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      I’ve done a lot of book signings since I LOVED THE MOTHMAN came out in 2024. Since I have never been a supernatural writer, I’ve got a goofy spread of titles on my table: MOTHMAN, my nonfiction AUTHOR’S GUIDE TO LIBRARIES, and contemporary upmarket such as HOW TO REMEMBER. I always recommend that authors avoid writing in multiple genres because it can mess with their brand. But here I go ignoring my own advice again.

      I’ve been bowled over by MOTHMAN’s success. While I’m proud of my other books, I’ve never gotten so much attention for a title. And I’m so grateful to all those readers for their feedback and support.

      As I was attending those signings, I found that I was telling readers that I was inspired by folklore. I started to realize that my lifelong connection with mythology is what has sparked these ideas. I was obsessed with Greek myth as a child, especially that of Andromeda. I couldn’t fathom how a parent could tie their own kid up to a rock and leave her for a freaking sea monster. So with this volume, I decided to expand my scope. We’re not just talking about cryptids here, people. We’re going wide. And I think the next book in this series might go even wider.

      Of course, we’re still exploring some cryptid territory. There’s the title story, of course, and “Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner.” Both of those were influenced by Unsolved Mysteries episodes on Netflix. I’ve learned about more cryptids spotted only ten minutes from my house in the Cuyahoga Valley National Park. I’m finally writing about the beloved Squonk, too.

      If you would like to be surprised about the upcoming stories, I won’t spoil them for you. But if you are curious and want to read the background of each before diving in, check out the Appendix at the back. You can learn about the creatures and the genesis of each story.

      I’m so excited to share this book with all of you!

      

      Cari

      June 11, 2025

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Detective Mothman

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you, dear reader, for finding my message. You are my only hope in solving this dreadful mystery.

      My story begins before the dawn of humanity. I myself have not lived this long, but my people have. We have haunted this earth for generations. I know we are frightening, intimidating, but we cannot reveal ourselves to you. You see, we have a gift: we can predict disaster. And we have no desire to reveal these gifts to a society that exploits so many.

      But we have tried to warn you. Some disasters are so devastating, so painful, that we have attempted to intervene. The Silver Bridge collapse in Point Pleasant, West Virginia, took 46 lives. I myself appeared to many humans in the effort to prevent those lives from being lost. I was young, though, and scared the townspeople. I hope to have reached you in a way you understand. There is danger ahead.

      A killer is on the loose in Chicago. If we cannot catch this person, at least thirty souls will lose their lives, and maybe more. This individual is a sociopath, someone who delights in taking the lives of others. But they are young in their career, just learning how to capture and kill their victims. Only one person has died so far. My appearance did not change the minds or hearts of anyone involved.

      You have the tools to solve this case. You can walk around freely, investigate clues, report back to me with your investigation results. I will follow and protect you. We will not repeat the mistakes of the Silver Bridge. 

      Her name was Alicia Stanley.

      Thank you for taking on this significant responsibility. We will do this together.
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        * * *

      

      The three of them had been minding their own business, wandering aimlessly in Andersonville as they tended to do. Poppy was in her usual fairy-adjacent garb: green hair, flowing dress, combat boots. Gene plodded along beside them in an old Metallica T-shirt and worn black jeans. “He’s in his Eeyore stage,” Poppy had said once, and Nathan had replied, “He’s always been in the Eeyore stage.”

      Poppy had her phone out with a compass app. She was into geocaching, the thing where people used coordinates to find little hidden packages all over the place. Nathan thought this was kind of dumb, but he didn’t want to yuck Poppy’s yum.

      When she stopped, both Nathan and Gene almost bumped into her. The phone was pointing her to an alley. It wasn’t too scary, as alleys could be, but Nathan could smell the two trash cans sitting there.

      “Ooooh,” Poppy chirped. “There’s something here!”

      She squatted beside the trash cans and dug out a small black box with two red jewels embedded in its top, then drew out a piece of paper and handed it to Nathan. He scanned it, then crumpled the letter in his right fist. “It’s a stupid prank,” he told her.

      “Hey!” Poppy hopped up, trying to grab it from his hand. “Don’t throw that out.”

      “It’s stupid,” Nathan said, but his heart was racing.

      God, he’d always been in love with her. Her tiny hummingbird energy, her curiosity, her kindness. She was the manic pixie dream girl embodied: the perfect girl who seemed vapid on the outside but so deep on the inside. Nathan dreamed of the romance, the sweep of emotion as he pulled her into his arms. They’d fit together perfectly, like a key and a lock.

      Gene kicked the sidewalk. “Nathan’s right. Let it go, Poppy.”

      She put her hands on her slim hips as Nathan aimed for the trash can. The letter flew above her head as he landed the shot. 

      Poppy bared her teeth. Her hair frizzed around her head, as if it was just as indignant as she was. She reached in, her feet rising as she leaned over and plucked the letter out of the trash. There was now a suspicious green fluid covering the letter’s back corner.

      Gene frowned. “Gross.”

      “Whoever this is, they need help.” Poppy, who had always been quick to emote, raised her hands to her cheeks. Her eyes already watered with tears. “This is serious.”

      Gene leaned over her shoulder and skimmed the note, then let out a guffaw. “This is some shithead playing a joke. Premonitions of serial killers? Let it go, Poppy. You guys want to hit up Simon’s?”

      “I’m sick of going to some bar every night.” Poppy unfolded the note and smoothed it out. “I’m bored. Let’s shake this place up a little.”
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        * * *

      

      They ended up at Simon’s anyway.

      The bar was old but quirky. Its neon sign featured a blue fish holding a yellow martini glass and wearing a yellow hat. Inside, there were stained glass windows boasting the same fish. Nathan had never understood the symbolism. It was humid, the scent of beer hanging in the air, mixing with the smells of aged wood and walls.

      Gene got a summer shandy. Poppy ordered an apple mocktail, and Nathan requested water. Poppy had celebrated a year of sobriety the past March, and he wanted to support her. She had no qualms about bar food, though, and he’d seen her put away mozzarella sticks like they were going out of style.

      Poppy extracted the letter from her pocket and placed it on the table. “Let’s read this more closely.”

      “Is there green stuff in your pockets?” Gene asked.

      Poppy made a face. “I don’t know. Or care.”

      Gene rolled his eyes.

      She peered at the text on the page. “We have haunted this earth for generations… we can predict disaster.” 

      Nathan balled his fists. His jagged nails scratched the inside of his palms. “Some kind of alien thing. Not human.”

      Gene groaned. “You gonna get in on this too, huh?”

      Nathan shrugged.

      “The Silver Bridge.” Poppy squinted, then tapped her chin. “I’ve heard of that before. Point Pleasant, West Virginia. Where have I heard of this?”

      A server appeared with their drinks. Poppy whipped out her phone and started tapping while she sucked down her mocktail. Gene sneered again with that twisted lip.

      “Mothman!” Poppy said triumphantly. “Mothman was at Point Pleasant.” She consulted the letter. “He says he tried to warn them. It has to be him. Mothman wants us to solve a mystery.”

      “Dear God, Poppy.” Gene slammed his beer on the table. “Nate, don’t you agree? You said this was stupid before.”

      Nathan had said it. Had felt it. But as he watched her, that earnest look on her freckled face, he saw a spark. One he hadn’t seen in some time.

      “I don’t know,” Nathan said. “Now that I think about it, it is kinda intriguing.”

      “Stupid. Y’all are gonna get kidnapped or killed or something.” Gene threw back the rest of his beer. He patted Poppy on the head and scooted his chair away from her. It scraped on the floor as he got up and threw bills on the table. “I’m heading back. Don’t stay out too late.”

      Poppy flipped a wave at Gene, but he was already out the door. She cleared her throat. “Okay. What else do we know? Alicia Stanley—the first victim’s name. Should we be investigating her?”

      A chill wiggled its way up Nathan’s spine. This was going to end poorly.

      “That sounds good,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The three of them grew up together, bonded by being nerdy kids in a private school full of snobs. They were in college now, attending the University of Illinois. None of them had declared a major yet.

      Poppy’s parents sent her money sometimes. Nathan and Gene were on their own–Gene’s parents had kicked him out, while Nathan’s parents were dead. They were in their forties when he was born, and both suffered from diabetes and other medical issues that took them in their sixties. He’d inherited the house where he and Gene were living; Poppy was half an hour away, living in the dorm.

      Inheriting the property had been like a sudden rainstorm: Nathan found out quickly that he had to care for the yard, pay for utilities and property tax, take out the trash—not to mention everything he was still dealing with through probate. His uncle had helped him, was still helping him, but most of the time Nathan felt like he was playing house. He’d had to grow up too quickly. No wonder he didn’t know what he was doing with his life yet.

      Nathan and Poppy found a bench lit by a streetlamp and huddled around Poppy’s phone.

      “It looks like she died just this morning.” Poppy skimmed the news article that was the first search result. Then she put a hand over her mouth. “In the dorm. Like, my dorm.”

      “Shit,” Nathan said in a breath. “Do you know her?”

      Poppy shook her head. A green lock of curly hair fell into her face. “It’s a big building. But oh my God. She was strangled.”

      “What else does the article say?” Nathan leaned in, feeling a twinge as he got so close to her that he could smell her hair. The warmth from her body radiated toward him.

      “Not a whole lot. It’s still breaking news.” She lifted her head. “It does say that there were no signs of forced entry. The killer must have had access to the building.”

      Shit. “That means you aren’t safe there, either.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m plucky, remember?”

      “It doesn’t mean you have superpowers.” Nathan frowned. “I don’t like you going back there alone. Especially if this guy is going to escalate quickly. Why don’t you come to our place and sleep on the couch. At least for tonight. I’ll grab an Uber.”

      His heart skipped as he said the words. She’d stayed the night many times, but he’d never been so bold as to ask her to do so. It was the only way he could think of to protect her, though.

      She nodded. “Okay, I can see that. But in the morning we’re going back to the dorm and sniffing around. Mothman said so.”

      A warm, quick breeze blew across their faces. Poppy’s hair lifted from her shoulders, and she grinned as the beat of wings sounded overhead. Nathan almost laughed at the silliness of it all, yet he also knew how serious their task was. He looked up to see the looming black shadow disappear into the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday morning, Nathan got up early and made pancakes. Gene crawled into the kitchen and started coffee while Poppy snored on the couch.

      “You guys are ridiculous,” Gene said. He slumped over the kitchen island while Nathan created a neat stack of pancakes on a plate. “Mothman. For God’s sake.”

      “Well, what other plans do you have for today?” While the griddle sizzled, Nathan reached into the fridge for butter and syrup. “You might as well come with us.”

      Gene thumbed toward the TV with the XBOX hooked up. “Call of Duty calls.”

      They slathered their pancakes and gobbled them in no time. Both guys were fast eaters. Nathan, an only child, ate fast so he could go back to whatever he was doing. And Gene, with his big family, had to get his food before someone else did.

      Nathan eyed the living room. Poppy was still not awake. One hand was slung across her face, and her hair fanned out behind her pillow in green corkscrews. He made sure to leave a couple pancakes for her, then pulled out his phone. Gene was breathing heavily as he scrolled on his own device.

      With Alicia Stanley at the forefront of the news cycle, there were more articles. One this morning boasted a picture that Nathan recognized. She was in his geography seminar. That class was occupied by at least a hundred students, but Alicia was memorable. She looked a lot like Poppy: pink hair instead of green, round glasses, light purple lips. Not the typical sorority girl who died in these types of situations. Nathan’s chest stung. He’d almost asked her out.

      “Gene,” Nathan said, snapping his fingers.

      His friend looked up. “What?”

      “Come with us.”

      “Why?” Gene’s perma-scowl deepened.

      “It’s not the same without you.” As much as Nathan hated to admit that, it was true. He could not concentrate with Poppy alone. And despite his demeanor, Gene was whip-smart. He might pick up on any clues the other two missed.

      “I know you think it’s stupid,” Nathan continued, “but this girl died, man. And if we can prevent any more deaths…”

      Gene stiffened, and Nathan flinched at his own words. Of course Gene didn’t want to come with them. This was all too close to home.

      But Gene recovered. “That’s the thing.” He pointed to the letter, which Poppy had thrown on the kitchen island where they sat. “Maybe whoever made that box was the killer. How else could they know the details?”

      Nathan leaned against the counter. It all seemed so backwards. Either the whole thing was supernatural or the killer was leading them on a wild goose chase. Luring them into a trap, maybe.

      Poppy plodded into the kitchen then, blinking sleep from her eyes. “Oh, thanks, babe,” she said to Nathan as she beelined toward the plate he’d left her. The endearment made Nathan feel like a hammer was going through his head.

      Gene yawned. “I have an essay to procrastinate on. You two go have fun.”

      Nathan didn’t think tracking a killer sounded fun. But he couldn’t handle the idea of more girls losing their lives. Gene left his syrupy plate, and Poppy took his spot at the island. Nathan couldn’t help watching her as she ate, shoving pancakes into her mouth like they were the last things she’d ever eat. When she looked up, he turned away.
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        * * *

      

      Even on their urban campus, there were pockets of green. The middle of the quad boasted well-manicured lawns and white birches with leaves hanging over the pathways between buildings. Nathan rarely visited the dorms–only for parties, and even then he wasn’t much of a party guy. Poppy led the way, still in her dress from the night before. She’d thrown on a well-loved denim jacket that she’d left at Nathan’s house once.

      Their school was big enough that he didn’t recognize anyone they passed. He felt anonymous, as if he weren’t a student, just an interloper. Any one of these girls could be in one of his lectures, but they weren’t the type he noticed. He preferred manic pixie dream girls. 

      Poppy scanned her card into the lobby. It smelled like any other dorm Nathan had been in: musty, old brick.

      There was a girl behind the desk, a nothing girl, generic bleached blonde. Poppy went to swipe her card at the inside door, but the girl stopped her. “Only residents today,” she said.

      “Why?” Poppy looked puzzled. Nathan hung back, not wanting to break the rules.

      The generic girl licked her lips. “Crime scene. Duh.”

      “Please.” Poppy reached for Nathan’s hand, and he nearly flinched. Her dry, warm palm was smooth against his clammy one. “I need my boyfriend to help move a TV. It won’t take long.”

      Desk Girl’s gaze landed on Nathan for a moment. “Can’t you do that a different day?”

      “I sold it on Marketplace.” Poppy squeezed Nathan’s hand, and all the nerves in his body lit with electricity.

      “Oh my God, fine. But you better be out of there fast.”

      Poppy pointed finger guns at the girl. “You’re the greatest, Kennedy. I owe you one.”

      Kennedy was still looking at Nathan. “Hey, you look familiar. Aren’t you in my geography seminar?”

      Nathan studied her face. She could have been any one of those basic girls sitting behind him, sipping on Frappuccinos and jawing about what someone was wearing yesterday in the quad. He wanted to be polite, though, so he nodded. “Yeah, I recognize you.”

      She smiled. “Well, it’s nice to meet you.”

      He waved as Poppy tugged him through the door, and they stepped into the echoing corridor. She dropped his hand.

      Nathan followed her to the creaking elevator and up to the third floor, where Alicia’s room was. Not much to see–the door crisscrossed with police tape. He guessed it was locked. Steps resounded along the hard floor, and an officer in uniform rounded a corner. Gun and everything. Nathan saw the frown before he clocked anything else about the guy.

      “You’re not supposed to be here.” The cop pointed to Nathan. “Residents only.”

      “He’s helping me move a TV,” Poppy chirped. “Kennedy let me up. I sold it on Marketplace, so it needs to go today.”

      The cop narrowed his eyes. He was a gym bro, Nathan could tell. Buzz cut, square jaw. Behind that uniform was a set of muscles for days. Nathan hated that kind of guy. Talked a good game, but there was nothing behind the eyes. This was the kind of guy who dated girls like Kennedy.

      “It won’t take long.” Poppy nodded down the hallway. “My room’s just there.”

      “Alright,” the cop said. “I’ll wait. Leave the door open.”

      Poppy narrowed her eyes. “I have to change.”

      “Boyfriend can stay out here too then.” The cop’s hand moved to rest on his gun, and Nathan cringed. 

      “Why?” She lifted her chin. “It’s not like he hasn’t seen it before.”

      Nathan blushed a fiery red.

      The cop groaned. “Fine. I don’t care. Do what you need to do.”

      Poppy perked up. Nathan followed her into the room and shut the door.

      He almost didn’t notice that her roommate, Gemma, was lounging on the loft bed. Poppy’s stuck out from under it. She flopped on her bed and starfished on it–well, as far as she could extend her legs past the twin mattress. “Fuck that cop,” Poppy said. “We should take a nap. He’ll be waiting all day. Whatcha doing, Gem?”

      Poppy and Gemma weren’t attached at the hip. They had a decent relationship, but it was mostly superficial. Poppy had elbowed Nathan a few times, urging him to ask her out, but he couldn’t do it. Dating Gemma while Poppy lived in the same room would be torture. She was nice enough, and he liked talking to her, but he didn’t go for shy girls. He needed girls with flair and bounce. They kept him interested, kept him on his feet. Not that he’d had much of a relationship with anyone–not after his parents died–other than fooling around with a couple girls from the drama club in high school.

      Nathan stood awkwardly above Poppy, where he could make eye contact with Gemma. She shrugged. “Same old. I wanted to hang out here before I go to Amy’s.”

      “You’re spending the night off campus too, huh,” Poppy yelled up to Gemma.

      “It’s too freaky to be in here.” Gemma shivered. She caught Nathan’s eye, and he quickly looked away. 

      Poppy sat up. “I get that. Lana must have left too.” Alicia’s roommate, Nathan gathered.

      “She’s staying with her girlfriend on the fifth floor. That’s where she was last night too. I don’t think she’ll ever go back to that room.”

      “Makes sense.” Poppy glanced at the TV. “There’s a cop outside waiting for us to move it.”

      Gemma frowned. Nathan felt like he was playing ceiling tennis as his gaze bounced between Gemma and Poppy. 

      “It was the only way I could get in,” he said, clearing his throat. 

      “But why did you need to come in? You could have stayed outside.”

      He shifted from foot to foot, the wall looking quite interesting for a second.

      Poppy got up and stood by him, craning her neck up to Gemma. “Seemed weird to make him wait downstairs. Well, I guess I’ll tell the cop it was too heavy for us to move together. We’ll have to come back with Gene.”

      “It’s my TV, though,” Gemma said.

      “I know,” Poppy said.
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        * * *

      

      Poppy changed while Nathan looked at the door. His cheeks hadn’t stopped flaming. When he turned around, she was in a different floral dress with the same denim jacket.

      She gave their excuse to the cop, who looked like he was straining not to roll his eyes. They ducked into the elevator, and Poppy pressed the button for floor five. “I’m hoping Lena is here,” she said.

      “Do you think she knows anything? If she wasn’t even home when it happened?”

      Poppy fixed him with a “really?” look as the musty elevator trundled upwards. “My dorm is not my home.”

      He supposed she was right. Unlike him and Gene, Poppy grew up with a picture-perfect childhood: parents who loved each other, sunny little sister. She was riding on a scholarship earned by her soaring grades. She had the flag line and her band friends. Poppy had a place to call home. Nathan had an empty house, and Gene was unmoored.

      The elevator dinged and deposited them on the fifth floor. Poppy wandered the hall. No cops here–no crime scene. “I think her girlfriend’s name is Rowan,” Poppy whispered. “But it’s a long shot.”

      Rowan’s door was marked by the ubiquitous dry-erase board and collage of pictures. Poppy knocked, small at first but then louder. No answer.

      She sighed. “Guess we should head back to your place. There’s gotta be a different trail we can follow.”

      When they got to the first floor, Poppy avoided Kennedy’s eyes. They clearly were not carrying the TV. They were out the doors and booking it toward the car when Poppy nearly bumped into a set of girls holding hands. Her eyes widened. “Lana? Rowan, oh my God!”

      Seemed like a good time for Nathan to step back. 

      Lana’s cheeks were tear-stained, and Nathan saw Poppy hesitate. But eventually she took the breath that he knew would lead into word vomit. The jury was out as to whether that would produce answers.

      “I know you probably have a million people asking questions,” Poppy started. “But Nathan and I are working on this case and we need to find out as much as we can.”

      Nathan saw Lana’s girlfriend squeeze her hand. He remembered the thirty seconds Poppy had held his.

      Lana blinked. The warm breeze lifted the smell of turned earth off the grass.

      “Working on the case?” Rowan prompted.

      “Yeah. For… for Nathan’s capstone project. He’s shadowing the cops. This is the biggest case they’ve seen in years, and they wanted us to find as much information as we could. Especially since we go here.”

      Rowan narrowed her eyes. She was tall, with square shoulders, her body equipped to stare him down. “I don’t recognize him.”

      Lana dropped her girlfriend’s hand and finally spoke. “We don’t owe them anything, babe. Let’s just go back to your room.”

      “Wait!” Poppy called as they moved past. “They found fingerprints. I have to ask you, Lena. Who comes into your room when you’re not there?”

      “I’m not Alicia’s keeper.” Lana was small and hurt, like a baby bird, in contrast with Rowan’s imposing frame. “She was quiet. Kept to herself. All I know is that the person had a key. No break-in. They slammed on the door last night at about three–they found me up with Row in her room. Since I was the only other person with a key is all. But it scared the hell out of both of us.”

      Poppy nodded slowly. “That’s helpful, though. Someone else must have had one.”

      “Yeah.” Lana shrugged. “I won’t know. We’re getting out of this dorm entirely.”

      The women turned to walk away, and Poppy turned to Nathan. He felt like he’d faded into the background. Become part of the trees. “It’s good information,” Poppy said. “It was someone Alicia knew.”
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        * * *

      

      They wandered into the cafeteria. It was more like a food court–students could swipe their meal cards for any type of takeout. Poppy put through an extra swipe for him, and he headed for the salad bar.

      An icky feeling crawled down his back as he carried his plate to a table. It was only a little after one in the afternoon. They had no leads. They had no choice but to disappoint Mothman. Nathan felt stupid just saying the name in his head. It was that unreal.

      Poppy placed her own salad in front of her and went to town. “We have to find out who Alicia knew well enough to give a key to,” she said. “That’ll narrow down our suspect list.”

      Leave it to Poppy to know which direction their investigation should take. Nathan took a few bites. His stomach hurt, and he heard it gurgle as he swallowed. Chickpeas and bean sprouts. They’d sounded good when he went through the buffet.

      “Lana said Alicia was quiet,” Nathan said. “I didn’t think she’d have a lot of friends on social media.”

      Poppy whipped out her phone and started tapping. Her mouth was full, and she chewed around her words. “I shouldn’t bother checking the usual spots then. Facebook and all that. I’ll just do a Google.”

      He had nothing else to do but watch her as she wrinkled her nose and typed. Then she let out a surprised breath. “Alicia’s on a microblog site,” Poppy said. “Like what Twitter used to be, but not as many people.”

      Nathan nodded slowly. “So she posted on there?”

      Poppy nodded back, her mouth still full. “She had friends on there. There aren’t many, but we can Google them all. Blogs on this site aren’t private.”

      “Why would she post on a site that isn’t private?” Nathan finished the rest of his salad and pushed the plate away.

      Poppy shrugged. “Maybe she didn’t know. But the good news is that we can check out her profile.”
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        * * *

      

      He trailed Poppy out to the quad, where they found a bench. The lawn smelled like it had been mowed since they were there last. Nathan had to clench his butt so as not to get too close to her on the small surface. Especially since he was leaning over her to see her phone. But she moved it close enough so that they could both see it, its lit screen shaded by the tree above. Her hip brushed against his, and he tried not to flinch.

      She had to know. How could she not? He’d known her since they were ten. And she’d been brilliant even then, with that same impish smile. Her hair had been long and blonde and curly; she was a tiny princess.

      She couldn’t have the same feelings for him. She would have acted upon them by now. Though she was single now, Poppy had dated around since she was just fourteen. Girls and guys. Nathan had asked a girl out freshman year, but that fizzled when he found out she liked country music.

      He relaxed. Who cared if his thigh touched hers. It didn’t matter.

      Poppy didn’t notice. She was scrolling through Alicia Stanley’s microblog feed, scrolling down, reversing, scrolling down again. “I thought maybe we could trace her movements.”

      “How so?” He didn’t see anything on the site that indicated Alicia’s position.

      Poppy pointed to a picture she’d scrolled by a dozen times. Alicia cheesed for the camera, holding a drink. “She’s at a bar, right? Can we find out which one this is?”

      “How can you tell? She might be in someone’s basement.” He didn’t mean to play devil’s advocate–he honestly couldn’t tell where Alicia was.

      “It’s the lighting.” Poppy pointed to Alicia’s face. “See, there’s a touch of green on the curve of her cheekbone, and there’s the hint of a window on her other side. She’s sitting next to a neon sign.”

      Nathan whistled. “Detective Poppy.”

      “Maybe I’ve found my calling.” Poppy squinted. “The other thing–she had to be with someone. This isn’t a selfie. If we can find the bar, someone there might know where she went afterward.”

      “Maybe.” Nathan sat up straight and looked up. Clouds trailed by in between the birch’s branches. The day felt peaceful, like he should be sitting in the sun somewhere, letting rays play on his face. “If she was a regular there.”

      “Lana didn’t say much about who Alicia hung out with. But maybe they didn’t know each other that well. I still barely know Gemma even after living with her all year.” Poppy peered at the bar picture, stared at the martini Alicia held. “What is that thing hanging from the glass rim?”

      He blinked. The martini did look asymmetrical. He’d thought it was the angle, but there was some sort of object there: brown, almost like a stick, but bulbous on top. 

      She traced her finger into a shape around it. Then she sat up, tossed the phone into the grass, and shrieked. He startled and jumped up, and she did too, grabbing his shoulders and shaking him. 

      “I know where this is!” Poppy yelled. She picked up her phone and started twirling in a circle, her dress swirling around. “Let’s go!”
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        * * *

      

      Nathan texted Gene, and he begrudgingly agreed to go with them. I’m kinda bored of Call of Duty anyway, he wrote, and Nathan laughed. It was more than Gene usually shared with him.

      Gene met up with them outside the college, and they grabbed an Uber to the other side of town. The bar they were looking for was called Clever Girl. Outside of the whole “trying to solve a murder” thing, the place seemed cool. A T-Rex head hung down above the entrance, and green neon lights shone in the windows.

      They scrambled onto high-top seats, and Poppy shivered. “This is where Alicia was sitting,” she said.

      Gene frowned. “You guys are still talking about this?”

      Nathan elbowed Poppy. They hadn’t told Gene this outing was part of their mission. She turned, eyes wide, and Nathan lifted his chin.

      “I want one of those cute drinks,” she said. “I bet they can make one virgin, huh?”

      “Sure they could.” Nathan motioned toward the bar. “Go find out. We’ll wait for a server.”

      Almost as fast as they’d sat down, Poppy jumped back up and wove her way through the crowd. Her long green braid and jean jacket went quickly out of view.

      Gene turned to him, his expression sour. “There a reason you guys wanted to come here?”

      “Something different.” Nathan picked up the drink menu. “You want a beer?”

      “Sure, yeah.” Gene waved a hand. “I’m not feeling good about this whole thing.”

      Nathan winced. “Worried about her?”

      “She didn’t have to get involved.” Gene fixed him with a hard stare. “Neither did you.”

      Nathan’s face went hot.

      “I get it, I get it, man,” Gene said, but his eyes still glimmered with… what? Anger, annoyance, grief? All of that? “I know you’re trying to protect her. Someone has to, I guess.”

      Nathan couldn’t speak past the lump in his throat.

      The server saved him, though. She was short, cute, with pigtailed hair a shade of red not found in nature. “Get you something?”

      Nathan jumped in before Gene could say anything. “This guy’ll have a Corona. I guess a Newcastle ale for me.”

      Pigtails nodded. “Be right back.”

      As the server disappeared into the crowd, Poppy came waltzing back. She held a martini with a plastic velociraptor clinging to the glass. “This is it!” she crowed as she bumped into the seat beside Gene. “This is the drink Alicia had.”

      “Did the bartender have anything to say?” Nathan asked mildly. Gene’s leg started bouncing under the table.

      Poppy shook her head. “There’s too many people up there. We’ll have to wait.”

      “You didn’t tell me this was going to be a surveillance mission,” Gene said.

      She shrugged and sipped at the neon blue drink.

      Pigtails came back and placed the beers in front of the guys. When she clocked Poppy, she smiled. “You came back.”

      Poppy lifted her drink. “Yeah, I made it back from the bar. I wasn’t sure I would, honestly!”

      The server blinked. “Weren’t you here last night?”

      Nathan questioned himself. No, they’d been in Andersonville, getting the note from Mothman. That seemed like so long ago.

      Poppy snapped her fingers. “Oh, yes! I was here.”

      “With your other friend. You’re a popular lady.” Pigtails waved her hands between Nathan and Gene. “I thought you were dating the girl you were with?”

      Poppy smirked and leaned on the table. “I’m not dating anyone.”
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        * * *

      

      The bar was emptying out. Gene had left after a couple beers. He’d looked sad, Nathan thought. Frowning, gazing into his bottle. They’d pushed him too far, just because Nathan and Poppy wanted the trio to solve the mystery together. Nathan hadn’t considered that Gene wouldn’t want to unearth his old memories.

      Nathan didn’t have a sibling, so he couldn’t have known how Gene felt. His parents had died, and he knew that grief keenly. But Nathan had cared for them both as they went downhill. He knew their deaths were coming. Gene’s sister, though–she was young and popular. An unexpected tragedy.

      Gene was very young when Kathleen died. For as long as Nathan had known him, Gene had been sisterless. His brothers were a pack, all gruff and solid. Gene’s father was quiet, and his mother talked a blue streak, probably to erase the sorrow in her mind. Nathan had always known their family was broken. Something inside Gene had cracked.

      “We shouldn’t have brought him,” Nathan said. He was into his third beer, but he’d spaced them out enough that he was nowhere near drunk. Not even tipsy.

      “Who? Gene?” Poppy had ordered a few more of the velociraptor drinks, but they’d only given her one of the plastic toys. She played with it now, running her fingers over its head and the ridges that swept down its back. 

      “He’s thinking about Kathleen. You know.”

      When they were little, Gene had wanted to play “funeral.” Poppy had to play Kathleen. She would swan to the ground, and Nathan and Gene would pick her up and lay her out on a picnic table. Then they would all fake cry.

      Poppy hummed. “I should have thought of that. I don’t have any excuses.”

      “Me neither.”

      They were quiet for a while. Nathan could practically hear Poppy’s mind whirring. He scrubbed a hand over his head. “We should probably go.”

      “No way.” Poppy pointed. “Our new friend is on her way over.”

      Sure enough, Pigtails was approaching them, a wet towel in her hand. The server laid a hand on Poppy’s shoulder. “Sorry, dear, but we’re closing.” 

      Nathan couldn’t help it. He cleared his throat. The other woman’s hand dropped from Poppy’s shoulder.

      “Listen,” Poppy said, leaning in toward the server. “That wasn’t me last night. It was a different girl. I know we look similar. I’m sorry I lied.”

      Pigtails grunted. “Why would you lie?”

      Poppy grabbed her phone and pulled up the article about Alicia. She thrust the screen in Pigtails’ face. The server moved back, squinting. “Holy hell,” she said.

      “Yeah. We’re trying to find out what happened to her. You said she was with a girl?”

      The server nodded. “Really pretty.”

      

      Nathan’s ass hurt from sitting so long. He got out of the chair and stretched. Unless they could find out who Alicia was with, they were at a dead end.

      “You probably don’t have pictures of them or anything?” Poppy asked.

      Pigtails twisted her lip. “That’d be creepy.”

      “Sometimes creepy is useful,” Poppy said, then winced. “Never mind. No, no, it’s not.”

      “There might be something on the camera.” Pigtails pointed above the bar. There was a small circular lens Nathan never would have noticed. “I can’t get the footage tonight. But if you want to come back tomorrow, I might be able to get my boss to pull it.”

      “That would be great,” Nathan said around a yawn.

      “We’ll be back.” Poppy winked at Pigtails. “I’m Poppy. Nice to meet you.”

      “Jen.” Pigtails–Jen–smirked. “I’ll see you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Nathan couldn’t sleep.

      He’d been so tired when they got home–it was nearing three in the morning by the time they Ubered back. Poppy squeezed herself up next to him in the back seat and snored. He paid, of course, and dragged her back into the house and onto the couch. His bedroom was so quiet that he thought he’d conk out right away.

      After tossing and turning too long, he got up and padded into the living room. Careful not to wake Poppy, he opened the sliding door out onto the porch.

      The air was cool. Nathan sat on one of the Adirondack chairs and peered up at the sky. It was light, the sun already threatening to come up even though it would be another hour until that happened. He’d passed through the thick of night and now teetered on the edge of day.

      His parents had bought these chairs when they built this house. He was little and the chairs were so big, red monstrosities. He’d sit all the way in the back and his feet wouldn’t even dangle. Nathan thought of Gene: how much did he remember about his sister’s death? Nathan barely knew anything about it. Shame nagged at him–why hadn’t he been curious enough to find out? They’d been pulling Gene along for years, never letting him lead the way. Gene’s tragedy was an afterthought, so back-of-mind that they hadn’t even remembered her when they started this journey.

      

      Nathan was getting irked at the creature who brought them the note that started all of this. He still had trouble believing that something called a Mothman existed.

      He sat there and drifted off, fatigue finally overcoming him. He sat and tranced for a little bit, sort of sleeping, sort of awake. Like he was a night guard in charge of protecting the castle.

      When he came to, his back sore and his brain muddled, he kicked to get up and found an envelope on the deck.

      Nathan,

      I know you’re going to feel guilty. Don’t take this to heart. You have been doing well. You and Poppy will get down to the matter and save hundreds of lives. Unfortunately, we can’t save them all. Gemma was the next to die–last night, while you were at the bar. 

      Gene said that he suspected me, but he couldn’t be further from the truth. I was nowhere near the dorm last night. You’ll see clickbait articles about where I’ve been spotted. I actually walked around last night, pretending I was in costume and posing with the ladies. There are pics of me everywhere.

      It’s okay. Remember, Nathan, I predicted the collapse of the Silver Bridge, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. It is so unfortunate that Gemma had to die, but if it weren’t for you, there would be countless others. Keep moving. I will check in with you tomorrow night.

      The letter wasn’t signed.
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        * * *

      

      Still dazed, Nathan came inside to find Gene making coffee.

      He handed Nathan a mug. “Late night.”

      “Yeah.” Nathan felt like he could drop at any moment. He looked at Poppy, asleep and unaware, and dreaded telling her.

      Gene rounded the bar to sit. “When are we going to talk about this?”

      Nathan’s gaze snapped to Gene’s.

      Gene motioned to Poppy. “I can’t exactly play Three Amigos with you two right now.”

      

      Nathan took a sip from the mug. The coffee was bitter, strong. It heated him through his whole body, and sweat broke on his brow. He stood by the fridge as a vent blew lukewarm air down onto them. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Don’t be.” Gene took a long swallow. “I’ll be fine. But Nathan–you’re an idiot.”

      Nathan’s head snapped up. The coffee churned in his stomach.

      “She’s never gonna love you, man.”

      They’d discussed this so many times. “I know,” Nathan said.

      “This is quite possibly the dumbest thing you’ve ever done.” Gene snorted. “Mothman? What the fuck, Nathan.”

      “This isn’t about Poppy.” Nathan set his mug on the bar top. “If I can stop those girls dying…”

      “You can’t.” Gene’s voice softened a little. Nathan had thought Gene only had emotions when he was drunk. Something was crackling between them.

      “Two girls are already dead,” Nathan said.

      “Lots of girls are already dead,” Gene said.
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        * * *

      

      Nathan had expected Poppy to wail, to pull her hair and gnash her teeth. Or whatever–cause a big drama. But she only stared at her phone, bent forward over the couch. He took a spot across from her on the recliner. It had been his dad’s, and the leather still smelled of old times.

      “What do you want to do?” he asked quietly.

      Her long hair swung in front of her face, stringy and limp. She shook her head and massaged one temple.

      “We can take it easy today,” he offered.

      “No.” Her voice came out small. “That’s my roommate. There on the screen. Like she wasn’t a person just yesterday.”

      

      He understood. He knew the moment a person became a memory. “It doesn’t mean you have to push yourself. We don’t have to investigate.”

      Poppy raised her head. Her face was red and streaked by tears. “She said she wasn’t even going to stay overnight. How did he get her?”

      “But you’re safe. You can stay here as long as you need to. We have time.”

      She clenched her teeth. “We don’t. What kind of killer can move that fast? Two girls in two days? Every day we wait could be another death.”

      “I can go out.” Even though he might fall asleep on the train and miss every stop. “You can rest and we’ll regroup in a couple hours.”

      “No.” She jumped up, her dirty dress swishing around her ankles. “I’m going. Let’s go. It’s all I can do.”

      Nathan wanted to tell her that sometimes there was nothing you could do. Instead, he said, “I’ll drive you.”
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        * * *

      

      This time, they evacuated the dorm. According to college policy, law enforcement could only keep the students out until the crime scene had cleared; many of them had nowhere else to go.

      It was a nice day. Sun blazing. Nathan’s gaze traveled across the green, where most of the residents sat and waited to be let back in. Officers flanked the locked front door. College officials fended off a horde of reporters jockeying for comment.

      Poppy plunked herself down next to Melissa, her RA, and Nathan sat gingerly beside them.

      Melissa turned to Poppy, her gray eyes wide. She said everything without speaking. They hugged, both crying, as Nathan tried to embrace his awkwardness.

      “What is happening?” Poppy wailed. Nathan wondered if this was when the gnashing of teeth would begin.

      Melissa shook her head, her long braids bouncing. “This is insanity.”

      “Why would anyone…” Poppy began, but she lost steam.

      “It seems random,” Melissa said. “Like, they’re targeting our dorm, but those two had nothing in common.”

      “There has to be a reason they’re targeting our dorm though.” Poppy chewed on a piece of her hair.

      Nathan’s exhausted mind churned. He was chewing on a thought, but he couldn’t get it to manifest. His eyes were slipping closed even as he tried to listen to the women.

      “There was even a security detail last night,” Melissa said. “Even if someone had a key to Alicia’s room, they couldn’t possibly have a key to Gemma’s room too… right?”

      “My room,” Poppy said.

      “Someone like you would,” Nathan said.

      Both women turned to him. “What are you saying?” Melissa asked.

      “I mean, not you. But someone like you. An RA or someone who worked in the building.”

      “So they’ve got access.” Melissa picked at a blade of grass. “It makes sense. Easy targets.”

      Poppy blinked. New tears were welling in her eyes.

      “There’s another thing,” Nathan said.

      “They’re both connected to me.” Poppy dragged her hands over her red face. “Alicia looked like me. Gemma lived with me.”

      Melissa drew in a sharp breath. “Oh my God, Poppy, you can’t stay here tonight.”

      “She’s staying at my place,” Nathan cut in.

      Poppy set her jaw. “I need my things.”

      “I doubt they’re even going to let you in, though.” Melissa looked up, still twirling the grass between her fingers. “Your room is the crime scene. And it’s safer for you to stay with Nathan. Especially if the person has access to all of us.” She shivered. “I need to find someone to stay with me too.”

      “You’re welcome at my place,” Nathan offered. His heart picked up a little at the thought of a different woman in his house. Someone who didn’t shred him every day as he stared at her on the couch.

      Melissa waved a hand. “I’ll figure it out. The residents need me. I just need a companion.”

      Poppy inched closer and bumped Melissa’s hip with hers. “I’ll stay with you.”

      It was Nathan’s turn to clench his jaw.

      The building was cleared an hour or so later. Campus catering set up on the lawn so residents could get something to eat. The girl behind the front desk was nowhere to be found, so Poppy marched immediately to her room, where the same officer from the day before stood again. Nathan cringed at the sight of the crime scene tape strung across their door. He felt Gemma’s absence.

      “You can’t go in there.” The man almost sounded bored.

      “It’s my room.” She put her hands on her hips. “I need my things.”

      “Shoulda got them yesterday. I noticed that TV was still in there.” The cop looked pointedly at Nathan.

      “Just let me get my stuff and I’ll be out of your hair. I’m staying down the hall with my RA.”

      That feeling pinched Nathan in the chest again.

      The officer rolled his eyes and waved toward the door. “Let’s go, then.”

      Nathan stood outside. A minute later, Poppy came back out, clutching a change of clothes, pajamas, and a green caddy full of toiletries. She sauntered down the hall, suddenly smug, and walked into Melissa’s room. Nathan stood behind.
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        * * *

      

      He left Poppy with Melissa and clomped down the rubber stairs with their yellow-painted walls. Bulletin boards lined each landing, covered with ads and announcements. Nathan stopped to scan over the headlines. Spongebob Squarepants: The Musical! Auditions. Get your caffeine on at the Brew House. Candlelight Vigil for Alicia Stanley and Gemma Wright.

      Nathan’s hands were squeezed into fists. Gene was right. After all they had been through, all he’d done for her, Poppy had blindsided him again. Nathan’s only loyalty was to Mothman now. If Poppy was next on the list, he’d return to the dorm and fight for her. But only then. After all these years, he’d had enough.

      He rounded the staircase corner and slipped into the dorm’s computer lab, then signed in with his university login. Since that morning’s conversation, he’d been curious about what happened to Gene’s sister. It was a departure from the case at hand, but Nathan had been feeling guilty all day. With his eyes on Poppy, he’d ignored whatever his best friend was suffering.

      The computers whirred, surrounding him with white noise in the dark room. He found a browser and typed. Kathleen Burton. And Gene Burton, for good measure. Nathan filtered the search to articles from their first-grade year.

      University Student Dies in Tragic Fire, the headline read.

      Nathan stilled as he scanned the story. Deb had gone to their college. Lived in this dorm. A candle tipped over, the article read. She was asleep. The fire hadn’t spread far, but she died of smoke inhalation before anyone could find her.

      His mind raced. He’d always thought Gene didn’t want to talk about Deb, but he never even questioned why. Or if. Maybe his friend did want to talk about his loss.

      Nathan went home and fell into a dreamless sleep. When he woke, he ambled into the front room, his thoughts still roiling.

      Gene leaned back on the couch, staring at his computer screen. Nathan walked by and saw a blank document. “Writer’s block?” he asked.

      “Nah,” Gene said. “My mind’s not ready. It’ll come.”

      Nathan poured a glass of water, then plopped down next to his friend. “You up for doing anything tonight?”

      Gene frowned. “Like I said. I’m not in the mood.”

      “Not with Poppy.”

      He turned and met Nathan’s eyes. “Yeah?”

      “Just me and you.”

      Gene hummed and looked back at his computer screen. “Maybe. Gotta shake off this writer’s block, I guess.”

      Nathan frowned. “You just said–”

      “Yeah. Y’know. Whatever.” Gene picked up his laptop and snapped it shut. “Let’s go to Simon’s.”
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        * * *

      

      It was nice out, so they sat on the porch. Nathan ordered dinner for them both, waving off Gene’s offer to split the bill. They inhaled mozzarella sticks and wings and sent off empty pint glasses to their blessedly patient server. Nathan reveled in the state of being unburdened. It was him, Gene, the warm breeze. The beer and the moment.

      His phone vibrated, and he pulled it out of his pocket. Poppy’s picture flashed on the screen. 

      Gene scowled. “You gonna answer it?”

      

      “Nah.” Nathan hit ignore. But it vibrated again, and he let out a heavy sigh. Gene rolled his eyes.

      “Okay, I’ll just talk to her for a minute.” Nathan swiped at the green answer button. “Hey.”

      “Dude. You have to come over to Clever Girl.” Poppy’s voice was high-pitched, reedy. “Jen texted me. She’s got the footage with Alicia from the other day.”

      Nathan got off his chair and stood up to pace. “She texted you?”

      “Yeah, I slid her my number before we left.” He could hear Poppy’s grin on the other side of the line. “Might hook up later, I don’t know.”

      Nathan gritted his teeth, his anger swelling. He’d never felt adrenaline course through his body like this. Instead of the butterflies that swirled in his stomach when Poppy spoke, he felt nothing but rage. He gripped the phone hard, and Gene stared at him with naked curiosity.

      He let out a long breath. “Okay. Give me a little.”
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        * * *

      

      They Ubered across the city. Nathan worried that the entire fund his parents left him would be sucked up by Ubers and beers. Gene was unusually quiet.

      They got out at the curb in front of the bar. It was raining, the kind of drizzle that could turn harder or slower any minute. Nathan raked a hand through his hair, already beaded with water.

      The dinosaur-themed bar swallowed them in a mess of heat and sweat. Poppy sat at the bar, making googly eyes at Jen. Gene hung back as Nathan joined the two women. “What do you have?” he said dully.

      Jen eyed him, as if he were a mere inconvenience. “I can’t show you anything until we close. The camera feeds are in the back.”

      Nathan grunted. Gene wouldn’t want to stay that long, and really, neither did he. Despite napping, he still felt terrible. He was ready to drop this “investigation” altogether. “Can’t you get someone to cover?”

      Jen snorted. “Because you work here?”

      There were so many things he wanted to say. His mouth was so close to opening. But he balled his hands into fists, scraping his palms with his fingernails. “Listen, I’m on a deadline,” he said. “Sorry if I sounded rude. I need to see that footage as soon as possible.”

      The bartender rolled her eyes.

      Poppy turned to him. “Don’t push it, Nathan. It’s nice enough that Jen is helping us out with this. We’re not police. She could get in trouble for showing this to us.”

      “What she said.” Jen pointed to Poppy, who preened.

      Nathan couldn’t hold it in any longer.

      “Why do you always do this, Poppy?” He leaned in, close enough that he could smell her breath, the cranberry mocktail lingering on her lips. 

      She pulled back. “Do what?”

      “Manipulate people. Get them to want you so you can get what you want. Then turn them away.”

      Nathan heard a low whistle behind him. Gene. He kept going.

      “You don’t have a thing for Jen. Or Melissa the RA. Or me.” He pointed a finger at her as a shocked expression spread across her face. “You’re using us. You always have.”

      Poppy scowled, and her voice went dark. “How dare you.”

      “I’ve loved you for years.” He was yelling now, drawing stares from the other patrons. “Every time you’ve pretended to care about me, pretended I’m your boyfriend, you send me on this roller coaster. Why not just come out and say it? Tell me you only want to be friends. Tell Jen.” Nathan motioned to the bartender, who was stock still. 

      Poppy stood up, put her hands on her hips. “I’m doing this for you. You’re the one who started this whole thing. Trying to save the girls, like you’re always trying to save everything. I went along with it because you wanted to be the white knight. The hero.” She spat the last two words.

      “You wanted to do this too.” He wouldn’t let her gaslight him. “You were there when we got the note from the Mothman.”

      The chatter around him slowed. Nathan went bright red, and Poppy’s mouth dropped.

      “Mothman?” someone yelled.

      “Are you kidding? I love that guy!” someone else shouted.

      The noise ramped back up. Nathan turned to look at Gene, and his friend shrugged.

      Jen leaned over the bar. “Why didn’t you say that? I’ll take you back right now. I don’t want to disappoint Mothman.”
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        * * *

      

      Nathan and Poppy stood stiffly around the computer as Jen pulled up the recording. Gene had stayed in the bar, smugly sipping another IPA.

      The footage was clear, the technology up-to-date. The table in the corner looked just like that in Alicia’s post. She leaned against the wall, her drink in hand, as a woman sitting across from her snapped a photo.

      The two of them leaned together over a phone. There was no audio, but Nathan saw Alicia poking at the screen. He couldn’t identify the other woman; she was a basic white girl, all legs and long blonde hair. Probably a pumpkin spice latte aficionado.

      Then Poppy let out a short gasp.

      “Oh. My. God,” she said, one hand over her mouth and the other pointing at the computer.

      Nathan’s heart picked up its pace. “What?”

      “Rewind that,” she ordered. Jana tapped on her remote, which she controlled with her phone. The footage rewound. “Slow it down,” Poppy said.

      A face appeared on the women’s phone screen. Nathan stared at it with unblinking shock.

      “Fast-forward,” Poppy barked. “I want to see her.”

      Nathan was shaking now. Jen sped through the images until the blonde girl moved her chair away from Alicia. They smiled at each other. Nathan could barely see the tilt of the blonde’s face. 

      Poppy grabbed his hand. “We have to go back to the dorm.”

      Only a second passed before she dropped it.
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        * * *

      

      “Where does she live?”

      

      Poppy, Nathan, and Gene piled into the dorm’s front lobby. The girl–that girl–was not at the front desk. Nathan hadn’t seen anyone there since that first day.

      “Hell if we know,” Gene muttered.

      “I have to find Melissa.” Poppy whipped out her phone and started typing. “She’s got to know.”

      Nathan and Gene huddled together behind their nearly manic friend. Nathan’s heart had pounded the entire way back to the college. It was now close to midnight. People were already asleep. Poppy was going to wake up the whole dorm with her hysterics.

      Poppy let out a breath and shoved her phone back into her pocket. “She’s on her way down.”

      A minute went by. Five minutes. Poppy began to wring her hands. Fire was in Nathan’s blood.

      “Let’s go upstairs,” Poppy said.

      They raced into the stairwell with its rubbery smell and the bulletin boards papered in college announcements. Gene hesitated at one of the landings, and Nathan gestured for him to hurry up. “One second,” Gene said, and Nathan caught the ghost of an emotion flickering across his friend’s face. Nathan hurried to catch Poppy as she burst out onto her floor.

      Melissa’s room was right at the end of the hall. Poppy began pounding on the door, loud and fast. “Melissa! Open up!”

      No response.

      Nathan grabbed the door and began rattling it. “We know you’re in there!” he yelled.

      He heard the doorknob jiggling, the metal slamming against the wood of the door.

      Then the resistance fell away. The blonde girl from the front office stood in front of him. Her eyes were pools of brown. He noticed that her roots were sticking out above her platinum fall of hair.

      “Nathan,” she whispered.

      Poppy blasted forward and shoved the blonde. But the other woman was strong; she wore a tank top, and her long ropy muscles were visible as she pushed Poppy back. Behind the tussle, Nathan spotted Melissa lying on the bed, unmoving.

      

      “What did you do?” Poppy screamed.

      The blonde stepped back, her chest heaving, blocking both of them from getting into the room. Nathan felt her stare on him like a spotlight.

      “Please,” she said. “I can explain.”

      “Gene! Gene! Where the fuck are you?” Poppy screeched.

      Footsteps pounded up the stairs behind them. Gene got to the door just as Nathan elbowed Poppy out of the way. Nathan was right up next to the girl. “What is there to explain?” he said quietly.

      The girl sagged against him.

      He went still. Gene and Poppy, behind him, had quieted too. A handful of people still in the dorm peeked their heads out of their doors.

      “You’re right,” she said. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      Nathan had to lift her bodily in order to keep her standing. He didn’t speak, just waited for her to talk. He couldn’t see Poppy or Gene–just hoped that they were calling the police. And an ambulance for Melissa.

      “Nathan, I’m crazy for you.” The girl let out a long breath. “All I wanted was for you to notice me.”

      His thoughts ran circles in his mind. It was a wonder his brain hadn’t fully broken. “But I don’t know you.”

      “You never cared to. You’ve never even asked my name. All you ever do is run around after her. Poppy, Poppy, Poppy, she’s all you think about. And then you showed up the other day with her…”

      Nathan’s mouth had gone dry. His arms were straining from holding her up. “What is your name?” he said carefully.

      “Kennedy.” She said it in a soft whimper. “I’m in three of your classes. And you don’t even recognize me.”

      He sure did now. “I’m sorry, I…”

      “I’ve tried to talk to you so many times. I thought… if she’s out of the picture, things might be different. But I went about it all the wrong ways.”

      

      You’re telling me, Nathan thought.

      He couldn’t hold her up anymore. She tumbled to the floor with a small shriek. The thunder of footsteps rumbled in the stairwell. Nathan stepped back as police and EMTs flooded the room. 
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        * * *

      

      “Nathan!”

      In his dreams, his name was all he could hear. Kennedy whispering it. Poppy yelling it. His parents, his name on their dry lips as they passed one by one.

      “Nathan.” Someone was shaking him. “You’ve been asleep all day.”

      He blinked, rolled over. Poppy and Gene were standing above him. His bedroom was dark, but one window still had the shade rolled up. Outside, the sky was dusky, and flames crackled from the fire pit. Twinkle lights winked at him from the pergola.

      “I could just sleep,” he mumbled.

      “You need to eat.” Poppy reached out, then thought better of it. Gene grabbed Nathan’s hand and pulled him out of bed. Together, the three friends piloted through the back door and out onto the patio.

      For a while, they sat in silence, eating, watching the fire. Gene had put together turkey sandwiches with macaroni salad and chips, and there was ice cream for later. Nathan’s head felt like a locked safe. The awkwardness in the air was palpable.

      Finally, he thought of something to say. Nathan cleared his throat. “Did anyone hear from Mothman?”

      They both shook their heads but seemed relieved for the tension to be somewhat broken. “There’s just an article,” Poppy said. “She confessed to everything. But it’s a developing story.”

      Nathan set aside his plate–he’d vacuumed up the food. “I don’t get it. Mothman said there were thirty souls. She would have killed that many people for me?”

      Poppy held out her phone. She’d taken a picture of the original letter and peered down at it, pinching to zoom closer. “The letter says she was a true sociopath. Young in her career. Maybe she’d find out she really liked killing.” Her voice lowered. “Maybe she would have liked killing me.”

      Neither he nor Gene could respond to that one.

      Poppy was going home to her parents’ for the evening. She needed space, she said, from campus and from Nathan and Gene. As she left, she put one hand on his arm and said she would text him.

      Gene had put out the fire and cleaned up the plates.

      “Thanks, man,” Nathan said, huffing out a breath as he slumped onto the couch.

      “Don’t mention it.” Gene took a seat next to him and powered on the XBOX.

      “Surprised we haven’t heard anything from Mothman yet,” Nathan mused.

      Gene shrugged. “Maybe he’s done with us. He got what he wanted, right?” He paused with one hand on the controller, then met Nathan’s eyes. “Did you?”

      “The girls are okay,” Nathan said. “The people Kennedy didn’t kill… you know?”

      “But with Poppy?”

      Nathan shook his head. “I don’t know about her.”
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        * * *

      

      Nathan must have been tired, Gene thought, because he’d fallen asleep on the couch while Gene played Call of Duty. Gene himself felt somewhat numb. The whole thing had been a ridiculous affair, but then it became serious, and so much shit had stirred inside him. A series of wounds, ripped open between the three of them.

      He thought he’d go to bed but wanted to make sure the fire was out first. He crept into the kitchen and eased out the back sliding door. The coals were all black, no embers left, and he was satisfied until he heard something. Wings flapping.

      Gene blinked into the dark. “Hello?”

      The porch light flicked on, and Gene startled. He hadn’t touched anything. Was there a safety switch?

      The little box sat on one of the Adirondack chairs around the fire.

      He licked his lips and reached for it. Popped it open.

      

      Eugene,

      I know this has been a difficult time for you and your friends. I must say that I did not expect this. I knew that all three of you were affected by these tragedies, but I also knew you were the best detectives for the job. I thought the benefits would outweigh the risks to your personal psyches. I was wrong, and for that I apologize.

      Yet I am impressed with your bravery. You set boundaries, chose to stay out of the picture when you needed to, and jumped in when you were needed. That’s healthy, Eugene. Your behavior proves that you are capable of the next steps, even though they will be daunting.

      The man who killed your sister is still out there. And we must find him before he kills again.

      Gene dropped the letter into the fire pit. It didn’t burn. He sank into a chair and watched it drift through the ash.
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