing it, I tell myself. It's here somewhere. It has to be. 

Suddenly the bundle of cloths falls from my stump, and more blood splatters down to the floor. 

Panicking, I grab the cloths and wrap them in place again, and this time I take an apron from a nearby hook and wrap it around the bundle, hoping that this time they'll all stay in place. 

“Come on, please,” I stammer, hurrying along the counter. Suddenly my knees buckle and I fall, slamming against the wall. I try to reach out and support myself, and for a fraction of a second I swear I feel my missing left hand. After reaching and grasping for a couple of seconds, however, I have to forcibly remind myself that the hand is gone. Whimpering like a little kid, I quickly get up again and keep searching until I reach the counter's far end and turn to look back along the diner. 

And that's when I see him. 

The man is out at the front of the building again, walking calmly toward his truck and swinging my severed arm as he goes. 

Shivering like crazy, I stumble toward the window and drop to my knees, and then I watch as he makes his way past the truck and stops at the line of seven buckets. He hesitates for a moment before reaching down and dropping my severed arm into the third bucket from the left, and then he turns and looks straight at me. 

I still can't see his face, not in the darkness, but somehow I can feel his gaze. And that's when I realize what's going to happen here. 

I'm going to die. 

No. 

No, that's not true. I'm not going to die, not tonight. Not at the hands of this asshole. 

I'm not going to die, because I'm eighteen goddamn years old and my life is not going to end like this. No fricking way. I'm not a helpless little girl, I'm eighteen years old and I can fight back against this lousy asshole. 

“You want a piece of me?” I scream, banging on the dusty window as he continues to stare at me. “You think you can do this to me? Come and try it, then! I dare you!” 

Feeling a sudden surge of strength, despite all the blood I've lost, I struggle to my feet while keeping my eyes fixed on the man's silhouette. Again, I swear I feel the ghost of my left hand for a few seconds, but I force myself to rely instead on my other hand, which at least is really still there. 

“I'm not going to die here,” I whisper as I take a step back, feeling more and more certain that I can save myself. “Do you hear that, asshole?” I yell, hoping that he really can hear me out there in the parking lot. “I'm not going to die, because I am too strong for you to take me down. You don't have a goddamn chance!” 

He's still staring at me through the diner's dirty window. He doesn't seem to have reacted at all. 

“I've got a plan!” I scream. It's a lie, but I figure it's worth a shot to slow him down. “I've got a phone and a plan and knives, so you'd better get the hell out of here if you don't want the cops all over you!” 

I wait, but he hasn't reacted at all. 

“Go on!” I shout. “Run! It's your only shot. You're gonna -” 

Before I can finish, I burst into tears and drop back down to my knees. My chest is shuddering and tightening at the same time, and it takes a moment before I'm able to pull myself together again. 

And then I hear him. 

Footsteps on gravel again, and I look out just in time to see him stepping around the buckets and making his way toward the diner's front door. I stare for a moment at my severed left hand, which is poking out from the top of the bucket, and then I realize that the bastard with the ax is coming back into the diner and I need to be ready to defend myself. 

“You're making a huge mistake!” I yell, although I can no longer hide the sobs in my voice. “You should run while you still can!” 

He starts walking up the steps. 

Turning, I stumble back around the counter and into the kitchen, just as I hear the front door swinging open. 

“Damn you!” I hiss, looking around for something, anything, I can use as a weapon. This is a kitchen, so there has to be a set of goddamn knives somewhere. For a moment, in my mind's eye, I picture myself clutching a dozen huge knives in each hand and then rushing at the bastard. 

I could do that. 

Screw mercy. 

If I get a chance, I'm taking this asshole down. I'll gouge his goddamn heart out if that's what it takes. 

Hurrying to the nearest set of drawers, I start rummaging through the contents, but so far all I'm finding are rolling pins and spoons. I can still feel the sensation of my missing left arm and hand, and I have to force myself to remember that it's no longer there. I head to over to the next set of drawers, with no better luck, and then finally I pull another drawer open and see a set of gleaming knives. 

“Thank you, God!” I stammer. “Thank you so much!” 

After pulling a couple of the largest knives out, I step back and then duck down out of sight. A fraction of a second later, I hear the dividing door swing open, and I realize that the man is in the kitchen with me. 

I hold my breath, not daring to make even the slightest sound. 

All I hear is silence. 

Did he turn back? 

Is he scared? Does he realize I have the knives, and that I can fight back? 

Or is he stalking me, edging closer and closer without making so much as a squeak? 

I take a slow, quiet breath. I'm starting to feel weak again, and I know the cloths around my severed arm are coming loose. I'm going to pass out soon, but at the same time I have to drop this bastard first. I tighten my grip on the knife's handle, and I realize that I'm going to have to drive it into his goddamn chest at the first opportunity. No holding back, no second thoughts, just a cold, hard strike. Even if I don't kill him, I have to at least slow him down. But I can kill him. I'm not some little kid who'll get scared. When I get the chance, I'll drive these knives into his heart and I won't ever, ever have any regrets. 

I am not going to die tonight. 

A moment later, I hear the faintest of bumps from nearby, as if the man's shoe caught against something. He must be over by the stoves, but now the kitchen has fallen silent again. 

I'm not going to die. 

I'm not going to die. 

I'm not going to die. 

I keep repeating those five words in my head over and over, using them to force the pain away and keep my mind focused. There's no goddamn way that this asshole knows exactly where I am. Hell, he probably thinks I made a run for it through the back door. In fact, as the silence stretches out and a couple more minutes roll past, I can't help wondering whether he might have left already. If he knew I was here, there'd be no reason for him not to come at me, and he can't risk having me run out into the forest. 

Maybe the kitchen is silent because he's long gone. Maybe he's out there in the forest right now, searching for me, and this is my only chance to get away. 

I almost lean forward to peer around the corner of the cabinet, but at the last second I hold back. After all, he might still be here, he might just be waiting for me to show myself. I should wait, even though I'm feeling weaker by the second, and I'm worried I might pass out right here on the floor. I need to time this perfectly. Too soon, and he'll come at me with that ax. Too late, and I'll bleed to death. Reaching up, I push the cloths back into place, but I can feel warm blood soaking through the fabric. 

I have to make a decision. 

I wait a few seconds longer, listening to the absolute silence of the kitchen, and then I tell myself that I need to peer around the edge of the cabinet and see if there's any sign of the man. I can't keep hiding. That's what a little kid would do, but I'm old enough to be brave. My heart is pounding so hard, I can barely believe he can't hear it from all the way outside in the goddamn forest, but slowly I start to lean forward until I'm able to see partway around the cabinet's side. 

There's no-one there. 

I look back over my shoulder, to make sure he's not creeping up behind me in the dark, and then I turn and lean a little further past the edge of the counter. 

Still nothing. 

Just dark cabinets and counters. 

I feel a little burst of hope in my chest at the thought that maybe, just maybe, he's gone. If he's out in the forest searching for me, I at least have some time to run toward the highway. Still, although I want to get to my feet and head for the door, I don't dare make my move, not yet. One wrong choice, and I'm dead. 

A moment later, I feel more blood start trickling through the cloths. 

I lean out further, but now I can see almost half the kitchen and there's definitely no sign of the man. I'm still terrified that he could be lurking nearby, although after a moment I realize that I can use this goddamn knife to fight back. I just have to be ready for him. 

I count to three in my head, before stumbling to my feet and turning. I press my back against the wall and hold the knife up. 

The kitchen is dark, but there's clearly no-one else here. 

He's gone. 

I take a couple of steps to the left, just in case the bastard happens to be hiding behind one of the cabinets, but he's definitely gone. I must have been right after all. He took off into the forest, searching for me. Maybe I finally got my first lucky break since this nightmare started, although a moment later I look toward the dividing door and realize that he might still be lurking out there. 

My first instinct is to go to the back door, but then I figure he might still be able to see me from the forest. Instead I head to the dividing door and peer through into the darkened main section of the diner, but there's no sign of anyone and I can't hear a sound. All the booths are empty, and I can't even see anyone on the other side of the large, dusty window. 

Please be gone. Please be gone. Please be gone. 

I wait, before gently easing the door open. The hinges creak, but apart from that there's not another noise in the entire place. 

This feels too easy. 

Stepping through, I hold the knife up, ready to defend myself in case he comes for me. I can see his truck still parked out front, and my arm is still in one of the buckets. The sight of my silhouetted hand, with its fingers curled into a half-fist, sends a punch of nausea to my belly, but I know I have to keep moving. That asshole is going to come back from the forest soon, and I need to be long gone by that point. 

I glance around once more, just to double-check that he's nowhere to be seen, and then I keep my back against the wall as I edge toward the front door. The diner is so quiet now, but all I have to do is get to the door, make my way down the steps, and then run as fast as I can toward the highway. I'm already feeling weak, but I figure adrenaline will keep me going. That, and the fact that I know, deep down, that I'm not going to die here tonight. I'm not some pathetic little bitch who gets hunted down and murdered by a backwoods freak. I'm tougher than that. 

This isn't my destiny. 

With the knife still raised, I make my way around the counter and over toward the door. I'm shaking so much, I almost fall, but finally I get to the broken window and - 

Suddenly something slams into my back, cracking through my shoulder on the right and sending me thudding into the wall. Even before I have a chance to cry out, I feel the ax's blade being torn out of my body. I cling to the door-frame and try to turn with the knife in my hand, but a second later the ax thuds into my waist and I fall, slamming against the floor. An involuntary groan erupts from my lips, as if all the air is being forced from my lungs. 

The man puts his boot on my right hip, steadying me as he pulls the ax out. 

“Please,” I gasp, realizing I dropped the knife, “don't -” 

Before I can finish, he grabs my right foot and drags me back several meters across the floor, and then he lets go again. 

I reach out for the knife, but a moment later I feel an immense pain as the ax crunches straight through my right leg, severing it just below the knee. At least, that's what it feels like, but I quickly tell myself that can't be what really happened. Sobbing and panicking, I try to crawl forward, but then I feel even more pain as the ax slices through my other leg. I reach out toward the door with a trembling hand, and a moment later the man steps around me and pulls the door open anyway. 

Through tear-filled eyes, I see that he's carrying my severed legs. 

“No!” I scream, watching in horror as he makes his way down the steps and over to his truck. “Help me! Somebody help me!” 

The door swings shut. I can still see the distant highway. All those bright, moving cars are so close, but still so far away. 

A moment later, I watch as the man reaches down and puts my legs in one of the buckets. Then he turns and carries his ax back up the steps, coming into the diner again. 

“Help!” I scream as soon as he pushes the door open. Maybe someone from the highway will hear if I just shout loud enough. “I'm in here! Help me!” 

The door swings shut and I immediately start sobbing again. 

“Why are you doing this?” I whimper, leaning on my remaining elbow as I try to turn and drag myself back into the kitchen. 

I was safe in the kitchen. 

I should have stayed there, but if I can get back, maybe I can still hide and - 

Suddenly he grabs my right arm and holds it up. I scream and try to wriggle free, but he quickly slices the ax against my shoulder and rips the arm away, although a strand of muscle remains and he has to cut again. Once he's done, he turns and carries the arm back outside, no doubt to drop it into another of those goddamn buckets. 

Still screaming, I try desperately to wriggle toward the dividing door, but my arms and legs have all been severed and I can barely move at all. I know I'm going to get out of this, I know I'm going to survive somehow, but I can't figure out what to do next. I'm panicking, but something's going to save me. It's not my destiny to die here tonight. Not like this. 

“Help me!” I scream, louder than I ever thought anybody could scream, as I feel pools of warm blood soaking through my clothes. “Somebody help me! I need -” 

Before I can finish, I feel him grab the hair at the back of my head, and he starts lifting me up. I cry out and try to struggle free, but I'm powerless to resist as he slowly turns me so that I'm facing him. For the first time, I'm able to make out some of his features in the low light, and I see a calm face with large, penetrating eyes that seem fixed on me with shocking intensity. 

“I'm not going to die!” I hiss, barely getting the words out as I continue to sob. The stumps of my legs are bumping against the cold, tiled floor. “You can't kill me! I'm -” 

I scream as he flashes the ax toward me, and I feel a sudden sharp pain in my neck, followed by a heavy thump as something falls to the ground beneath me. 

He lifts my head up, and suddenly I feel so much lighter. For a moment, I can't work out what happened, but then he turns and starts carrying me toward the door. As he does so, he swings me around and I look back to see a limbless, headless body on the floor, surrounded by blood. 

I try to open my mouth to scream, but I can barely move at all. Meanwhile, fresh blood is spattering down from my neck and I can feel my thoughts getting smaller and smaller, as if my mind is switching off and I'm falling asleep. My eyes flicker slightly, and a moment later I feel the cold night air as I'm carried down the steps. He's holding me by my hair, and my head is bobbing about. 

I'm going to survive. 

I'm too strong for this bastard to kill me. 

I don't know how, but I'm going to get out of this. 

Suddenly he swings me down and drops my head into one of his buckets with a dull thud. Then he stops for a moment, staring down at me with the ax over his shoulder, and it's almost as if he's waiting for something. 

I can't move my lips, I can't even cry out. All I can do is blink one final time, staring up at the man from down here in the bucket, and then everything starts fading to black. Once my vision is gone, I can still hear for a couple of seconds, and it sounds as if the man is heading back into the diner to deal with the rest of my body. I hear the door swinging open, and then it bumps shut again. 

I can get out of here. I try to scream, but I can't move my mouth at all. I can still get away, though. I just have to be smart and think and come up with something. 

This isn't my destiny. 

I'm not going to die. 

I refuse to be some kind of - 
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Leanne Halperin 

“This place is so different,” Ramsey says with a smile as she and I take our seats. “Did they, like, redecorate or something?” 

“Yeah, barely,” I reply, before taking a sip of soda. “I mean, some kid was abducted from here a few years ago and no-one ever saw him again so I guess they tried to, like, freshen things up. The bus terminal was already known as this gross place full of junkies on heroin, and most people knew to keep away, but then a little kid named Tommy Hague was abducted and murdered, so the bus company finally got around to cleaning the place up. It's, like, totally gross.” 

My voice trails off, and after a moment I shudder. 

“That's so messed-up,” she mutters. 

“No kidding!” 

“But how do they know he was murdered?” 

“Of course he was murdered,” I point out. “Like, why else would you abduct a little kid? He was probably, like, chopped up after the killer had done loads of depraved stuff to him. It's totally sick. He was only, like, five years old.” 

“You don't know that's what happened to him.” 

I roll my eyes. 

“You don't!” 

“It's how the world works,” I continue. “Five-year-old kids don't get abducted from bus stations by people who wanna look after them. One day they'll find his body somewhere, and there'll be all this evidence of, like, horrible stuff that was done to him. He's probably buried out in the forest. Guaranteed. It's sick to think of what that kid must have gone through in his final moments. Then again, we live in a sick world. Cheers.” 

I hold my soda up. When she doesn't get the hint, I clink my bottle against hers. 

“You know I'm right,” I mutter. “I always am. Don't you remember that about me?” 

I can't help noticing that even though we're both so much older now, Ramsey hasn't really changed very much at all. She's still the same Ramsey I remember from school, and from those days playing in the park and the forest. When she texted me an hour ago, out of the blue, and told me she was in town, I guess I got a little worried that ten years was too long for our friendship to survive. I mean, when I came and met her, I might have ended up in this totally awkward encounter with a stranger. Five minutes here at the bench is already enough for me to know, however, that we have a bond for life. Best friends forever. 

“So how long are you here for?” I ask. 

She watches the far side of the bus station for a moment longer, seemingly lost in thought, before suddenly turning back to me. 

“Oh, um...” She takes a long sip of soda, almost as if she's trying to buy herself some thinking time. “Just for the summer, I think,” she continues finally. “I just need some time to decompress after everything that happened at home. Well, I mean, everything that happened in New York. I guess, deep down, I still think of Deal as home. I mean, it's complicated, right?” 

“Damn straight,” I reply, before taking a big bite of my sandwich. “It's gonna be so cool if you hang around for the whole summer, Ramsey. I don't want to sound like I'm sucking up, but honestly, it wasn't the same after you left. So many people in this town are just stuck, like they can't even think beyond the horizon. At least you've been around. You know there's more out there.” 

“Sure,” she replies with a smile. “Totally.” 

“You inspired me, you know,” I tell her. 

“I did?” 

“You got out of Deal, so I think maybe it's time for me to do the same.” 

“I didn't really get out of Deal under my own steam,” she replies. “I was eight years old and my mom took me. I wasn't consulted or anything.” 

“You know what I mean. It doesn't matter how you get out, it just matters that you do. And you did!” 

“And now I'm back!” she points out wryly. 

“Just for a visit, though, yeah?” 

She nods. 

“Maybe when you go,” I continue, “I'll go too. We can blow this joint together.” 

“Why would you want to do that?” she asks, and now she actually looks worried. 

“Because the world's bigger than one stinking little town! That's why! I mean, look around. Most people who are born here... They just spend their whole lives rotting away on these streets, and then they die and end up buried in the Mount Street cemetery. Half the people we went to school with are doing crummy, dead-end jobs that they'll be stuck in until the day they die. I don't want that. I want to get out of town, like you.” 

“Be careful what you wish for,” she mutters, taking another sip of soda. 

“But it's amazing, right?” 

“What is?” 

“Everywhere else! The world!” 

I wait for her to tell me about all the cool things she did while she was in New York. She's so lucky that her mom took her away from Deal when she was just a little girl. Frankly, I can't even believe that she ever wanted to come back and visit. I mean, I'm glad she showed up again, because she was my best friend back then and she blatantly still is, but I'm super-surprised. 

“It's different,” she admits finally, almost as if she's holding back. “At least Deal is safe. It's got that going for it. In New York, you have to be careful which streets you go down, and which subway car you get into. In Deal, you know that – most of the time – everything's going to be safe.” 

“Yeah, safe,” I mutter, rolling my eyes. “In other words, boring.” 

“There's a lot to be said for being safe and boring. You shouldn't knock it.” 

“Anyway, Deal isn't always safe,” I continue. “Like I said, Tommy Hague got murdered. It wasn't long after you and your mom left town, actually.” 

She nods. “I remember. I heard about it on the news. I guess I was too young to really understand at the time.” 

“I also heard,” I continue, “that since they never caught the person who did it, they think he might be a serial killer. And you know what that means. It means he'll do it again.” 

Sighing, she leans back in her seat. 

“It does!” I hiss, although I'm also starting to laugh now. “It totally does! A guy doesn't go out, kidnap a little kid and do horrendous stuff to him, and then just go home and get on with a normal life again! Maybe he's even killed again, but nobody knows 'cause the other bodies haven't been found! I mean, maybe there are still some out there, with blood and guts rotting in some shallow grave!” 

“Are you sure you're not getting a little ahead of yourself?” she replies. “I know there are plenty of psychos out there, but I think you've got some seriously crossed wires.” 

“Ask your dad about it,” I continue. “He'll tell you it's all true.” 

She shakes her head. 

“I bet he's glad you're back,” I add. 

“Maybe.” 

“Maybe? Come on, he must be going crazy! I bet he's, like, doting over you!” 

“I dunno,” she mutters, and now she seems to be avoiding looking directly at me. “I haven't exactly... I mean, I haven't necessarily been to see him yet.” 

“Seriously? You came to meet me first, instead?” 

“Sure.” 

“I'm honored!” Reaching across the table, I grab her hand and give it a squeeze. “To be honest, I wasn't even sure you'd remember me! I mean, it's been a long time since we hung out.” 

“Of course I remember you,” she replies. “Don't be stupid. We were, like, best friends.” 

“Yeah, but I thought you'd meet loads of extra-cool people in New York, and then you'd forget about people like little old me who stayed in Deal.” 

She shakes her head, and now she looks a little sad. “That's not quite how it works.” 

“But he's waiting for you, right?” I ask, as I take another sip of soda. 

“Who?” 

“Your dad, dummy! What time is he expecting you home?” 

“I'm sure he would be,” she replies, “if... I mean, if I'd told him I was coming.” 

She stares down at her soda for a moment longer, before finally looking at me. I don't know if it's new, or if I just didn't notice it before, but suddenly she seems nervous. Scared, even. And sad. 

“You haven't told your own father that you're in town?” I ask, unable to hide my sense of shock. I must be misunderstanding something. 

“It's complicated.” 

“How the hell is it complicated, Ramsey? When was the last time you even saw him, anyway?” 

“A while back. Not since Mom and I left. She didn't want me to have anything to do with him.” 

“Have you spoken to him on the phone?” 

She shakes her head. 

“Have you emailed?” 

“There's been no contact.” She hesitates for a moment, as if there's something else she wants to say but she can't quite get the words out. “Birthday gifts in the mail, that's all.” She takes a moment to stir her soda with a straw, but it's clear that she's deep in thought. “Have you seen him around? Do you know how he's doing?” 

“Of course I've seen him around,” I tell her. “He's, like, the local sheriff now.” 

“He is?” 

“You didn't know that? He's in charge of the police, he's totally popular.” 

“Huh.” She seems genuinely surprised for a moment. Impressed, even. “Does he still...” 

Her voice trails off. 

“Does he still drink?” I ask, finishing the question for her. “I don't know. I think so. But I bet it's not as bad as it was before. I mean, it couldn't be, not if he's Sheriff James Kopperud. You can't do a job like that if you're the town drunk.” 

She stares at me for a moment, before muttering something under her breath and shaking her head. 

“What?” I ask. 

“It doesn't matter.” 

“You're gonna go see him, right?” I continue. “Ramsey, promise me you'll go see your dad later today.” 

I wait for a reply, but something seems to be really troubling her. 

“Ramsey, seriously.” I reach over to grab her hand again. “Where are you even gonna sleep tonight, if you don't go to your dad's house? Why wouldn't you be -” 

“Let's go to Devil's Lookout,” she says suddenly, getting to her feet. “Come on! I wanna go out to the forest!” 

“Huh? Ramsey, why would -” 

“It's been years,” she continues, forcing a smile that really doesn't seem genuine. “Leanne, please, can we just go to Devil's Lookout? I wanna see if it's the same as it always was, or if it's changed. Please, it's where we always had the most fun when we were little, and I've really missed being out in the forest. Don't argue with me, don't ask me questions, just come out there with me!” 

I stare at her, and I can't help feeling that something's really wrong. She's deflecting like crazy. 

“Come on,” she adds, leaving her soda behind as she turns and heads toward the exit. 

“Wait up!” I shout, getting to my feet and hurrying after her. I catch her just as she goes through the door, and for a moment the bright morning sunlight almost blinds me. “Ramsey, Devil's Lookout is boring,” I continue, trying not to sound too much like I'm whining. “The rest of us stopped going there, like, years ago. It's just a big old empty forest!” 

“So? I wanna go. Come on!” 

With that, she hurries along the sidewalk, leaving me standing alone for a moment. Finally, realizing that I'll just have to find some other way to figure out what's bugging her, I hurry to catch up. She might be the same Ramsey I remember from when we were kids, but I'm starting to think there's something she's keeping hidden. And what she is telling me, so far, doesn't quite seem to fit together in a way that makes sense. 

“It'll be fun,” she says with a forced smile, as she leads me marching across the street. 
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Sheriff James Kopperud 

The pain is intense, rippling up through my belly and into my chest. It feels as if somehow my liver is expanding and pressing against my lungs and heart, and my hands are tingling as I frantically unscrew the bottle of pills. 

And my radio is crackling. Of course it is. The guys are waiting for me at the scene. 

Once I've swallowed two of the little orange lozenges and chased them down with a swig of water, I lean back in the driver's seat and wait for the pain to subside. These pills are damn-near miracles, but they still take a little while to work their magic, so for now I just have to bite my tongue and try not to cry out. After just a couple of seconds, however, I gasp and lean forward, leaning against the wheel as I feel something gnawing its way through my gut. 

It'll pass. It always passes. I've been dealing with this crap for a while now. I can deal with it for a while longer. I'm not giving in to this thing. Not yet. 

*** 
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“Tom Lanston called it in,” Hinch says a short while later as he lifts the cordon tape for me to duck under. “He was out looking for his dog Keanu early this morning. Keanu'd dug his way out of the yard, on account of Mrs. Collins' dog being on heat is what he assumed, but it was okay 'cause Tom had a GPS tracker on Keanu's collar. Anyway, he tracked him down to right here, and he noticed Keanu seemed to be interested in something around one of the trees. He kept calling the dog away, but it wouldn't budge until suddenly it ran off again. Dogs, huh? Anyway, Tom came closer to take a look and... Well, that's when he saw this and called us. The poor guy was still white as a sheet when I arrived.” 

We walk in silence for a moment, making our way across the damp, leafy forest floor. I can already see the seven buckets ahead, with various officers taking photos. I feel an immediate tightening sense of nausea in my chest, which is the last thing I need on a day when the pain in my gut is so bad, but at least the pills have started working. Just as I start to think that I can handle this, however, I hear a faint buzzing sound, and I realize there are hundreds of flies buzzing in the air up ahead. 

“We think the remains have been out here for two or three days,” Hinch continues. “Doctor Shaw'll give us a better idea as soon as the autopsy's been done, and obviously it'll help once the victim has been identified.” 

Stopping at the first bucket, I look down and see that it's full of glistening red intestines. There's blood caked all around the bucket's metal edges, and spatters too. I'm guessing the killer dropped his victim's guts in, rather than laying them gently. I don't know why that even matters to me, but somehow it does. I guess maybe because dropping them in seems casual, almost sloppy, like he was dealing with the remains of some butchered animal. If he has to kill these girls, he could at least treat their remains with a shred of respect. 

“Did you ever see anything like it in all your life?” Hinch asks nervously. “I mean, it's...” 

His voice trails off for a moment. 

“No,” I say finally. “No, I've never seen anything like this. Not ever.” 

I step over to the next two buckets, which contain the arms and lower parts of the legs. No doubt the upper legs and sections of the chest will be in the remaining buckets. It looks as if the girl's entire body has been chopped up and distributed across the buckets, and there are already flies crawling all over the pale flesh. There are no words to describe how much I need whiskey right now. 

“Where's the head?” I ask finally. 

“In that one, at the far end.” 

I make my way over to take a look. When I stop and peer down at the final bucket, I see a mass of matted, blood-stained dark hair. The features are out of view, facing down toward the bottom of the bucket, which means I can see the gnarled stump of the neck with a section of spinal column poking through the middle. The way the head is tilted means I can see the cut pretty well, and it's clear that the head was severed smoothly. I'm guessing there was one quick blow, so the killer probably used something like an ax. 

“Did anybody take a proper look at the head yet?” I ask. 

“Yes, Sir,” Hinch replies. 

I keep my eyes fixed on the severed neck. “And?” 

“Nobody we recognize so far. Do you want to see for yourself?” 

I open my mouth to tell him it's fine, but deep down I know I should just get this over with. Hiding from the horrors of the world is never a good idea, because the horrors always come and seek you out. And then you end up like me. 

“Sure,” I mutter. 

I wait as he steps around me, and then he reaches in with two plastic-gloved hands and gently takes hold of the head's sides. He lifts it gently out of the bucket, revealing a bloodied face with two wide-open staring eyes. Somehow it's the eyes that get me, even though they're looking over toward the trees. I don't recognize the girl so far, but I've learned over the years that sometimes people can look a lot different when they're dead compared to when they're alive. The muscles on a dead face hang differently, and even a subtle change can catch a guy out. 

“Recognize her?” Hinch asks after a moment. 

I stare at the head for a moment longer, before reaching out and gently pulling strands of hair away from her face. Some of the strands are stuck to dried blood on her cheeks, but I pull them clear anyway. Even now, there's too much dirt and blood all over her face for me to really get a proper look at her. 

“We need a timeline,” I say finally. “We need to figure out what happened to her, and where, and put it all in order.” 

“Absolutely.” 

“A timeline's always the first thing you need to get straight in a case like this. Once you've got events in order, even just a few, you can start filling in the gaps.” 

“Okay. Timeline it is.” 

“And we need to know her name,” I continue, “because somebody out there is missing. This girl can't have been much older than her mid to late teens. She has parents, and friends, maybe even a boyfriend. If she's really been out here for up to three days, somebody should have started wondering where she is. Do we have any missing persons reports filed?” 

“I don't think so, no.” 

“Check again, just in case. I guess there's a chance she might have just been passing through, but she seems a little young for a drifter. Somebody somewhere has to be missing her.” 

“I heard a car backfiring out here the other night.” 

I turn to him. 

“I was out in town,” he continues, “and I remember pretty late, I heard a car backfiring really, really loud. I remember thinking at the time that it was odd that anyone was in the forest at all. In fact, come to think of it, the sound was so loud, I reckon it might have been a big truck. Do you think that could have anything to do with the body?” 

“Make a note and ask around,” I reply. “Add it to the timeline.” 

He nods. 

“And you can put the head back in the bucket now, Hinch,” I add. “I've seen enough.” 

Nearby, Bob and Lewis are taking photos of the other buckets' grisly contents, although I'm sure they've got all the pictures they really need by now. The smell is pretty foul and sweet, so I take a step back and swat more flies away. I've never liked this forest much, and I've always kind of figured that one day something nasty would turn up out here. But never in my life did it occur to me that something so horrific could happen so close to our little town. 

“Devil's Lookout is pretty popular with dog-walkers and plenty of other people,” I mutter, turning and heading away from the buckets as a forensics team moves in. “Then again, it's also a huge forest, so a bunch of buckets like that could easily be missed, at least for a while.” 

“So do you think there are more out here?” Hinch asks, hurrying after me. 

“I hope not.” 

“Do you think we should search the area?” 

“Check for footprints and vehicle marks.” 

“And backfiring trucks?” 

“Sure. Anyone who was near Devil's Lookout over the past few days. We need a timeline of the entire forest.” 

“Why's it called Devil's Lookout, anyway?” 

“You don't know?” I stop and turn to him. “You really are new to the area, aren't you?” 

He shrugs. “I keep meaning to look the name up online, but then I never remember.” 

“It's because of a story that goes back a long way,” I continue. “There's just this dumb legend about this forest. Obviously nobody actually believes it apart from a few fringe whack-jobs, but the story goes that whenever this devil-like creature wants to check on the world, to see which way the wind is blowing and what's shaking, he climbs up from deep below and this just happens to be the place where he pops his head up and looks around. There are a load of tunnels under the forest, so that's part of the set-up. So he comes up into the tunnels, and then he pokes his head up through a hole in the forest floor and sees what's up. Then he scuttles back down to the fires below and gets on with his latest dastardly plans.” I can't help but roll my eyes. “Terrifying, huh?” 

Hinch stares at me, as if he can't quite believe such a ridiculous story. 

“I told you it's dumb,” I continue, forcing a smile. “Try not to have any sleepless nights.” 

“But it must be based on something,” he replies. “Even the most insane stories usually have some kinda truth at their core.” 

“Not this one,” I reply , turning and leading him back toward the cars. “It's mostly just a way to scare kids. My girl used to come out here with her friends, and I'm telling you, they used to scare each other witless by talking about how one day they might spot a terrifying head poking up from a hole in the ground. She used to climb into bed with us, 'cause she was too scared to sleep alone.” 

“I didn't know you had a kid.” 

“It's complicated,” I mutter. 

“Where does -” 

“Timeline!” I say firmly. “Focus on getting a timeline built. Once we start knowing how one event relates to another, we can figure out a narrative. The narrative is everything. Until then, there's a risk that we're seeing things wrong. Plus, we need to get those buckets analyzed. It's a long shot, but you never know, maybe the bastard screwed up and left us a nice set of prints. We also need to figure out where the girl was killed, 'cause I really don't think it happened out here. The job was done somewhere else, and then the remains were carried to this location for dumping. I mean, that's what buckets are for, right? For carrying stuff?” 

“Sure,” he replies, jotting something in his notebook. 

“We also need to identify her,” I continue, looking back toward the crime scene. “Spread the net wider, look at neighboring counties, even neighboring states. Also look for any vehicles that might have been abandoned in town. If that girl came from somewhere else, she must have arrived here by car or on a bus, which means somebody knows who she is. Check at the terminal, see if anyone remembers seeing a stranger. Just...” 

I pause for a moment, wincing at the sight of one of the buckets being carefully placed inside a transport box. The dead girl, whoever she was, must have been around Ramsey's age. I know it's not an entirely rational reaction, but somehow that simple fact really gets me in the pit of my stomach. 

“Somebody has to be missing her,” I whisper. “Probably missing her real bad. We need to draw up a list of teenagers in town and check on them.” 

I pause again, before feeling a rumbling pain in my chest. The pills are going to wear off soon, and I don't want to be around Hinch and the others when that happens. 

“Finish up out here,” I tell Hinch. “I'm going back to the station.” 

“You are? But I thought you'd want to -” 

“I'll see you there,” I add, already making my way around the side of the car. The pain in my gut is really biting again, and I'm starting to think this is one of those days when I need to keep myself to myself. People'll just ask questions if they see me in pain. “Get Doctor Shaw on the phone and tell her to meet me. I want to expedite this investigation as much as possible.” 

“Of course.” 

“And Hinch?” 

He's already starting to head back to the crime scene, but he quickly turns back to me. 

“Do you have a cake waiting for you at home?” 

I wait for him to make some jokey comment, but he simply stares at me blankly. 

“A birthday cake?” I add. 

Again, I wait, but again he seems to have no idea what I'm talking about. 

“Katie said it popped up as an alert on the computer system,” I continue. “It's a little thing we do at the office. The computer tells us when it's somebody's birthday.” 

Even now, he seems lost. 

“It's your birthday, Hinch,” I say finally. “Isn't it? Please, don't tell me you'd forgotten.” 

“Right,” he mutters, smiling nervously as he rubs the back of his neck. I swear, he seems genuinely embarrassed. “I never really pay much attention to that kinda thing. I mean, the last thing I want is to be reminded that I'm getting old. I'll be thirty soon!” 

“Wow, you're ancient,” I mutter bitterly. 

“I'll get a cake on the way home. I promise.” 

“You don't have to promise,” I tell him. “I'm not telling you what to do, I'm just wishing you happy birthday. Trust me, when you do a job like this, you really need to remember to take time out. Find someone to celebrate with. I'd offer to go for a drink, but something tells me this case is gonna keep me up late.” 

“Well, at least Keanu's okay.” 

I open my mouth to reply, before hesitating. “What?” 

“Tom Lanston's dog Keanu. He came home this morning, safe and sound. A little spooked, apparently, but other than that he's fine. I guess we have to give thanks for little mercies, right?” 

“Sure. At least the dog's fine.” 

With that, I climb back into the car. I know I was a little short with Hinch, but in truth this case has got me spooked. This is the first time I've ever seen a dead body that's roughly the same age as my little girl, and I can't help taking my wallet out and checking the only photo of her that I have left. The photo shows Ramsey smiling at the camera, back when she was just eight years old. Now she'll be eighteen, and that's the kind of age when a girl can really start getting herself into trouble. 

The one good thing is that at least I know she's a long, long way away. She's nowhere near Devil's Lookout. 
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Leanne Halperin 

“I missed Devil's Lookout so much,” Ramsey says as she walks ahead of me, leading me through the forest. “You know, I think I actually dreamed about this place sometimes. Is it dumb to get nostalgic about a forest?” 

“So where are you gonna sleep tonight?” I ask. 

“I get nostalgic about the dumbest things,” she continues, clearly ignoring my question. “Streets. Houses. Rooms. Benches. Not people, but places. How weird's that, huh? Or maybe it's not weird at all. Maybe I'm just kidding myself that I'm weird, when in fact I'm just like everybody else. Gotta be a possibility, right?” 

“Ramsey, where are you gonna sleep tonight?” 

“Chill, Leanne.” 

“Are you gonna go to your dad's place?” 

“I'll be fine.” 

“But if -” 

“I see it!” she calls out excitedly, suddenly rushing on ahead. 

“Hey, wait!” I stammer, but I get the feeling she's deliberately avoiding all my questions. 

It might be six years since I last saw Ramsey, but I know when somebody's trying to hide something from me. Ramsey Kopperud used to be my best friend, we were absolutely inseparable all the way up from kindergarten, and I was devastated when her mother moved her away from Deal. I should be ecstatic that she suddenly came back, and in some ways I am, but deep down I've got this rumbling feeling that she's in trouble. I guess, unless I can get her to open up, my only hope is that I'm wrong. 

I might be wrong. 

I'm wrong about stuff quite often. 

“Leanne!” she yells from far off in the distance. “I found it!” 

“It's not like it ever went anywhere,” I mutter, not really hurrying too much to catch up. “The whole town was still here all the while you were gone.” 

It's no surprise that when I finally reach her, she's standing in the clearing and looking down at a small ring of stones on the ground, surrounding a small hole about a foot across. As I get closer, she crouches to take a better look, and she seems genuinely fascinated by the stones, even though she and I both saw them plenty of times in the old days. There are half a dozen of these markers spread out through the forest. Some of the holes, like this one, have domed metal bars running over them. To keep that devil creature from breaking through, naturally. 

“Has anyone seen anything weird since I left?” she asks, reaching out and placing a hand on one of the bars. “Or felt anything weird?” 

“Weird like how?” 

“You know what I mean. Out here.” 

“No, Ramsey,” I continue, “nobody's seen the devil in these woods.” 

“Really?” She smiles. “Pity.” 

“You know all that stuff isn't actually true, right?” I ask. “It was fun to freak ourselves out when we were kids, but we're older now.” 

“We're eighteen.” 

“Exactly!” 

“We're hardly ancient.” 

“But we're not silly little girls,” I continue. “We're not dumb enough to come out here and scare each other with spooky stories.” 

“So you don't believe that the devil sticks his head out through these holes sometimes?” 

I wait for her to admit that she's joking, but she actually seems to be serious. 

“Like some kinda whack-a-mole?” I ask finally, crossing my arms. “Are you kidding? It's such a ridiculous story, it's almost funny. I mean, what, does he come up with this bright red head with horns? How can you not laugh at that?” 

Again, I wait for a reply, but she seems lost in thought as she continues to stare at the ring of stones. Somehow, I get the feeling that she's actually giving the idea the time of day. Maybe, in the ten years she was away from Deal, she became way more serious and credulous. 

“Do you ever go down there?” she asks suddenly. 

I can't help laughing at the idea. “As if!” 

She looks up at me again. “Why not?” 

“Down into the tunnels?” I continue, convinced that she has to be joking. “Why would anyone ever want to go down into the tunnels?” 

“Basic human curiosity.” 

She smiles, and I swear now there's a little glint in her eye. 

“The tunnels are gross,” I point out. “If you read about them online, it's pretty clear that there's no mystery about them. They're just left over from some freak's random mining project that didn't even get off the ground. Anyone who even thinks about going into them has to be insane. If you ask me, they'd deserve whatever happened to them.” 

“So you never went down there once? Not in all the time I was gone?” 

“No way!” 

“Since when did you turn into a scaredy-cat?” 

I flinch at that description. “Okay,” I say finally, “who are you, and what did you do with the real Ramsey Kopperud?” 

She gets to her feet, still grinning. “What's that supposed to mean?” 

“It means you were always just like me,” I continue. “You never wanted to go exploring the tunnels, you never even wanted to go far away from your backyard. We both agreed that stuff like that was stupid! We always went to one of the entrance and looked inside, but we were too scared to actually go further. Even that time you said you felt something in the air, you still didn't go down there.” 

“We were eight years old,” she replies. “We're eighteen now.” 

“Sure, but still -” 

“And I want to go explore the tunnels.” 

I shake my head. 

“Why not?” she asks. “Are you scared?” 

“Yeah, right.” 

“You are!” 

She's starting to bug me a little now. “I'm not scared,” I say firmly. “I'm just sensible.” 

“Are you scared of the devil?” she continues, stepping closer and putting an arm around my shoulder. She hugs me tight, before turning to look back down at the ring of stones on the ground. “Think about it, Leanne. One day, years ago, an old man was out here alone in the forest, just minding his -” 

“I know the story!” 

“Sshh!” she hisses. “Let me remind you. He was just getting on with his own business, and then he heard a scratching sound. And he looked all around, but he couldn't tell where it was coming from, but then he was pretty much right where we're standing right now, and he looked down, and what did he see?” 

Sighing, I stare at the ring of stones. 

“What did he see, Leanne?” 

“This is a story for little kids,” I point out. 

“Humor me. What did he see?” 

“I'm not saying it.” 

“He saw the devil's head poking up, grinning at him.” 

“Ramsey, that's just -” 

“And it drove him mad,” she continues, with a hint of wonder in her voice now, “and he ran like a maniac all the way back to town. And when people came out to check, they found there really was a new hole in the ground, and they put these rocks around it to mark it, and they put bars over it and then they added it to the long list of times when people have seen the devil poking his head up to take a look around. 'Cause that's what happens around here. That's why this place is called Devil's Lookout. It's 'cause the devil really does appear in this forest from time to time. Not just a bad guy, or some random demon. The actual, real devil.” 

I wait for her to continue, but I think she's pausing for effect. She probably thinks she's scaring me. 

“It's just an urban legend,” I say finally. 

“Is it?” 

“Blatantly.” 

“But urban legends are always based on some nugget of truth, Leanne. Maybe people just pretend it's an urban legend, 'cause they're too scared to admit that it might be real.” 

Sighing again, I slip away from her and take a step back. “I think we should head back to town.” 

“Why?” 

“Because wandering around in the forest is kinda boring. And because it's getting cold.” 

“I want to take a look at the tunnels.” 

I shake my head. 

“Okay, well...” She pauses, before putting her hands on her hips and sighing. “I guess I'll catch you later, then.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“It means I'm gonna go take a look in the tunnels, and I'll catch you later. I'll look you up tonight, or maybe tomorrow. Chill, Leanne. I'll see you around.” 

With that, she turns and starts making her way between the trees, as if she's actually thinking of going off alone. She seems so confident and sure of herself, but she has to be putting on an act. 

“Hey, come back!” I yell. “Ramsey, don't be a dumbass! You can't go wandering around out here by yourself! It's not safe!” 

“I'll be fine!” she calls back to me, not even bothering to turn and look. After a moment, she raises her right hand and makes the peace sign. 

“I can't leave you out here!” I shout. “Ramsey, please, just come back to town with me right now! We can go back to my place if you've got nowhere else to go! My mom'll let you stay! She probably won't even notice!” 

She replies, but she's too far away now for me to hear exactly what she says. 

“Please don't do this,” I mutter under my breath, as I start to realize that there's no way in all the world that I can just let her be alone out here. “Please, Ramsey, you never used to be like this!” 

I stand my ground. 

She'll come back. She has to. She's only testing me. She did this a few times in the old days, but she never actually meant any of it. 

And then she disappears past another line of trees, and she's gone. 

Finally, even though I desperately want to go back to town, I set off after her. If she wants to see the entrance to the tunnels, I guess that's fine. But then we really are going straight home, because we're not idiots. 
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Sheriff James Kopperud 

“A visit from the sheriff?” Buddy says, grinning at me as I make my way up the steps that lead to his porch. “Now, what did I do this time? Are you gonna drag me away in cuffs and throw me in one of those fancy new high-tech jail cells you got installed last year?” 

“You're just jealous,” I reply, heading over to him and taking a seat. “Back when you were the sheriff, you had those clunky old sliding doors with big-ass metal keys. The damn things looked like they were leftovers from the set of some wild west movie.” 

“Never had a problem with them.” 

“They didn't exactly inspire confidence.” 

“But they did the job!” 

“They could be unlocked with a goddamn hairpin!” 

“Well, that's why you don't let our prisoners have a hairpin, dumbass. Do I have to explain everything to you? I thought I trained you up when I left!” 

I can't help smiling, despite the pain in my gut. Ever since he retired and I took his place, Buddy has spent his days sitting right here on the porch at the front of his house, watching the town go by. It's a nice life, and I can't help thinking – even if this isn't very rock and roll of me – that I wouldn't mind ending up the same way some time. Then again, it's easy to think like that on a day like today, when Buddy's dementia seems almost non-existent. There are other days when I turn up to visit him, and he doesn't even remember who I am. Those days are the hardest. 

“Did you hear?” I continue. “Chris Halperin's our new mayor. He won the election yesterday. Results are gonna be announced later today, but I heard a few things on the grapevine.” 

“Fascinating.” 

“I thought you'd wanna know,” I mutter. “I remember how much you despise the guy.” 

“Yeah, well -” 

Before I can finish, my phone starts ringing. I slip it from my pocket and check that it's not Hinch or anyone from the office, and then I put it away again. 

“Something important?” Buddy asks. 

“Life or death,” I reply, forcing a smile. He knows better than to probe too deep. 

We sit in silence for a moment, watching as people stroll past the house. Right now, Deal looks so utterly peaceful and normal, it's hard to believe that anything bad could ever happen here. Soon news of the discovery in the forest will get out, and then the fear'll spread. I've seen it happen before, back when Tommy Hague disappeared, and I'm about to see it happen again. I also know from experience that at times like this people can tend to get antsy and irrational. They also start demanding answers, and right now I don't have any answers to offer. 

“So what happened?” Buddy asks finally. 

I turn to him. 

“You only come to see me when something's wrong,” he continues. “You're gonna tell me all about it anyway, so you might as well spit it out now. Something happened and you've come to me for advice.” 

He reaches into the cooler next to his chair and takes out another cold beer, which he sets down right next to me. As I open it and take a swig, I know he's watching me with interest, and I also know that I really shouldn't be drinking beer at all, not given the state my stomach's in. Still, at a time like this, I need a drink. 

“The longer you hold off on telling me,” he says after a moment, with a hint of concern in his voice, “the more I'm gonna get worried. It's not another kid gone missing, is it? Like Tommy?” 

I stare down at the beer bottle for a moment, before turning to him. I think I can see just a flicker of fear in his eyes. Real, deep-down fear. 

“We found something,” I say finally. “In the forest.” 

I wait for a reply, before turning and seeing the fear in his eyes. 

“We found a girl's body out there,” I continue. “She'd been...” 

I blink, and in that fraction of a second I see the glistening bucket of intestines. By the time my eyes open again, Buddy's expression has changed from fear to anger. 

“She'd been cut up pretty bad,” I tell him. “Her body had been chopped into pieces and arranged in seven buckets. Other than that, we don't really know anything right now. The whole situation is kind of up in the air.” 

“Do you have any suspects?” 

I shake my head. 

“Do you know the girl's name?” 

Again, I shake my head. 

“Jesus,” he continues, leaning back in his chair. “This isn't right. Things like this shouldn't be happening around here.” 

I watch him for a moment, hoping that he might volunteer the information I need. Then again, I've known Buddy for a long time, and I guess it's unlikely that he'll break old habits now. 

“I need to know what you know about the forest,” I tell him finally. 

He turns to me. “What's that?” 

“I need to know if there's anything I need to know.” 

“I don't have a goddamn clue what you're talking about.” 

“That forest is huge,” I continue. “No one man can know it all, but you must've come pretty close back in the day. And I know you've always said that the forest is none of our business, but I always got the impression you were scared of something that might be out there. Now, I put those concerns out of my mind, because I figured I didn't really need to know, but the situation has changed now. A girl is dead, and I need you to tell me anything that might be relevant.” 

“I don't know anything,” he mutters, starting to sound agitated now as he sits up and adjusts his shirt collar. “I'm just an old man. What the hell would I know?” 

“That's what I'm hoping you'll tell me.” 

“Are you accusing me of holding back?” 

“I'm saying that there's a time for being honest, and that time has arrived.” 

“James -” 

“Ever since I first heard about the Molly Abernathy incident,” I continue, “I've felt like you're hiding something.” 

“What are you doing wasting time here?” he hisses, starting to sound a little breathless now. “I can't help you! I'm not gonna magically whip some flash of insight out of my butt and help you with the case! You need to be down at the station, going over it all, not -” 

He sighs, before reaching over and snatching the beer from my hand. He's angry, but there's something else in his eyes too. Panic. 

“Go!” he hisses. “Do your job!” 

Before I can get another word out, he starts getting out of his chair, although his arthritic hands are trembling as he reaches out to steady himself against the railing. He's clearly in no fit state to be up and about, so I stand and reach out to support him. 

“Get your hands away from me!” he stammers, pushing me back as he shuffles toward the top of the steps. He walks away, before stopping and pausing for a moment, and finally he's breathless by the time he turns back to me. “What in God's name is wrong with this town?” he asks, with fear in his eyes. “We're good people, this is a good place! Why do we have something like this here?” 

“I remember what you said when Tommy Hague vanished,” I reply. “You said we had to pray that it was a one-off, that there'd never be another murder like it. You said the kid must've wandered into the forest and upset something. You talked about a balance. And for a few years, it started to look like our prayers were going to be answered. What I need to know, Buddy, is whether what happened to Tommy Hague could in any way be linked to the girl we found today?” 

“Why would it be?” he spits. 

“I don't know,” I reply patiently. “That's why I'm here. I need you to tell me.” 

He turns and looks out at the town, and for a moment I can't help noticing that his whole body seems to be trembling. 

“When I took this job,” I continue finally, “you only gave me one piece of advice. You told me my jurisdiction ended at the edge of town, and that anything that happened in the forest was none of my business. I knew at the time there was something you weren't telling me, but I let it slide and I followed your advice. Against my better judgment, maybe, but I still followed it. But now that's not an option anymore, and I have to start wondering why you always shut down investigations that seemed linked to the forest.” 

I wait, but still he looks away. 

“What's out there?” I ask. 

“Are you still drinking regularly?” 

“That's got nothing to do with -” 

“You look like you are.” 

“Just occasionally,” I continue with a sigh. “It's not like it was. But -” 

Finally, he turns to me. “And Emma and the girl?” 

“They're gone. I don't have any contact with them.” 

“You let it go too far,” he points out. “You let it eat you up until you drove your family away. That's a sign of weakness, James.” 

“I'm not here to talk about my problems, Buddy. I'm here to talk about the forest.” 

“It's a nice forest,” he replies, with a faint smile. “Best not to go too deep, 'cause you could get lost. But if you stay at the edges, you can have a swell time.” 

“Buddy -” 

“James?” He furrows his brow. “Is that you? What are you doing here? I didn't hear you arrive.” 

I open my mouth to ask what he means, before realizing that he seems to have drifted into another of his confused states. Sometimes I swear this happens at the most convenient moments, but I'm not about to accuse him of anything. Nor am I going to go through the whole conversation again, just to get back to this point and have his mind reset again. 

“I just came by to say hello,” I tell him. 

His smile grows. “That's nice of you. Why don't you sit down and have a beer with me?” 

He waits for me to agree, but I swear I see a hint of fear in his eyes. If I didn't know better, I'd think he was using his dementia to get out of talking to me. He's always been very keen to deflect questions about the forest, even going so far as to personally intervene and shut down investigations that seem to be heading that way. I guess I was wrong when I hoped I might get him to open up this time. 

“I should get going,” I tell him. “I've got a case.” 

“Nothing too nasty, I hope.” 

“I'm sure you'll read about it in the paper soon,” I mutter, turning and heading down the steps. There's a part of me that wants to turn around, go back up there and shake that old bastard until the truth falls out of his mouth, but I know there's really nothing I can do to get him on my side. Buddy decided a long time ago that the forest is off-limits, and he's sure not going to help me change that now. 

“James!” he calls after me. 

I turn to look back at him. 

“How are Emma and Ramsey?” he continues, with an innocent smile on his lips. “It's been so long since I saw them! You should bring them over some time!” 

Ignoring him, I head to my car. The pain in my gut is getting worse, and in truth I'm starting to wonder whether I've been fooling myself about my reasons for coming to see Buddy. Maybe I've just been delaying the moment when I get back to the station and have to go to the medical examiner's office. I could excuse myself and try to avoid seeing the girl's corpse, but I can't let myself fall prey to weakness. There's a monster out there in the forest somewhere, and I don't think I'm ready to start believing in devils or any of that garbage. 

This monster is human. 
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Leanne Halperin 

“Do you seriously want to go in there?” I ask as Ramsey and I reach the entrance to the tunnel system. “There's nothing down there, you know. It's just a bunch of boring tunnels that don't lead anywhere! They tried boarding it up before, but they stopped 'cause idiots kept breaking holes in the barrier. It's just a dumb tunnel.” 

She stops and stares ahead in the darkness. There are several entrances dotted about Devil's Lookout, and this one – like all the others – takes the form of a cavernous opening that was dug into the rocks many years ago. A few stray tree roots hang down, as if to offer some kind of warning, and then there's nothing but the absolute darkness of the tunnel as it leads deep under the forest. There aren't even any lights. 

“Remember when we came here once before?” I continue, hoping to jog her memory and remind her of a time when she made the right decision. “You almost went into the tunnel, but I talked you out of it. You said you could feel something in there. I mean, it's crazy, right? What does that even mean? I guess it just proves how easy it is to let things get to you and mess with your head. It's like...” 

My voice trails off. 

I'm not even sure she's listening. 

“My dad's gonna want me home for dinner later,” I tell her, figuring I should try another approach. “Did I tell you? He's running for mayor! The election's tomorrow and he's, like, super-stressed about the whole thing. He flies off the handle at the slightest provocation, so my ass is toast if I'm even five minutes late. Then again, he and Mom might be out again. I haven't seen them in, like, days. If I'm lucky, we might have the place to ourselves!” 

I wait, but she ignores me as she takes a step forward. Already, she's starting to fade into the darkness of the tunnel. 

“Ramsey?” I add. “Are you even listening to me? I'm sure it'll be okay if you come to dinner. Do you remember how good my mom's cooking is?” 

She takes another step into the tunnel, disappearing even further into the gloom. 

“Do you, Ramsey? Do you remember?” 

Another step, and now she's almost gone. 

“Ramsey, stop!” I yell finally, no longer able to contain my fear. 

She turns to me, but I can barely make out her face. 

“We can't do this!” I continue. “Do you understand? These tunnels are dangerous. People have gotten lost in them, they aren't even mapped properly. And that's even before you consider the possibility of a cave-in! Or there might be wild animals!” 

She holds up her phone, and the bright screen is almost blinding in the gloom of the tunnel's entrance. 

“GPS,” she says proudly, “and a flashlight app. It's literally impossible to get lost. Besides, what are you really scared of? Come on, Leanne, you're starting to sound the way you did when we were little kids. Don't you remember when we were kids and we used to come here and dare each other to enter the tunnels?” 

“Of course, but -” 

“And we never did. Not once. We always chickened out like total pussies.” 

“Exactly, and -” 

“But we're eighteen now,” she adds, interrupting me again, “and chickening out would be pretty lame. It's like a rite of passage, we have to go into the tunnels. At least part of the way.” 

“Is that why you came back?” I ask. “Did you come all the way to Deal just to prove some stupid point?” 

“It's not why I came back, but it's as good a thing as any to do while I'm here. What's wrong, are you scared the witch of Devil's Lookout is gonna leap out and grab you? Or the devil himself?” 

I can't help sighing. 

“Come, don't come, whatever,” she mutters, turning and heading further along the tunnel. “I don't need you to hold my hand, Leanne! You can go home and not worry about feeling guilty. I'll be fine, and you're still a good friend!” 

“Just wait,” I stammer, even though I hate the fact that I sound like I'm whining. I desperately, desperately don't want to take another step into this stupid tunnel system, but I feel like Ramsey is already starting to look at me like I'm still a kid. She seems so mature and confident, and I want to be like her. 

Finally, despite my better judgment, I make my way forward. 

Up ahead, the light from Ramsey's phone is already out of sight. I guess she must have gone around a corner, although the tunnel seems pretty straight so far and I'm starting to feel more and more nervous. 

“Hey, I'm coming, okay?” I call after her. “Where are -” 

“Boo!” she says suddenly, stepping out of the shadows. 

I leap back, bumping against the wall, and then I feel a flicker of irritation as she switches her phone's flashlight back on. 

“And that,” she says with a grin, “is the scariest thing down here. Aren't you glad you got the guts eventually?” 

She turns and keeps walking, and this time I hold pace with her. The air is getting much colder, and maybe a little thinner, and I might be imagining things but I swear the tunnel is getting very slightly narrower and shorter, as if it's tapering down. I kind of hope that we'll eventually reach an impassable point, but suddenly I spot what looks like a junction up ahead, with a set of thick tree roots hanging down. 

“Which way now?” Ramsey whispers, stopping and looking first left, then right. “Do you wanna pick?” 

“Not really,” I mutter. 

“The GPS is keeping us on the straight and narrow,” she replies, flashing her phone at me too fast for me to really see what's on the screen. “Just trust me, okay? I didn't suddenly develop a death wish while I was in New York. I just grew up. That's all.” 

“But -” 

“You said earlier that you want to go out into the world, Leanne. How do you think you're going to manage that, if you're still too scared to go into a gloomy tunnel in your own home town?” 

She hesitates, before suddenly taking the turn on the left and leading me deeper into the tunnel system. As she does so, she reaches up and grabs one of the thick roots that hangs down from the ceiling, and she pulls hard before her hand slips. 

“Careful!” I hiss. 

“Why? Are you worried about a cave-in?” 

“No, but -” 

I can't help sighing. To be honest, I am worried about the tunnel's roof collapsing on us. As far as I know, these tunnels aren't supported at all, which means they could come crashing down at any moment. Just because they've been here for over a century doesn't mean they're totally sturdy, and even though I know I'm probably worrying just a little too much, I think Ramsey might be too far toward the other end of the spectrum. She seems almost foolhardy, like she thinks nothing can hurt us. Or, worse, she wants something to hurt us. 
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