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            RULES TO SURVIVE THE STITCHER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        In the dark

        In the night

        He’ll pull you apart

        He’ll sew you up tight
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        Rule #1: Stay indoors after nightfall, or you’ll be taken.
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      The air was rotting. Biting cold and heavy with moisture, it filled January’s throat with every inhale, so dense that it felt as though it was suffocating her.

      She crawled through the dark. Sharp rocks scraped her palms, her knees, her shoulder blades. She flinched and dropped lower, hunching to fit through the narrow tunnel, her hands feeling to find a path forward.

      How long had she been down here, in the dark and the cold and the damp?

      Days?

      Weeks?

      She couldn’t stop moving. The thing in the dark would come back for her soon. And she didn’t think she could survive the next time.

      Her fingers touched something delicate and disgusting. Threads, crisscrossing the darkness ahead of her. They were as fine as spiderweb and slimy from the damp. When she tried to swipe them away, they refused to break.

      She couldn’t see them, but she knew what color they were. Red. It was always red threads. They trailed through the maze, gathering drops of moisture from the air, tangling over the rocks and one another. They bit into January’s flesh when she tried to force her way past them. Cutting into her throat, into her face, into her numb fingers.

      A distant sound broke through the background noise of dripping water and her own uneven, echoing breaths. January’s heart pitched, jittering in her chest. She clamped a hand over her mouth, fighting to muffle her breathing.

      It couldn’t see well in the dark. The maze held no light; January had been staring into the nothingness for so long that she’d started to hallucinate things moving around her. Unnatural shapes danced, taunting her, only to vanish when she looked at them directly.

      The sound repeated: hands grasping at rocks as it pulled itself closer. The shift of flesh against flesh. A dry, hollow exhale.

      It couldn’t see well, but it could hear and smell.

      It knew where she was.

      Terror overwhelmed common sense. January threw herself forward. She didn’t feel the rocks cutting into her palms or the drop of blood trailing down her cheek. But she felt the threads as they snagged around her, tightening.

      She’d rushed right into them. January fought, thrashing like an insect in a spiderweb as she tried to break free. Some of the threads snapped. They gave her just enough room to drag herself forward another inch, then another foot, until she was nearly on the other side of the web of red threads—

      A cold hand fastened around her leg. January had just enough breath left to scream. Then the thing in the dark dragged her back to join it, and her voice cut out into nothing.
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      “Do you want to see something bad?”

      Abby woke with icy sweat plastering her clothes to her skin. Her breathing came in rough gasps as she stared into the darkness flooding her room.

      The nightmares were always the first warning. They came before any of the other signs—before the birds that plunged out of the sky, before the streetlights all died, before the sickness.

      Before the disappearances.

      She reached for her nightstand and turned the clock to face her. Four-fifteen. She watched the second hand tick forward, making sure it was still keeping time. Technology always broke when things were getting bad.

      She’d been having nightmares for nearly two weeks. This one was the worst, though—a memory from that night at Jessica’s house. It was supposed to be a girls’ sleepover, but Abby had been the only one who arrived. She and Jessica had sat at an empty dinner table for half an hour, no parents in sight, before Jessica had asked the damning question.

      “Do you want to see something bad?”

      It was Abby’s first time facing a dead body.

      Not her last, though.

      Now, her mouth was parchment dry. Sweat stuck her hair to the back of her neck as she slid out of bed. The wooden floorboards creaked as she left her room and crossed the hall to reach her sister’s.

      Hope lay on her stomach, one arm thrown above her head, her blankets tangled.

      The window over her bed was open an inch. Hope liked to feel the cold air at night, but they weren’t supposed to keep any part of the house—doors, windows, anything—unlocked after dark. Moving silently so she didn’t disturb her, Abby slid the pane closed and fastened the latch.

      At the opposite wall, near the door, was Hope’s desk. It was covered with equipment including a webcam, a ring light, and a computer that could handle the editing software she needed to piece together her videos. Even with technology becoming so unreliable, Hope was serious about making this a career. And Abby thought she might just have a chance.

      When Hope first started posting videos, it had felt like she was yelling into the void. She’d get a handful of views but no likes. No comments. She later admitted that she was on the edge of giving up when her first fans found her. Just five accounts to begin with—but those five accounts watched every video and always commented, asking for more. So she kept filming. Kept posting.

      Now, she had nearly two thousand subscribers. She’d started to get small sponsorship deals. But those five original followers were still there, still cheering her on with each new video, and she always replied to thank them.

      Abby hadn’t told Hope that the accounts were hers. She probably never would.

      She left on silent feet. At the end of the hallway was their mother’s room, its door opened a crack. Abby wrapped her arms around herself as she approached and leaned forward.

      Moonlight came through the thin, torn curtains. It trailed over the edge of their mother’s silhouette. She sat on the end of her bed, staring at the wall.

      There was just enough light to make out her long, unwashed hair. The sharp angles of her thin lips. Her long, delicate nose.

      Abby hadn’t made a sound. Hadn’t even so much as breathed. But her mother seemed to sense her presence. She turned, suddenly, her eye flashing in the cold light. Abby backed away, her tongue pressed between her teeth.

      She didn’t let herself breathe again until she was back in her own room. Then she curled up on her bed, her knees drawn to her chest.

      There wouldn’t be any more sleep that night. She reached for her phone and was grateful when the display came up after only a brief flicker.

      She opened the group chat titled Jackrabbits and typed: Anyone awake?

      A reply came from Rhys. I’m here. And then, almost immediately after, u ok?

      He always asked. Every single time. Abby could imagine his shoulders hunching and his eyes darkening, the way they did when he sensed the chance of danger. He was more attuned to threats than any of their group, and no one in their group took threats lightly. It left him always on guard, always cautious.

      Abby couldn’t blame him.

      Not after what the Stitcher did to his parents.

      All good, she texted, and she knew him well enough to visualize the tightness draining out of him again. She hesitated, then added, I had a nightmare.

      Me too, he replied. Bad night.

      Yeah. Abby rolled over, bunching the blankets over herself. She might be physically alone in her room, but the group chat stopped her from feeling completely untethered. She needed them, just as much as they needed her.

      A new text appeared, this time from Riya. Hey guys. Followed by, Rhys?

      He responded with a single question mark.

      There was a long pause. Riya had to be taking care with what she wrote next. Abby felt a sense of unease creep into her stomach as she waited. A flicker of static cut over the lower half of her phone’s screen, then vanished again.

      Then, Riya posted: Can you handle bad news right now?

      His response was fast, decisive. Yes. What happened?

      Abby’s unease redoubled.

      I think they found a body. She could picture Riya’s face, pinched and tight and frightened. Police just went by my house. Headed toward Breaker Street.

      There was a pause as they absorbed the news.

      Rhys was the first to reply.

      Ok. Let’s meet.
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      Abby stayed only long enough to slide a note under Hope’s door, saying where she was going.

      That was one of their rules: don’t leave without telling someone.

      Her silver bike waited for her against the house’s side. She jogged with it to the street, then climbed on and turned toward the main road.

      When people wanted to say something nice about Doubtful, Illinois, they called it a bike-friendly town. What that really meant was that cars were too unreliable. Most of the time they’d work as intended. But sometimes, with no warning, they would stall. Or grind to a halt. Or simply refuse to start.

      The town’s mechanics would look at a car and say, It’s got the jitters. That was slang for when they couldn’t find anything technically wrong, but it simply refused to work.

      And it wasn’t just cars. Phones were unreliable. Streetlights went out. Televisions would play static or display a mangled version of two channels spliced together, audio and graphics merging into one.

      Things in Doubtful just broke easily.

      Not bikes, though. The rubber and spokes and brakes didn’t rely on electricity, and so the town’s decaying effects left them alone. If you wanted to be certain of getting somewhere in Doubtful, you rode a bike.

      Abby’s breath came hot and fast, spiraling out behind her like smoke. She moved quickly, air funneling around her body, her legs heating from the exertion, and at that moment she felt as though she could outrun the darkness itself. A streetlight behind her blinked and then vanished, extinguished like a candle being snuffed out. She rode faster.

      It was still well before dawn. The houses around her were dark. With the lights out, it was sometimes hard to tell which houses held sleeping forms, and which had been abandoned for years.

      A shadow raced toward her, emerging from one of the side streets like a phantom. It skimmed closer until it ran alongside her, matching her pace. In the intermittent streetlight, she could make out dark hair and wild, intent eyes. Rhys.

      They shared a look, then turned back to the road ahead.

      Don’t travel alone. That was another Jackrabbit rule. Rhys could have taken a more direct route to Breaker Street, but he’d taken the longer path to join up with Abby instead.

      The road vanished under them. Rhys matched her furious pace perfectly, and they stayed abreast, each turn anticipated, until the rusted sign for Breaker Street rose out of the gloom.

      Abby’s lungs burned from the exertion, but it was a good kind of ache. The kind that told her she was alive and moving. That her body was strong. She let her bike roll to a halt and put one foot down as she stared along the road.

      Red and blue lights flashed, lighting up the asphalt and the washed-out houses. She counted three police cars and an ambulance, all parked askew on a lawn that was long dead and choked with dry, rattling weeds.

      Breaker Street was residential but right next to a strip of industrial stores: cube-like buildings with bars over their windows and flat roofs. The area had all been built around the same time—decades before Abby had even been born—and then left to slowly be consumed by neglect.

      Rhys gently tapped her arm to draw her notice, then nodded toward the shops across the road. Two figures stood in their shadows. Riya, small and tense and with her dark hair tightly braided, had one arm raised to hail them. Just behind her was Connor, his curly flaxen hair mussed from sleep, his large teeth working at his lower lip as he tried to control his nerves. Abby and Rhys silently crossed the road to meet up with them.

      “There’s a ladder,” Riya whispered as they drew near. Even her warm complexion looked washed out and strange in the frantic, undulating red and blue lights. She nodded to the store behind them, which had once printed commercial signs but had been out of business for more than a decade. It still held advertisements in its fogged windows, promising forty percent off everything. “We might be able to see better up high.”

      Rhys gazed up the metal ladder bolted to the building’s back wall. “Good find,” he said.

      They left their bikes at the store’s back, where they were less likely to be seen. The shops along that stretch of road, right on the outskirts of town, had been left to neglect. Rust flaked off the ladder as Abby climbed, and the wall was full of cracks, zigzagging along the lines of the bricks hidden beneath the concrete, like a map of a hidden city. She reached the ladder’s top and swung her legs over the half wall.

      The flat concrete roof was barren except for piles of rotting leaf litter gathered in the corners and a stack of old boxes and abandoned furniture clearly intended to be thrown out but then forgotten. The half wall ran around the roof’s edges, like a battlement, and Abby held her breath as she crossed the space to get a better view of the streets.

      On the other side of the main road, Breaker Street was alive with activity. Abby lowered herself, her arms braced on the half wall, as her three friends took up their places next to her.

      Every house along the street looked like it was built from the same mold. They were all Midwesterns with sagging porches and shutters over their windows, and picket fences that sliced the lawns into portions.

      They could have looked beautiful once, but Breaker Street had succumbed to time and apathy. The fences leaned and the lawns had lost their color. Children’s toys had been abandoned in a nearby yard: tricycles and a small plastic slide now overgrown with weeds.

      The police cars had all parked outside one of the worst houses. Pots were spaced about its porch, but none of them held any plants. The shutters were cracked, boards coming loose, and the painted siding was peeled and discolored.

      Riya leaned close to the wall, her small hands gripping the cracked concrete, her expression tight. “I pass that house every day,” she said. “I’ve never seen anyone in it.”

      Abandoned houses weren’t uncommon in Doubtful. Properties were cheap, but there were few jobs to attract new residents. Forgotten For Sale signs dotted the town, weathered or tipping over like loose teeth, abandoned where they stood.

      Abby remembered how, when she was young and eager to have adventures, she’d wanted to explore some of those empty buildings. She’d quickly learned why that was a bad idea. It wasn’t unheard of to find things in them.

      Figures moved in and out of the house, flashlights in hand. The ambulance’s back doors were open, but Abby couldn’t tell if anyone was inside. Most of the activity seemed to come from the police. Their uniforms and badges caught the red and blue lights, but their caps were pulled too far down for her to recognize any of their faces.

      Rhys had one forearm resting on the wall as his dark eyes took in the scene. “Do you think the new transfer’s there?”

      One of the deputies had left town nearly six weeks before, bundling his family into his car and tearing out without even putting in his resignation. The town had been forced to hire an outsider. The new transfer and his daughter had apparently moved in just days before, but Abby had yet to see either of them.

      “I can’t imagine what sort of welcome to town this would be.” Connor poked around the pile of abandoned items before pulling something free. He’d found a folded metal chair, red with rust. He shook it out to open it.

      “You’ll get tetanus,” Riya said at the sound of whining metal, without even taking her eyes off the road.

      Connor made a faint noise in agreement, but still positioned the chair near the half wall and sat. His pale, densely curly hair absorbed the undulating lights, turning a different shade with each flash.

      “There,” Riya hissed, rising up another inch. “Look!”

      The activity inside the house seemed to have condensed into one room. Flashlight beams cut over one another, bursting out of gaps in the tattered curtains and broken shutters.

      Abby craned forward, breath held. She knew what was coming. A part of her didn’t want to see it, but a larger, stronger part of her had to.

      This was how you survived in Doubtful.

      You watched. You learned.

      And you figured out the rules that would keep you safe.

      Figures appeared in the doorway, carrying something on a stretcher. They wore thick gloves. Large masks covered the lower half of their faces. Their heads were tilted to one side, watching first the lopsided porch, and then the steps, and then the desiccated grass as they traced their path to the ambulance. Abby was struck by the impression that they weren’t just watching where they walked, but that they were desperately trying to avoid looking at their burden.

      The shape on the stretcher was covered by a white sheet. It wasn’t large enough to be a whole human.

      But it was undeniably part of one.

      The first stretcher was closely followed by a second. Just like the first, its contents were covered. It was a larger burden this time. But still not the size of a full body.

      Abby couldn’t read the officer’s faces except for a glimpse of their eyes: narrowed in revulsion.

      “Who do you think it was?” Connor asked.

      Abby couldn’t bring herself to answer. It felt too grim, too sour, to be betting on whose family would be receiving a call later that morning. Whose lives would be irrevocably changed.

      A third stretcher came through the door, and the sheet covered something smaller than either of the first two.

      Riya took a quick breath. “There’s more than one.”

      Abby sent her a look. Riya’s eyes were almost fever bright.

      “I counted three feet. They found more than one body this time.”

      Abby leaned forward, her heart running fast. Chips of broken concrete shifted under her hands. The first stretcher had already been moved into the ambulance, but she thought Riya was right. Each bundle alone was less than a full body. But, together, they amounted to something more.

      The officer on the final stretcher slipped as he stepped off the porch. Even with the distance between them, Abby heard him yelp in shock. The stretcher tilted. The sheet slid down. Another officer moved forward, grabbing the cloth and dragging it back over, but not quickly enough.

      She saw a glimpse of the burden underneath.

      Flesh. Red thread woven through it, stitching it back together.

      “Was that…” Connor’s voice lost its joviality. His words were hushed, uncomfortable. “A hand?”

      Yes and no. Part of a hand. And other things.

      She watched, sickened and transfixed, as the final stretcher was lifted into the ambulance.

      Then Rhys’s hand shot out, grasping her upper arm. “Vickers,” he whispered. The four of them reacted in unison, dropping down below the half wall.

      Rhys didn’t need to explain what he’d meant.

      Charles Vickers was here.

      Of course he was.

      He was at every crime scene, every discovery. Often before the police themselves arrived.

      The store’s roof was dark. It would make them hard to see. Slowly, breath held, Abby raised herself in increments until she could see over the wall.

      Charles Vickers sat on the porch across from the crime scene. He was in a rocking chair, his hands folded in his lap. His pale hair, balding on top, was neatly combed, and he wore one of his navy sweaters, an intricate knit pattern running across his torso. He gave the impression of just having stepped outside to relax.

      Only, it wasn’t his house. Charles Vickers lived across town, on Stokes Lane.

      He didn’t seem uneasy that he was sitting in someone else’s chair, on a porch that didn’t belong to him, watching a crime scene be established across the street.

      “How long has he been there?” Abby asked, knowing none of them had an answer.

      The porch was shadowed and his clothing was dark. He was barely visible, except for the small, rhythmic motion: the chair rocking back and then forward again in lazy arcs.

      For all she knew, he’d been there when she and Rhys biked passed. Sitting in the dark, watching them.

      “They’ve seen him,” Riya whispered.

      Two police officers crossed the street in slow, measured strides, backlit by the flashing lights. One officer stopped in the middle of the road, hands on his hips, legs planted. The other continued on for another few paces before also halting. She was speaking to Vickers.

      “I bet he called it in,” Riya murmured.

      “Huh?” Connor asked.

      Riya’s voice was wound tight. “How else would they know the bodies were there? Who’s exploring abandoned houses at four in the morning? Vickers set it up and then called it in and sat down to watch them process his crime scene.”

      It made too much sense. He’s growing bolder.

      The conversation was inaudible, but it seemed to stretch out. Vickers, calm as always, rocked the chair as he spoke. Then, at last, he stood.

      Charles Vickers wasn’t an intimidating figure. He wasn’t tall, and he didn’t try to seem threatening. Most of his clothing—even in summer—were knit sweaters or windbreakers. His shoulders were curved. His demeanor, unassuming and calm. He looked like he could be a high school teacher, or a counselor, or a coach.

      Until you saw his smile. It was small, chilling, and full of quiet knowledge. As though he was a part of a joke you didn’t understand. As though he was laughing at you behind his teeth.

      He wore that smile as he climbed down from the porch. Both police officers took a step back. He said something, raised a hand in farewell, then turned away.

      “They must have told him to move on,” Connor said, his voice raspy. “Look, he’s going.”

      Charles walked to the end of Breaker Street, following the cracked sidewalk, then turned down the main road. He was almost past the store when he paused.

      Abby’s heart squeezed painfully. Charles Vickers stood almost directly below their hiding place. He tilted his head, angling his gaze up toward them. And sent them one of those small, knowing smirks.

      They all drew back. Abby’s shoulder pressed against the concrete half wall. Riya’s breath was hot and shallow on the back of her neck.

      Charles Vickers’s smile widened a fraction, showing just a sliver of small, immaculate teeth. Then he turned and continued walking along the sidewalk, disappearing deeper into the town.

      Abby’s blood pumped too fast. Her throat ached. Even with Vickers gone, she couldn’t relax.

      Riya groaned as she leaned back against the wall. She didn’t seem to care that she was sitting in decaying leaves and forgotten trash. Connor gingerly raised himself back into the rusty chair and spread out there, legs askew, one hand pressed to his chest to signal his own racing heart.

      “Stitcher.” Riya spat the word like it was a curse. “More bodies, and the police just let him go. Again.”

      Abby looked back toward the house where the remains had been found. The two officers who had spoken to Charles Vickers had returned to their companions. A different officer was unrolling police tape around the building. It would probably stay there, knots coming loose and plastic decaying, until strands broke free and were lost in the mud and bushes. Just like all the others.

      A broken spiderweb of forgotten police tape across the town.

      The ambulance started up, its engine a deep growl, as it prepared to take the bodies away.

      “At least we were here for this one,” Connor said. He hesitated, his eyebrows pulling together incredulously. “That was the plan, right? Remind me again why this was something we wanted to see?”

      “Knowledge will keep you safe,” Riya said, reciting from their rules. She closed her eyes, grimacing. She’d been watching the scene intently, and Abby knew she was reliving the images of red-threaded flesh underneath the sheet.

      “Yeah, I get that.” Connor leaned back and his chair groaned. An apologetic smile twisted his broad lips. “But also there was that whole thing about don’t go out after dark. And look where we are now.”

      Riya flicked a hand, her grimace deepening. “You’re right, but this is morning night.”

      “It’s…what?”

      “Haven’t you noticed how they’re different?” She squinted one eye open to see him. “Late night, and early morning? You can go jogging at four a.m. and people will think you’re just a little too healthy for your own good. But go jogging at midnight and…well. It’s weird, right? It’s just not normal.”

      They sat for a moment, letting the silence flow around them.

      Then Connor said, “I’ve gotta be honest. I don’t think this town is built for normal.”

      The tension from the previous hour broke, like a snapping rubber band. Abby keeled forward and chuckled, even as her chest continued to ache.

      Even Rhys, at her side, let a ghost of a smile tease the edges of his lips before it vanished again.

      She didn’t get to see that often, but she treasured it when she did. Rhys almost never smiled anymore.

      “You know what I’m saying,” Riya said, eyebrows lifted pointedly. “No one should be out after dark. But there’s a difference between dusk and dawn. And, if we have to leave our homes, I’d rather it be on this side.”

      Abby knew what Riya meant. On the distant horizon, morning was gasping its first breaths. There was safety in light. As much safety as you could hope for in Doubtful, anyway.

      And it was always better to be on the approaching side of daylight, not the receding.

      Their levity had been brief and almost desperate. Then Abby asked, almost against her better judgment: “Is anyone else having nightmares?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Connor said. “Three in the last week.”

      “My TV won’t turn on,” Riya said. “And my radio sounds strange. Things are getting bad again.”

      There was a second-long whoop of a police siren before the driver turned it off. One of the patrol cars was leaving, following the ambulance.

      Things are getting bad again. If Doubtful’s cycle had followed any kind of logical pattern, the discovery of a body should be a culmination, a final blow. It never was. Things getting bad meant more disappearances. And soon.

      “Remember the rules,” Rhys said. His voice was soft, but they all turned toward him. “And keep your distance from Vickers.”

      Abby remembered the way Vickers had gazed up at them, his secretive little smile lit up in the red and blue lights. He’d seemed…delighted. Chills moved through Abby, and she pulled her jacket tighter around her chest.

      Rhys continued. “If you find yourself somewhere alone with Vickers, call me. If you feel unsafe, call me. No matter where, no matter when, I’ll come.”

      It was a promise he’d made before, and Abby knew it was meant for all of them. But Rhys looked directly at her when he said it.

      Her heart gave the strange, uncomfortable shift it sometimes did around him. Like misjudging how many stairs were ahead and having your foot land in thin air. A drop of the stomach, a catch of breath. The slightly giddy, slightly shocked sensations as your body regained its balance.

      She looked away, focusing her eyes on the rapidly fading stars above. She didn’t like to think about those sensations, or what they might mean, or where they might lead her if she listened to them.

      There was no point thinking about normal things like that anyway: there were no happy endings to be found in Doubtful.
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      MISSING

      The word was huge, all caps, bold and black. It was positioned beneath the photo of a woman, her blond hair pulled into a high ponytail. She looked young, only nineteen or twenty, with a huge smile that seemed too white in the black-and-white print’s high contrast.

      Jen stared at the flier, her hands gripping the straps of her backpack too tightly.

      It was surreal to see that image on her locker. Even more surreal following the updates she’d caught on the radio on the way to school.

      This is the dead girl they found last night.

      Isn’t it?

      Jen turned. This was supposed to be her first day at Doubtful High. The name alone didn’t do much to inspire confidence. She’d arrived early so that she could figure out her classes, but the hallways were already busy, full of shuffling footsteps and tired, brief conversations.

      No one seemed to pay any attention to the poster.

      Hadn’t they heard yet? Didn’t they know about the crime scene just fifteen minutes from the school? Jen’s father hadn’t said much, but she’d been able to tell from the set of his jaw during that morning’s drive that it was a bad one. His third day on the job and he’d been summoned to attend the scene.

      The dead girl’s photo smiled at Jen from a half dozen surfaces. She’d probably graduated from the school not long before, and now the fliers were stuck to lockers, notice boards, and bare patches of walls.

      MISSING

      January Spalling

      Anyone with information is encouraged to contact Doubtful PD

      Hers wasn’t the only missing person poster. Jen had seen two others while walking into the school, and a third further down the hallway. They all had different photos, different blocky font choices, different names, but otherwise followed the same format.

      And no one seemed to care.

      Bodies jostled past her. Students opened their lockers without even glancing at the posters taped to their fronts.

      As though this was fine.

      As though this was normal.

      Jen’s blood crawled through her veins. On the surface, the high school didn’t seem much different from the one she’d left behind in New York. A little older. A little drabber. Two of the hallway’s lights were out. None of that should have been enough to make her uneasy, but something about the town just felt deeply, thoroughly wrong.

      She tore the paper off her locker’s face and folded it before shoving it into her backpack.
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        * * *

      

      “You can use the one-dollar budget white bread loaf, if you insist, but I find superior results are achieved with the more upmarket one-dollar-fifty variety instead,” Connor said.

      They sat under the spreading oak near the chain-link fence. The grim school building still dominated their view, but they were as far from it as they could get without leaving the grounds.

      Abby loved the tree. It had been their lunchtime meeting place for years. Even during biting winter, she preferred it over the dingy, flickering lights and stale smells of the cafeteria, or the cold concrete of the stairwells where some of the other students ate.

      She sat with her back to the trunk, Rhys at her side, and Riya and Connor beside him. Riya’s carefully plaited black hair draped across her lacrosse uniform. Abby knew, from experience, that the silky plait would be mussed and sweaty and frazzled by the end of practice. Riya gave the impression of being impeccably contained in most areas of her life, but she threw herself into sports with the kind of vicious intensity few could match.

      Connor, his wildly curly hair swaying above his head, had opened what looked like a tradesman’s toolbox and was slowly, painstakingly constructing his lunch out of an assortment of ingredients inside. He’d draped a napkin over one forearm like a sommelier as he laid two slices of white bread onto the paper plate sitting precariously on one of the tree’s roots.

      “Now, the secret to a good ham and cheese sandwich is to locate the finest quality highly processed meat-based product your local budget grocery store supplies.” Connor held a finger up pointedly. “I like mine to be at minimum thirty percent real pork.”

      “Can’t you just bring a packed lunch?” Riya asked. She was already eating her lunch, a smear of sauce on the corner of her lips.

      Connor’s whole face scrunched up in horror. “It would spend hours sweating in my lunchbox, and then the mustard would soak into the bread and make it damp.”

      “Of course.” Riya sighed.

      Abby’s own lunchbox sat at her side. It was old and built out of stiff metal. The embossed front held a print of a watercolor forest scene, with small woodland animals peeking out from behind trees. The box was bordering on childish. She’d tried to buy a new one two years before, using part of her precious savings, but when it had come time to pack her food she’d balked at trading out the old tin box.

      It was the last present she’d gotten from her father. One of the last nice memories she’d had of him, before he’d tried to challenge Charles Vickers.

      Just like too many things in her life, it had become a bittersweet staple. Each day she saw the box, it hurt something inside of her. But giving it up would have hurt more.

      She let her fingers linger on the faded watercolor print for a second before opening it. Inside were two sandwiches, one stacked on top of the other, and two apples. She took the top sandwich, then glanced toward Rhys.

      He hadn’t brought any lunch. Mornings were difficult for him. Sometimes it was all he could do to just step out of the house. Very often he neglected everything else. Including food.

      She slid the box toward him. “I accidentally made too much. Help me out.”

      He glanced at the sandwich, then at her. “We both know you didn’t.”

      She leaned toward him, her shoulder bumping his, and for a second she was transported back to the first time they’d sat like that. During first-grade recess, back when they were both five and had been exhausted and giddy from racing back and forward across the jungle gym together. Back when Rhys still remembered how to laugh.

      “Eat the sandwich. Things are going to get ugly if you refuse.”

      “Oh?” One of his eyebrows twitched up a fraction, intrigued. “Are you threatening me?”

      She couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “This is a reverse bully situation. You have to take my lunch or else I’ll beat you up.”

      “So violent,” he said, but there was a hint of warmth in his voice.

      She gave the box two insistent nudges toward him—tap, tap—and he finally picked up the sandwich.

      “And the apple,” she said, and refused to relax the intensity of her stare until he took that, as well.

      “Thank you,” he murmured, and those two simple words felt like hot coals in her chest.

      Connor ignored them as he continued his plating ritual. He laid slices of cheese over his ham, carefully adjusting them to get maximum coverage. “The goal is to arrive at a balanced palate. Today, I will be pairing my meal with an exquisite bottle of reconstituted orange juice, which you might notice is quite a bold flavor pairing—”

      “You’re not going to have time to eat if you don’t hurry,” Riya said. She’d already finished her food and used a paper napkin to clean her fingers.

      “Please.” He held one hand up for silence. “The artist is at work.”

      His fingers curved too far back as he held them up, each joint bending beyond what Abby’s could handle.

      He’d been diagnosed with EDS when he was twelve. That meant his tendons didn’t hold his bones together the way they should. It left him hyperflexible, but also extra vulnerable to injuries. His PE coach had been the first to suggest his parents see a specialist after Connor’s list of sprained ankles and dislocated joints and inexplicable bruises grew too long to ignore.

      Connor could stretch his arms out straight, and then keep stretching them, until his elbow bent backward twenty degrees past anyone else’s. It was his favorite party trick to deploy when he wanted to make someone squirm.

      He wasn’t supposed to do that. With the tendons failing to hold his joints together, most of the pressure was taken up by his muscles. And they weren’t designed to be pulled that far. He’d once admitted to Abby that, after showing off his flexibility, his arm would ache for the rest of the day.

      “Hey,” Riya said, sitting forward abruptly. “Hey, hey, that’s her.”

      “Hm?” Abby looked up from her partially eaten sandwich.

      “The new girl.”

      “Huh.” Connor craned, shielding his squinted eyes. “She looks cool.”

      Riya’s gaze was intent. “She is. She really, really is. I met her briefly,” she explained. “Earlier. Well, I saw her. We didn’t exactly meet. Or talk. Or…yeah.”

      It wasn’t hard to find her, even with groups of students milling across the grassy field. Her jacket, pants, and boots were all black, but she wore a vivid orange shirt that contrasted against her surroundings strikingly.

      Colors didn’t seem to endure in Doubtful. The orange top was the brightest thing in any direction. But, if the new girl realized just how much she stood out, it didn’t seem to bother her. There was a quiet intensity in the way she carried herself. She stood, one hand in her pocket, scanning the straggling groups spaced around the school’s outside. As though hunting for something. And her eyes landed on the Jackrabbits, hidden in the shade cast by the tree.

      “She didn’t hear me, did she?” Riya dropped her voice to be quieter. “Oh, no, no, no.”

      She was walking toward them. Her head tilted, her hair bouncing a fraction with each step, she strode with purpose, as though they were exactly what she’d been searching for. She came to a halt with her hands in her pockets, her legs planted, her head tilted slightly to the side. She blinked down at them, then said, “Hey. I’m Jen.”

      “Abby,” Abby said, raising a hand in greeting, then indicated her friends. “Rhys. Connor. And Riya.”

      “I love your everything,” Riya blurted.

      There was a second of painful silence. Then Jen said, her eyes narrowed and her tone dubious, “Thanks.”

      Deeply mortified color spread over Riya’s face. She couldn’t meet any of their eyes. Abby gave her shoulder a brief, reassuring squeeze before turning back to Jen. “You can eat lunch with us,” she offered.

      It wasn’t one of their official rules, but more of an unspoken agreement. It was dangerous to be isolated in Doubtful. If you saw someone on their own, you were supposed to try to invite them in.

      “I can make you a sandwich,” Connor added, indicating his own. “It contains succulent alfalfa freshly harvested from the jar on my kitchen counter just this morning.”

      “Thanks,” Jen said, no less dubious. “But I’m only stopping by.”

      Jen’s eyes passed over them. Abby could picture the group from her perspective. Connor, as spindly as an insect, but with a smile so big and loud that it was impossible to feel threatened. Riya, color flooding her face, tiny and wound tight and impeccably put together in her lacrosse outfit. And Abby herself, too pale, too intense, too often told that her gaze was unsettling.

      Finally, Jen’s gaze lingered on Rhys. Trying to read him.

      Not much about Rhys was easy to gather at a glance. Not his mood and not his thoughts. People tended to avoid him. They thought he looked threatening. Which was laughable to anyone who really knew him. Rhys wasn’t dangerous.

      No—Abby had to correct herself. He was rarely dangerous.

      He wasn’t quick to anger. He’d taken taunts and insults without reaction. The boys in school had tried throwing baseballs at him once, and he’d barely flinched.

      She’d only seen him lash out once: when Sam Gunner had hit her across the face with a hockey stick, splitting her lip. There’d been blood. Not just on Abby’s mouth, but on Sam’s face and Rhys’s hands, as well.

      No one in school had tried to give the group any trouble since then.

      Rhys met Jen’s querying gaze. Just like he was being assessed, he was assessing her in return. He rarely spoke in social groups. But he was always on watch. Always on guard.

      Always prepared to defend.

      Then Jen broke eye contact and drew a deep breath. “Can I ask you all a question? Do you know who January Spalling is?”

      “Oh yeah,” Connor said, with more relish than Abby would have liked. “Missing girl. Well, dead girl now. She used to work at the post office.”

      They’d learned her identity from Riya earlier that morning. Riya’s mother ran Doubtful’s small post office and had received a call saying that her employee would not be returning to work. January Spalling had been missing for nearly three months by that point.

      Jen raised her eyebrows. She didn’t speak, but her silence was expectant, asking for elaboration.

      “They found her body last night.” Connor, always happy to talk, laid the final slice of bread onto his sandwich and examined the result with a critical eye. “Her, and part of someone else.”

      “What?” Jen took half a step forward. She didn’t seem eager to actually sit with them, but she lowered herself into a crouch, forearms braced on her black jeans. “There was a second body?”

      “Oh, yeah, absolutely. Not an entire body, though. About half of one. They still don’t know who it is.” Connor delicately rotated the plate to view his lunch from different angles. “The whole thing’s kind of messed up.”

      Jen’s eyes were narrowed, uncertain. She worked her jaw.

      Abby leaned forward. She tried to keep her voice soft. “Have you heard about the Stitcher yet?”

      “No.”

      “Okay.” Abby ran her tongue over her dry lips. “Doubtful isn’t a safe place. People…people go missing here, sometimes. People…die.”

      Jen remained on guard. “You don’t need to sugarcoat your words.”

      “Someone’s killing people in Doubtful,” Abby said. “And he’s been doing it for a long time.”

      Connor nodded. “The Stitcher.”

      “Your father works with the police, so he’ll probably be able to tell you more,” Abby said. “But there are things you need to do to keep yourself safe. Lock your doors and windows, and don’t go out after dark.”

      “Try not to travel alone.” Riya, still not able to meet any of their eyes, had managed to regain some of her voice. She joined Abby in reciting their rules. “Tell someone before you leave your home.”

      “Stay in areas with lots of people,” Connor continued. “Don’t rely on technology. It breaks. And most importantly…”

      Rhys finished: “Stay away from Charles Vickers.”

      Jen seemed frozen. Her eyebrows were low, but her eyes were wide, intent. “Who’s Charles Vickers?”

      “He’s the Stitcher,” Connor said. “He’s the last thing you’ll ever see before you die.”

      For a second, the school grounds seemed perfectly silent. The leaves above their head rattled, and they sounded like a thousand fingertips tapping at a window, asking to be let in.

      Then Jen leaned back, rocking on her heels, her teeth bared in a grim smile. “I get it. This is what you do to the new people, huh?”

      Abby shared a glance with Rhys.

      “It’s some kind of hazing thing, right? Trying to scare me?” Jen stood, her jaw set. “I don’t appreciate it.”

      “We’re not trying to scare you,” Connor called as Jen turned away. “We’re trying to warn you!”

      She ignored them as she strode across the sparse grass and toward the school building.

      Connor sighed and slumped back. Even his hair seemed fractionally deflated. “We messed that one up, huh?”

      Abby watched her go. “Someone else will try to warn her. Someone she’ll believe. And in the meantime…let’s keep an eye on her. Just in case.”

      Riya groaned, both hands pressed over her face. “Why did I say that to her? Learning to speak was a mistake.”

      “Honestly? I’m impressed.” Connor finally picked up his sandwich and ate half of it in one massive bite. He spoke around it, cheeks bulging as he chewed. “I love your everything might just be the boldest pickup line I’ve ever heard.”

      Riya groaned louder and flopped over, burying her face in the fallen leaves.
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      January Spalling was nineteen when she died. She’d had respectable grades right through middle and high school, though she’d always shone brightest in classes with a social side and truly excelled at singing.

      She’d gotten a job at the post office not long after graduation, restocking shelves and taking payments. She was saving to rent a room in California. She’d wanted to escape her hometown. She thought she might be able to make it as a singer.

      Most people in Doubtful had a dream of one day leaving.

      Not many ever did.

      January Spalling was reported missing when she failed to show up for work one morning. Her mother saw her leave their shared house at eight forty, purse over her shoulder.

      Work was a ten-minute walk from her home. A delivery driver saw her at the end of her street. Both her mother and the driver agreed that she seemed to be behaving normally.

      That was her last-known sighting.

      Five days later, her purse was found near the edge of the forest, a twenty-minute walk from her home, and in the opposite direction of her work. It appeared to have been dumped there some time in the previous days and had suffered water damage. The contents—credit cards, phone, cash—hadn’t been touched. The only sign of tampering was six inches of thin red thread tied into a knot and placed inside.

      Three months later, the majority of January Spalling’s body was recovered from the abandoned home on Breaker Street after an anonymous tip directed the police to it. She’d been cut up and spliced back together with a second victim, identity unknown. The red thread stitching pieces of her skin into place matched the material left inside her purse.

      Those facts jumbled through Abby’s head. They didn’t tell her much. Most of the disappearances were like that—there were the facts you could establish, things you knew for certain, but so many holes left that you never felt as though you truly understood it. January Spalling knew about Charles Vickers. Everyone in town did. So how had he managed to take her with no one seeing or hearing even a whisper?

      “Hey,” Abby called as she entered the house.

      “Up here,” Hope shouted from the upstairs floor.

      Checking that Hope was there was always the first thing Abby did when she got home. She was terrified of the day when her greeting might go unanswered.

      Thudding noises came from the second floor: the sounds of Hope moving about her room. “Abs,” she called. “I’m making a video. Can I borrow your blue top?”

      Abby slung her backpack onto the living room chair and stretched. “The one with the lace? Sure.”

      “Thank you!” Hope appeared at the top of the stairs, beaming. She was already wearing the lacy blue top, and Abby had to laugh.

      “Made much progress?” she asked.

      “The equipment’s being a nightmare. I had to rerecord one section three times just to get it to save.” Hope’s hair, dyed with streaks of rose pink and lilac purple, was jaw length, but she’d knotted part of it up behind her head. “But I really want to get this uploaded tonight.”

      Hope was an anomaly in Doubtful. In a town that drained dreams and sapped color, Hope stood in defiance of it all. She struggled with erratic technology far past what Abby could have endured, and forced colors into her naturally flaxen hair, and lived life with a pure vivaciousness that might have exhausted any other person.

      A lot of people dreamed of leaving Doubtful.

      Few did.

      Her sister might be one of those rare exceptions.

      Abby had been saving up for years. A dollar here, a day’s lunch money there, hidden in a wooden box in the back of her drawers. She hadn’t tried to count it in a long time. But she thought it might be enough for at least a month’s rent somewhere else. To at least give Hope a chance.

      She just had to keep them safe—keep them together—long enough for Hope to become a legal adult.

      Her younger sister spun at the top of the stairs, her skirt flaring. She’d clearly put time into her appearance that day. Even the failing technology hadn’t been able to dampen her spirits.

      Abby hesitated. The house was very quiet. “Have you seen Momma yet?”

      Hope stumbled to a halt. “She was in the back garden when I got home, digging. I haven’t seen her since.”

      “Sure.”

      Hope disappeared back into her room, and Abby crossed to the kitchen. The window over the sink looked out over their rear garden, a tangle of unregulated bushes and sprawling roses, their thorny tendrils waving in the wind.

      Her mother was no longer there. But the mounds of fresh dirt were. Heaps onto either side of the hole she’d been digging.

      Abby could picture her there, crouched, bones showing through her thin nightdress, her hands smeared with dirt past the elbows as she clawed and clawed deeper into the earth, trying to desperately reach something below. It was just one of eight holes she’d been working at for weeks.

      Abby turned aside. They had leftovers in the fridge—tuna bake Abby had recreated from an old recipe book with discolored edges—and she spooned some onto a plate before putting it in the microwave.

      The holes were another bad sign. Her mother started expanding them when things began to turn bad. The erratic technology. The nightmares. Now the holes. They all pointed to one thing.

      Someone was going to be taken soon.

      The microwave beeped. Abby took the plate out and laid a spoon on its edge, then carried it up the stairs.

      Hope’s bedroom was to the left. She could hear her sister’s voice through the thin wood, bubbling and excited as she talked to her webcam. Abby’s own door was to the right.

      At the end of the hallway was the master bedroom. It was still open a crack, the way it had been earlier that morning. The curtains were drawn. Inside was dark.

      “Momma?”

      Abby hesitated, waiting, but there were no sounds of acknowledgment.

      Their mother’s moods ebbed and flowed like a tide. Mostly they were slow and steady and predictable. But sometimes, if you weren’t paying enough attention, they could turn and catch you by surprise.

      When her mother was good, she’d eat any food she was given. Abby could help her bathe. Brush out her thinning hair and plait it to keep it neat.

      When she turned bad…

      The holes in the back garden were a bad sign. But there should still be enough time to get her some food, to fend off the horrible thinness of her frame for a little more.

      Abby nudged the door open with her elbow and leaned forward. The main bedroom was dark and dusty and smelled stale. Abby held the plate of food out, a peace offering. She couldn’t see her mother. “Momma? Do you want to eat?”

      Still no response.

      Abby took a step deeper into the room.

      Beside the door was a tray of food. Porridge, cold, and a bowl of sliced apple and orange segments. She’d left it there that morning before leaving for school with Hope.

      Flies crawled over the food. The apple had turned brown, the skin peeling back at the edges. Something squirmed in the porridge. Abby frowned, straining against the dim light. Maggots? The food hadn’t been there long enough to get maggots—

      She had a sudden mental image of her mother hunched over the bowl, picking at scabs in her skin. Pulling maggots out, one at a time, and letting them drop into the food. And then using one long, dexterous finger to stir them in.

      A rattling noise pulled Abby’s eyes up.

      There was a narrow gap between the wardrobe and the wall. No more than a foot. But in that cramped space, one wide staring eye glittered.

      “Momma,” Abby whispered, her mouth dry. She held the bowl out. It shook in her hands. “Food, Momma.”

      The eye was fixed on her. Round, unblinking, intense.

      Abby edged forward. She began to crouch, one hand reaching for the tray and its rotting food to pull it away and leave the fresh meal in its place.

      Her mother lunged forward.

      Limp arms swung at her side, still caked with dirt from the back garden. Her hair trailed across her face. Her jaws were open, showing long, narrow teeth.

      Abby dropped the bowl and darted back. Her mother crossed the space between them in long, loping paces, her bony knees flashing out from under the nightdress, her arms swinging. Abby grasped for the edge of the bedroom door and pulled on it, shutting it hard.

      Her mother slammed into the closed door. The wood shuddered. Abby clenched her teeth, gripping the handle, holding it closed.

      Bang. Bang. Her mother wasn’t just beating at the wood, she was hurling her body into it. Bang. Bang. BANG.

      The sounds abruptly fell silent. In their place was just low, rattling breathing: air sucked in and out through bared teeth.

      Abby’s hands shook as she slowly, carefully let go of her hold on the doorknob. She stepped back, and then turned.

      Hope was at the other end of the hallway, her face white, her eyes frightened.

      Abby forced herself to smile, fighting to keep the trembles out of her voice. “Momma… Momma’s not feeling well right now.” She swallowed a lump in her throat. “How about we head out for a bit? Give her some space?”

      Hope nodded once, a small, frightened smile flashing up and then vanishing again. Abby held her hand out. Her sister took it and didn’t let go as they went down the stairs to escape into the late afternoon daylight.
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      “I’m home,” Jen called, using her shoulder to push through the front door.

      The hallway was still lined with packing boxes. Neither she nor her father had brought many possessions when they moved, but even with their minimalism, she’d underestimated how long it would take to unpack into a new home.

      The real estate agent had told them this was one of the nicest houses in Doubtful. That boded very badly for the rest of the town. The wooden floors were scuffed and somehow always dusty, the kitchen desperately needed a renovation, and Jen kept discovering cracks running through the walls.

      The new house was a lot bigger than their apartment in New York, though. The rooms weren’t much larger, but there were more of them, and they had both a seemingly endless back garden and a front yard, too. Jen was still getting used to the sheer quantity of plant life outside every window.

      “Hey,” her father called. “How was school?”

      She was still getting used to the home’s layout and had to follow his voice to find him. Thompson sat at the kitchen island, his reading glasses low on his nose, a mug of coffee at one side, and a stack of paperwork spread out on the table ahead of him.

      Thompson was their surname, but, growing up, it seemed to be the only thing anyone called her father. His supervisors, his coworkers, even his neighbors. Jen had started calling him Thompson as a joke, but, over the span of years, it had stuck.

      “School’s fine.” Jen dropped her bag at her side and then pulled one of the stools up to sit opposite her father.

      He was getting older. It was only something she’d started to notice in the last year, but now she couldn’t stop seeing the gradual changes. The gray flecks speckled through his short dark hair. The creases on either side of his eyes.

      Sometimes she wondered how many of those budding gray hairs she was responsible for.

      Those new wrinkles were a big part of the reason for their transfer to Doubtful. Not that Thompson would admit it. New York was a vibrantly alive city, and the police dispatchers never saw a quiet moment. Her father had kept up with the pace for twenty-five years, but now, he was ready for a break.

      Doubtful was a quiet, rural town, with a population of no more than twenty thousand. There would still be crimes—where were there not?—but they wouldn’t be anywhere near the scale of a major city’s.

      At least, that was what she’d thought.

      Jen pulled the zipper back on her bag and took the missing person poster out from inside. She slapped it onto the kitchen island, facing her father. “What’s happening in this town?”

      “Oh.” His eyes fluttered closed momentarily, then opened again. “Sweetheart. Yes. This young woman was found last night. I’m so sorry. That must have been an awful first day at school.”

      Jen leaned forward. “That’s the weird thing. It wasn’t. It was…just like any other day. This group I encountered tried to scare me with a story about a serial killer called the Stitcher, but other than that, no one said a thing.”

      “Huh.” His eyes narrowed a fraction. She knew that look; he was being bothered by a mystery of his own, and she’d just added another piece to the puzzle.

      “Tell me,” she demanded.

      He slowly took his reading glasses off and stared at a smudge on one of the panes. “It’s nothing important.”

      She directed a sharp, unforgiving finger at him. “Thompson, tell me.”

      He chuckled. Jen knew he found it funny when she acted like his superior, and she used that to her advantage. “All right,” he said. “You asked me what was happening in this town. And I can honestly say…I don’t know.”

      “But it’s weird, right?” Jen leaned forward. She needed someone to agree with her, to acknowledge just how bad everything felt. “There’s something really…off about this place.”

      “You could say that,” he agreed. “That body we retrieved this morning? That was worse than just about anything I’ve had to deal with before. It was…it was like something out of a nightmare. And, once we got back to the station, no one wanted to talk about it.”

      Just like how no one at school seemed to want to look at the missing posters. Jen hunched forward.

      Thompson tapped the corner of his glasses against the papers he’d been examining when she arrived. “I even brought it up a couple of times. They just switched the conversation to something else. And this isn’t the only thing I haven’t been able to get clear answers on.”

      Jen tilted her head forward, her eyebrows raised. “What do you mean?”

      He sighed, looking tired. “People just aren’t talking to me. At first I thought it was because I was the new guy, or maybe I was replacing someone they liked, or maybe because I was transferring from the city. No one likes change, or even the threat of change. I get that.”

      “Yeah?”

      “But then today an officer who sits opposite me made a comment about how they were grateful I’d transferred. That they’d been trying to fill my desk for months, and they were glad someone had finally taken it. And yet…conversations end when I enter the room.”

      Jen frowned.

      Thompson released a small, weary chuckle. “And here I was thinking small towns had a reputation for being friendly. Well. That aside. I’ve been able to glean one thing. The people here seem to keep a curfew. Indoors after sundown. I’m thinking we should follow their example, at least until we’re more settled in.”

      He very badly wanted to fit into his new community, she knew. He’d already bought new clothes for his off-duty days to better fit into the rural atmosphere and even had a generator taking up half of their garage because “that’s how people live here.”

      Jen knew better than to argue. If she tried to fight it, her father would never let up. He’d worry, and nag, and watch her every move. It was easier for everyone involved if she agreed, then left later once he’d gotten so absorbed in his endless stacks of work that he’d forgotten his own decree. “Sure. Sounds good.”

      “Okay.” He gently pushed the missing person poster, and January Spalling, aside. “Back to you. How’s the homework situation looking? Any difficult teachers?”

      “It’s…” the word fine died before even reaching Jen’s tongue. She stared through the kitchen window at the grassy stretch running down the side of their house, her heart leaping unpleasantly.

      Something long and lanky moved there, its body undulating as it walked past their home.
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