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FOREWORD


JORDAN PEELE


A number of years ago I became morbidly obsessed with the notion of the oubliette. For those who don’t spend their nights reading about medieval torture practices, an oubliette was a dungeon shaped like a bottle with only a small covered opening at the top that barely let in any light. Prisoners would be thrown to the bottom of the pit, which was so narrow you couldn’t even lie down, and left there for days. Perversely, these dungeons were often placed in parts of the castle specifically where a captive could smell delicious food being eaten or could hear the laughter of parties, while their screams would fall on deaf ears. When you did eventually expire, they didn’t even bother retrieving your body. The elegant name for this horrifically simple contraption comes from the French word oublier, which means “to forget.”


This became, in many ways, the foundation for the Sunken Place in Get Out, where, through pre-operation hypnosis and neurosurgery, Black people were sent to these psychological oubliettes. A place where you were stripped of all agency and left alone with your struggle. Where you could see life going on around you, but you were essentially a bystander—forgotten.


The details of the Sunken Place that you see in Get Out are bespoke to the character of Chris, and it’s intended to be personal to him, not everyone. Chris’s Sunken Place channels his deepest childhood trauma, the time when his mother was killed in an accident and he did nothing; instead he sat there watching television in fear. But I always imagined that everyone’s Sunken Place would look different, a manifestation of our own personal horrors.


Chris’s Sunken Place in many ways was also a reflection of my own personal Sunken Place, at least in how it looks. When I was a child, I would sit staring at a screen and desperately want to be on the other side. I view horror as catharsis through entertainment. It’s a way to work through your deepest pain and fear—but for Black people that isn’t possible, and for many decades wasn’t possible, without the stories being told in the first place.


In this collection, nineteen brilliant Black authors give us their Sunken Places, their oubliettes. And I could not be more flattered and honored to have my name next to theirs. They come in many forms: dances with the Devil, fantasies of alternate realities, monsters real and imagined. They are raw imaginings of our deepest dreads and desires. And they will not be forgotten.









RECKLESS EYEBALLING


N. K. JEMISIN


Black female, approximately midthirties, alone. Driving a hundred-thousand-dollar Tesla? Yeah, Carl would’ve stopped her regardless. Casually dressed. Not light-skinned or pretty enough to be some wealthy man’s side piece.


“What seems to be the problem, officer?” she asks as he comes up to the window. Hands in clear view on the steering wheel, no expression on her face. No smell of weed or anything else illicit, but he’ll find something. There’s always something, when he sees the eyes.


“License and registration, please,” he says.


“Is there some reason you’ve pulled me over? I’m pretty sure I wasn’t speeding.”


“License,” he says, slowly but (always!) politely, “and registration.”


She hesitates a moment longer, the silence between them punctuated by the windy drone of passing cars. Carl could take her in on the hesitation alone—obstruction or maybe resisting—but he waits. He’s a patient guy. After a moment, she takes her hands off the wheel, slowly. “I’m going to reach into the pocket here on my car door,” she says. “I keep my registration and other information in a small folio there. May I pull it out?”


“Be my guest,” Carl says, amused. So many “how to talk to police” videos on TikTok these days.


She hands him two cards. One is the registration, which is current. The other is her license, also current—and stuck to it, apparently by chance, is her membership card for the National Lawyers Guild. Also current.


He glances at her. She gazes off down the gently curving length of the interstate, as if unconcerned about his presence or whatever he might think of her little “Do you know who I am?” play. That’s not important, though. Where is her phone? Most drivers keep it on the seat or in the console next to them, or attached to a dash cradle. If it’s out of sight . . . Carl’s state allows one-party recording. Best to assume the worst.


So he hands back the woman’s documents. “Thank you, ma’am. You have a nice day.”


She looks fully at him for the first time, still with that neutral face—but her eyes are cold. Truth always lies in the eyes. “Can you tell me why you pulled me over, Officer . . . Billings?”


“Well, I can see them now, but at first I thought there was an issue with your headlights.” He moves away from the window, around to the front of the car. Her headlights are still on, and he’s familiar with what this make and model should have: LEDs with a white rim, inward-slanting. What’s actually on the front of this woman’s car are prettier than LEDs, and sly-looking. They shift to follow him as he moves into their range. Brown irises, just like those of the driver, and just as cold. No blinking, no ducking his gaze, just a steady, sharp stare back. Whatever she’s up to—because it’s always something—this bitch is ready for him.


He could take her in anyway. His dashcam is off, “malfunctioning.” Drag her out of the car, rough her up a little to let her know he’s not scared of her or any other lawyer, park her in holding until he can figure out what she’s really done. Probably better to shoot than arrest her, really; dead women file no lawsuits.


While still in front of the car, he glances up. There’s a tiny rectangular device behind her rearview mirror. Can’t make out what it is or tell where it’s aimed, but he’s pretty sure it’s a camera.


Could still do it. Black women don’t usually go viral.


He sighs and heads back to her window. “I apologize for pulling you over, ma’am, but there’s no issue that I can see at this time. You have a nice day.”


He feels her eyes—the ones in her face—against his profile as he turns back toward his car. “You, too, officer.”


Next time, whore.


Carl started seeing the eyes a few months back. Thought they were just some new headlight fad at first. Every year there’s a new one—neon rims, insectoid multiple bulbs, designs like hearts or cobra hoods. Tacky, but not illegal. These eyes, though, are far too realistic to be simply another mod. They blink. There are veins throughout the sclera, striations in the irises, boogers at the corners. Carl actually saw them manifest once, ordinary halogen one moment and then blink, and they were blinking. Since that moment he’s come to understand something else: The eyes are a magical thing, or supernatural, if there’s any difference. He asks around, casually mentioning the new headlight fad to a couple of his fellow highway patrol officers, but no one else has seen them. Nobody mentions freaky car-eyes. It’s a Carl-specific magic, or blessing, or psychic gift. Just for him.


There has to be a reason for it, so Carl starts pulling over anyone whose car has eyes to figure out what the reason might be. This is tricky at first. He usually sets up speed traps with his patrol car oriented along one side of the highway, with the traffic flow, but he sees the eyes most easily on the oncoming side. They’re never on the taillights. They actually glow with the same illumination as any headlights, beams angled through the pupils, so he loses a couple because it’s hard to clock the model or color of a car when one’s night vision has been ruined. Still, the first “eye car” he catches is a gold mine. Professionally dressed guy, nice (though not too nice) car, but there’s a faint chemical smell. Guy’s name is Gimenez. Chatty in a pretendfriendly way. Third-generation Cuban from Florida; makes sure to mention that he votes Republican. When Carl calls in a K9 unit, the guy stays cool, even offering them his suitcase to examine. The dog alerts on the guy’s suitcase, which turns out to have a couple of prerolls tucked into a pocket. Marijuana’s legal, as Mr. Gimenez clearly knows; nice red herring. He smiles when Carl and the K9 officer close the suitcase. Carl smiles back—and reminds Mr. Gimenez that he just drove a Schedule 1 substance over the line from a non-legal state, which gives Carl the pretext to do a full search of the car. Gimenez flips. Starts talking about lawsuits and calling the mayor of a city Carl’s never heard of. Anyway, there’s a palpable lump in the fabric of the car’s ceiling, which Carl cuts open to find two keys of pure South American white powder heroin, flattened and sewn into little vinyl pouches. There’s also a wrapped packet of cash—ten grand in small bills.


Unit captain later tells Carl that the heroin was worth more than two hundred thousand dollars in street value. No sign of the cash that Mr. Gimenez reported, but a drug dealer will lie about anything, won’t he? Anyway, Gimenez takes a plea bargain, and Highway Patrol gets to brag about a big bust on Facebook, so everybody’s happy.


Carl resolves to not call in any other units the next time he sees the eyes. His magic just bought the K9 guy a new deck, and the fucker didn’t even thank him for it.


Carl’s walking past his shift supervisor’s desk when the supervisor—Kinsey—gets up and follows him into the locker room. The room is empty since it’s not a shift change, and there are no cameras here. They’ve got privacy.


Carl doesn’t like Kinsey. Highway Patrol is full of good ol’ boys; they all bleed blue here but for most of ’em, the color white matters more. As in, Kinsey is. As in, Carl’s Black. Another reason he’s so careful.


“Getting some complaints,” Kinsey says, while Carl changes into his civvies. “I mean, I always get complaints, about everybody, but lately there’s a lot of new ‘no probable cause’ ones specific to you. You, uh, reading chicken bones or something?”


Funny. “I get hunches,” Carl says. “Same as everybody. I always make sure there’s cause on my reports, though, don’t I?”


Kinsey sighs, in a “these people” tone. Carl’s not sure whether it’s for him or for the complainants. “You know what it looks like when you break somebody’s arm after pulling them over for an ‘outdated inspection certificate’? You can’t think up anything better?”


“All I did was pull that kid out of the car. I wasn’t even trying to hurt him.” Apparently it was something called a torsion fracture. Kids don’t drink enough milk these days.


“Look.” Kinsey rubs his face, sounding annoyed at having to show empathy. “I get it, but you gotta remember people are out to get us. We’re just trying to keep them safe, but all they’re thinking about is how much they can get selling a video to TMZ, or suing the city. So can you try not to make it easy for them? Please?”


He walks away before Carl can answer. Duty done, now he doesn’t have to treat Carl like a person anymore.


Message received, however, so now Carl’s going to write up every probable cause like a potential felony. It feels unnecessary, performative—incident report theater. Qualified immunity and the eyes are all the justification Carl needs. But fine; he’ll suck it up and do it anyway, because even the righteous need to cover their asses.


Carl doesn’t have a girlfriend, just a rotating collection of fucks. Not “fuck buddies” or “friends with benefits,” as these imply a friendly relationship. There’s still enough public goodwill out there to make lots of women love cops; Carl’s just picky. He needs women with a certain . . . maturity? Detachment? Awareness of their own insignificance? He also dates only white women, mostly because this pisses off Kinsey and the good ol’ boys. All the women really want from him is the chance to say they screwed Black, anyway, and maybe to smirk at any nearby Black women in the process. Carl likes fucking them, so it’s mutually beneficial manipulation. He drops them if they object to being called a fuck instead of a “girlfriend,” or if they want more from him than dick. Best to keep things simple.


He does have one great passion in his life, however: a 1975 G-Series Porsche 911, which he’s been restoring for the better part of a decade. First Porsche model to have turbo, 250 horsepower, Vredestein tires; it’s a beautiful little beast. Carl picked it up for a sniff—literally, a hundred and fifty grams of confiscated coke to the impound-yard LEO, who pulled the car off the auction list for him. Fully restored, it’s probably worth a hundred grand, easy. Poor baby had some kind of puke-green paint and pumpkin-orange upholstery; he’s redone the upholstery in dark blue sheepskin and the body paint in black. Keeps it in his garage under a tarp, but once a month or so he takes it out for a good fast highway drive in the small hours of the morning, during shift change or when Miller is on duty, because Miller just sleeps in his car. Carl doesn’t bother driving it around town, because he didn’t buy it just to look good or score any kind of status points. His dick is plenty big. He’s in it for the power. Nothing like flooring it, losing himself in the engine growl, and leaving the world and its judgments behind.


(Carl knew the car was meant to be his the first time he saw it, months before the eyes came into his life. Poor gorgeous thing, being absolutely neglected by an old retired white hippie who had priors for a protest back in the seventies still on his record. Punched a cop but got off with probation, then. This time, with Carl’s help in the form of a planted gun, the hippie landed upstate for a few years—and now a beautiful car is where it belongs. The universe’s reward is the eyes, thanks to which Carl has never tried to plant evidence again.)


But one night Carl struggles to sleep and then struggles to wake and finally sits up, sweating and panting and clutching at his chest. In the dream, he was walking through the impound yard as he sometimes does in real life, looking for another good score. Maybe he’ll start a side gig restoring and selling vintage beauties—but it was night in the dream, worst time to get a good look at anything. Nobody in the guard booth, either, which never happens. The dreamyard’s lights were out or nearly dead except one, bright but flickering at the back of the lot. And there, with a jesus is watching billboard looming overhead, was Carl’s Porsche. He knew it was his, though it had reverted to the color of puke, because the headlights blinked rapidly in the flashlight beam before settling into a pair of calm, cool brown eyes. Familiar eyes.


Awake, Carl gets up, pushes open the window, and stares across his property. He lives in a quiet subdivision, and it’s an hour or so before dawn. Deathly quiet outside, apart from the rattle of his windowpane.


He needs to know.


Downstairs, outside. The detached garage is closed, undisturbed. Motion-sensing lights come right on, security system turns right off at the touch of his code. He turns on the showroom lights—LEDs so they won’t fade the paint—and there is no flickering. Carl takes the front edge of the car cover in one hand and lifts it, slowly. Tires need polishing. And . . .


No eyes.


Just a dream. Carl’s never seen his own eyes on anything, let alone this car. Shouldn’t have had that ice cream before bed.


Carl resets the alarm, turns off the lights, and goes back to the house, lingering on the porch for a while so that the cool, quiet darkness can calm him down. While he stands there, willing the shakes to fade and wishing he’d thought to pocket Gimenez’s weed along with the cash, he glances up and notices another of those damn bill-boards. The local megachurch has them everywhere, trying to scare people into buying their pastor another beach house. The billboards aren’t supposed to be placed so close to residential areas—light pollution or something—but here it is, big as day. Same one Carl saw in the dream: a lurid red background with stark black words etching out JESUS IS WATCHING.


Jesus better keep his little bitch mouth shut. Carl goes back inside.


Carl knows he’s in for it when he walks into the station that day and notices his fellow troopers not looking at him. They usually prefer to glare or follow him with their eyes, splashing his back with all the contempt they don’t quite have the courage to lob from the front. Now, however, they look pointedly at their desks or screens as he passes, and there is something uneasy in their tension. Shame, he later suspects—whether because they want to admire him and hate themselves for it, or because what he’s done reminds them of their own transgressions.


He walks into Kinsey’s office with the “SEE ME” Post-it Note, peeled off his desktop screen, in hand.


The video just got posted the previous day on Instagram, but he remembers the actual incident being over a year ago. Middle Eastern woman in hijab, middle-aged, nice rack. Made the mistake of mouthing off when Carl pulled her over for speeding. He’d been having a bad day. Got better after he shoved his collapsible baton into her mouth. She lost a few teeth and spent a night in jail; got off lucky as far as he’s concerned. Could’ve been a lot worse. Now she’s suing him for—get this—sexual assault. Because the baton was phallic, Carl guesses, but sometimes a baton is just a baton, damn.


What’s really frustrating is that there’s video at all. Even when Carl’s having a bad day, he still checks for a phone with that telltale recording light on. He still looks behind the mirrors and even makes them turn off the car so their phone can’t sync to the car mic via Bluetooth. By the angle, it seems this woman had her phone positioned in the backseat. The video is crooked and something’s occluding part of the view; maybe she had it under something? Either way, he missed it, and now he’s caught. Worse, apparently the woman was older than she looked. The media’s already running with headlines like “Grandmother Assaulted on Camera Sues Police for $3 million.” (He saw them, sloe-eyed and inviting, on the front of her car. There were extra eyes, too—a couple on the bumper, one nearly hidden amid the brand emblem on the hood. That’s how he knew she was bad news even though he found nothing worthwhile after a search. DA dropped the resisting charge. He should’ve been more careful.)


Kinsey closes his laptop. “Union’s already running interference,” he says. “Her lawyer went to the media before talking to us; they’re obviously trying for a big payday. But I gotta put you on unpaid till this blows over.”


He’s matter-of-fact about it. Carl’s matter-of-fact about handing over his service weapon and Taser. It’s not the first time he’s been put on a desk or leave for something like this, so he knows it’ll be fine. The “grandmother” isn’t young, pretty, or white enough to hold the public’s attention for long.


After Carl goes home and checks Facebook, however, he sees more people talking about the incident than he likes. Some bigname accounts are sharing it on other social media, and—fuck. A couple of celebrities? Don’t they have better things to do? And a state senator . . .


It’ll be fine.


It is not fine.


Carl has one friend: Bo Walker, a sheriff in the next county over. They go out for beers every few weeks, and get together sometimes to watch the game. Bo lets Carl know that Carl can have a job in his department in about six months, which should be enough time for the worst of the foofaraw to die down. There are some unspokens in this: Carl’s going to have to take a pay cut, for one. For another, there’s still a chance Carl could catch a charge from the baton video, because the union didn’t step up the way it should have. Oh, they made a lot of noise and threw up the usual roadblocks, but when Kinsey decided to fire Carl, they didn’t stop it. That means Carl is vulnerable enough to actually, maybe, go to jail, and everybody knows it. Bo knows it too, but he probably figures it’s worth the risk to get another experienced LEO for a bargain price. (Men don’t really do friendship, Carl believes, even if that’s what they call it for civility’s sake. What they really have is friendly rivalry. He and Bo do favors for each other all the time, but each still tries to get over on the other when they can.) Still, six months and a little luck, and Carl can have a life, if not his preferred life, back. He’ll take it.


Bo also agrees to buy Carl’s Porsche. Carl doesn’t want to sell, damn it; he loves that fucking car. But six months is a long time to go without income, and Carl’s GoFundMe isn’t doing great. He drives it to Bo’s himself, then personally wipes it down with a chamois as a slow farewell. Even sheds a tear or two, once Bo’s driven him home and no one can see.


It eases the pain, a little, that the dreams stop. He’s been having them a few times a week, always the same, always ending with his eyes on the Porsche. Suddenly he sleeps beautifully, and for about a week, the free time and weightless conscience combine to make Carl feel like he’s on vacation, for the first time in years. He stretches out and enjoys it. Puts up a hammock in the backyard and sits in it for hours, swinging away the stress while he sips a beer and reads car magazines. Even jerks off there a couple of times, though he knows one of his neighbors can see the backyard. (Once, after an especially good nut, Carl looks dead at the neighbor’s window and grins. The neighbor, who was indeed watching, quickly flicks the curtains closed and doesn’t meet Carl’s eyes ever again.)


Then, out of nowhere a week later, he gets a call from Bo. “The fuck kind of shit you tryin’ to pull, man? The car is fucked-up.”


“What?”


“It’s fucked-up. Starts but won’t stay on.”


Shit. Carl sits up, awkwardly in the hammock. “It wasn’t doing that before. Did you have a mechanic—”


“I just bought this shit from you, I shouldn’t have to take it to a mechanic! You said it was mint! Man, I been tryin’ to look out for you, but you make it so fucking hard. Fix this. Now.” Click.


So Carl goes over to Bo’s. Bo stands around muttering the whole time while Carl checks the igniters, the fuel line, all the usual suspects. There’s definitely something wrong. She doesn’t even sound the same when Carl starts her up; the engine turns over, but there’s a sluggy chug deep in her guts that turns into a cough and she finally blats out a puff of dirty exhaust and dies after about five minutes. Carl suspects a blocked fuel filter, or maybe he just hopes it’s something simple like that. If it’s the crankshaft, he’s not going to be able to fix that with his little bag of hand tools.


He suggests that Bo have the Porsche towed back to Carl’s place where he’s got a lift—and Bo loses his shit. He’s always had a temper, but Carl’s never seen him like this. (Then again, he supposes a hundred-thousand-dollar car would put a strain on any friendship.) Bo gets in his face, poking him with a finger to emphasize every other syllable. “You think you can play me? You think I’m one of those chickenshits back in your old unit? They don’t see how fucked-up you are, but I always did. I see you right now!” He jabs two fingers at his own eyes, the first half of the “got my eyes on you” gesture—and Carl’s guts clench, inexplicably. “You’re gonna take this piece of shit back, and you’re gonna give me every dime of the money I paid you. Then that’s it. No more favors for you.”


Carl wants to ask if that includes the promised job—but there’s a more immediate concern. He’s already spent a good chunk of the money paying down his three-months-overdue mortgage. “Man, come on, you can’t—”


“Watch me.”


They go back and forth for a while, Bo sounding fucking insane, Carl restraining his natural urge to just beat the shit out of Bo, until finally Bo agrees to give Carl more time to try to fix the issue. Carl decides to go home before his temper can slip. In the morning he’ll return with his good tools and do the best he can, and hope that Bo calms the hell down.


He can’t sleep that night, going over the encounter again in his head. Why was Bo so agitated? It feels like there’s more to it than the money. It wasn’t just anger, either; Carl hasn’t been a cop all these years without being able to tell real anger from belligerence-covered fear. Why was Bo afraid? And why did that little offhand comment bother Carl so much?


I see you right now.


Carl’s breath catches. Can Bo see the eyes, too?


Carl still sees them, even though without a badge he can’t do anything about the drivers. This old Miata, that shiny new Escalade; the drivers are young or elderly, white and not, well-dressed or slobs, but he knows they’re into some shit because of the eyes. There’s always something.


And. Carl sits up in bed, breath a rasp in his throat. He’s never looked at the front of Bo’s car.


(Much later Carl will realize he was not thinking clearly in this moment. He never looked at any of his fellow officers’ cars at the trooper station because he figured most would have eyes. They beat their wives and sold fake vaccine cards and hid their opioid addictions, and worse—much worse transgressions than anything Carl’s done, end of day. He hated those guys, but he did have to work with them, and that meant playing See No Evil in the parking lot.)


So what’s Bo been getting up to? Must be pretty bad.


By morning, Carl’s got a plan. Just half a plan, really, but an important half: He’s going to take a look at Bo’s car—the pickup truck that he drives regularly, since Carl’s already seen that there are no eyes on the Porsche. It’s what Carl will do afterward that’s in question, assuming he sees them. Mostly he’s going to ask Bo some questions, gently and carefully. Still needs that job. But if Bo thinks he’s going to railroad Carl into giving the money back when Bo is clearly the one who somehow damaged the Porsche . . . Well. They’ll talk.


He brings his personal baton, though. Technically illegal to concealed-carry, but Bo’s mouth might need loosening up.


Carl’s supposed to show up to Bo’s at ten. He shows up at eight to throw the guy off. “Just want to get started,” he says when Bo glares at him blearily through the screen door. He flashes a shit-eating grin as he says this, which is easy because Bo’s got epic bedhead. “All you gotta do is open up the garage, man, and go back to sleep if you feel like it. I want to make this right.”


That seems to mollify Bo, who grumbles but ultimately puts some pants on his narrow ass and heads out with Carl to the detached garage. Along the walk, Carl chats him up, getting him to relax, taking advantage of his just-awakened fuzziness. Didn’t get enough sleep? Oh, bad dreams? Yeah, Carl gets those; stress. Guys in the unit giving Bo any trouble? What about that hot new rookie—Samantha, was it? Looks like she could suck a wrench through a tailpipe, right? Ha ha ha. Carl keeps up the banter while he jacks up the back end—then, shit. He needs to jack the front end, too. Has Bo got two more jacks? What about the one in his regular car? Nah, nah, Carl will get it, if Bo gives him the keys.


Bo’s not that trusting, but he does lead Carl to the attached garage. It’s cluttered with conspicuous consumption of the rural kind—a deep-freezer and a generator and some kid’s bike and the most rusty, piece-of-shit driving mower Carl’s ever seen. Doesn’t he ever clean the thing? And Bo’s pickup truck, though it’s relatively new, is dinged all over and looks like it hasn’t been washed in weeks. Carl can’t believe he sold his baby to such a slob.


Anyway, he contrives a reason to meander toward the front of the truck, and . . .


No eyes. Huh. Shit. He was sure there would be.


They head back to the detached garage. Carl gets the Porsche jacked up and starts working. It’s quiet for a while, and then:


“That bad dream was about you, y’know,” Bo says, folding his arms.


Carl, arms deep in the engine, frowns. He makes a joke of it. “I don’t swing that way, man, sorry.”


Bo breathes a humorless laugh. “Yeah, funny, dipshit. Anyway, I dreamed you pulled over some girl and fingered her when she begged you not to take her to jail. And there was a kid who was, what, thirteen or fourteen? Took Dad’s truck for a joyride and crashed it, but he was fine—till you got there. Then he ended up with a concussion and broken ribs, somehow. And there was an old man.” Bo yawns. Carl stares at him from the hood’s shadow, his skin a mess of goosebumps. “Little dippy in the head, eighty years old maybe. You got him for going too slow in the fast lane, and you started breaking his fingers while he cried for his son and his wife and—”


“Man, what the fuck are you talking about?” Carl’s not stupid. He knows how interrogations work. Bo’s fishing. But underneath the dumb act, Carl’s horrified. How the hell does Bo know? The joyriding kid was too scared to report Carl. The old man had a heart attack, didn’t live to explain the fingers. (A fall, Carl reported. The coroner didn’t bother to question him about it.) And there are details in what Bo has said, which he could not know unless there were cameras, but Carl checked, damn it, he checked every time—


“Just a dream.” Bo shrugs, but his gaze is hard. “That said . . . You got any ideas about not paying me back, if this baby’s still a lemon when you get done . . . I guess I’ll just have to check up on some of the stuff in the dream. Make sure none of it really happened. Yeah?” He smiles, with friendly malice.


How. How does he know. “You got a fucked-up head, man,” Carl says. He wants to say more, but. He focuses on the engine, and tries to think.


Bo must be seeing the eyes. That, or he’s got his own related power—because Carl’s dreams were never true and Bo’s are. No wonder he’s scared of Carl now, if Justice’s blindfold has slipped a little.


But the dreams are also lies. Like—whatever Bo saw him do to that girl, she wasn’t innocent. She had an OnlyFans; Carl saw the business cards in her wallet. A lot of DAs consider prostitution a victimless crime and send them to counseling or something, don’t even press charges. Carl just made sure the girl got the punishment she deserved. And he knows damn well she didn’t report it, because afterward he reminded her that he had her home address—


Focus. Bo hasn’t mentioned the eyes, so maybe it’s just dreams. And maybe the dreams are distorted for him, incomplete, because this is Carl’s magic. Somehow Bo has picked up a version of it from the Porsche, vicariously feeding on Carl’s power—but he’s not supposed to. It was never meant for him.


Could the Porsche be the source of the magic? Oh, God. And because Carl has made the terrible mistake of selling the Porsche, what Bo has gotten is like the car itself now: a beautiful precision instrument damaged, tainted, by the hand of an unworthy owner.


Okay. This is fixable. Carl may have broken the rules by selling the Porsche, but even righteous men can make mistakes. Carl must simply redeem himself.


He works on the engine steadily through the morning, not so much trying to solve the engine problem anymore—because now he knows it’s really an ownership problem—as killing time. He works in silence while he replaces the battery cables and does other busywork. Usually Bo turns on talk radio for background noise while they chat and hang out, but for whatever reason this time Bo hasn’t offered to put on the radio. He watches Carl work for a while, hovering and pretending he understands half of what Carl’s doing, but after about an hour of this Bo sits down in an old folding chair and starts thumbing through his phone. Maybe forty-five minutes in, his head starts to sink toward his chest. After another ten or so—Carl watches without being obvious about it, counting his own breaths, taking care not to make any sudden loud noise—Bo’s head dips, and he starts to snore.


Finally. Carl takes the baton out of his tool bag.


There’s a box of plastic tarps in the attached garage. Carl’s got a UV light in his tool bag, too. He stuck it in there ages ago to help with tracking down engine leaks, but it’s useful for finding all kinds of fluid spatter. It’s like the universe is finally working with Carl again, to make things right.


Bo’s pickup truck won’t do. Neither will Carl’s Mustang, for obvious reasons. He decides, with great sorrow, that it’ll have to be the Porsche. He’ll get it running then drive it to Echo Lake, next state over. That lake’s so full of trash that a vehicle would normally not be found for years—but Carl will of course report that Bo is missing, out of concern for his friend. Carl will also note that the Porsche is missing. At least a few speed or toll cameras ought to point the way to the lake. It’ll look like a resale gone wrong, some vintage car nut trying to cover his tracks by ditching the object of dispute. Carl will have to do some creative rearrangement of the body to make it fit the Porsche’s tiny front-end trunk, but hey, Bo always said he needed to work on his flexibility.


Shame about the job. Carl will have to sell his house and move elsewhere to find another police department to work for, which sucks. He’ll keep tabs on Bo’s county, though, and see if the new sheriff is also interested in an experienced officer who knows the area. Maybe they’ll even let Carl buy the Porsche back once it’s out of evidence.


He’s so pleased by how things have shaken out that he’s humming when he pops the trunk to tuck Bo in. Then Carl stumbles back in shock, sucking air in a great wheeze, because—


Eyes. Eyes. Eyes on the trunk light and eyes on the lock mechanism and eyes on the hinges where they’ll get crushed, doesn’t even make sense. Individual eyes blinking in the sudden light. A spider’s cluster of seven peeking up from the bottom of the empty spare tire well. Eyes that might have been here beneath the Porsche’s skin for a while, because Bo had already taken the jack out and Carl’s never really looked in the trunk much. Nobody buys a Porsche for the trunk.


Bo’s eyes are—were—hazel. These are brown. Like Carl’s eyes.


“But I made it right,” Carl murmurs. Bo was extorting him. It’s Bo’s fault the Porsche is messed up. Bo’s fault the magic has gone wrong! “I made it right!”


He lurches away—and there are eyes on the headlights too, now, just like in the dream, big and familiar and shifting to follow as Carl nearly trips over the bundle of Bo and grabs a shelf for balance. The shelf is a cluttered piece of shit like everything else in Bo’s garage, just a chunk of plywood balanced atop some cinder blocks, and it goes ass over teakettle when Carl’s weight hits it. An unsecured circular saw blade tumbles over and hits his arm; Carl barely feels the flash of pain as he goes down on one knee. (All the car’s eyes wince.) He claps a hand over the wound and tries to right himself, tries to focus, tries—


Something pulses, warm and rounded, under his hand.


He freezes. Looks at the arm, which is bleeding profusely; it’s welling up between his fingers and onto the floor in a thick, coppery cascade. Damn it, now he’s got to clean this up, too. The unknown something moves again beneath his palm, quick and fitful and slippery, something like a knot? Beneath the skin.


He peels his hand from the forearm wound and stares for a very long moment at the single brown eye pushing up from within the bloody slice. It blinks rapidly, trying to clear blood from its lashes.


Okay. Plus: The magic is back, and stronger than ever.


Minus: It’s tainted now.


This is Carl’s punishment for selling the Porsche, he feels—and for getting caught by that old Muslim lady, and for wasting friendship on Bo, and for letting the good ol’ boys get the better of him in any way. Justice is blind and jesus is watching and Carl is meant to be a soldier of righteousness, meant to make the world a better place, even if he has to break its teeth to get it there. But he’s been sloppy, not careful enough, foolish, and this is the reward for his failure.


Carl wipes the bloody hand on his shirt. (Many small rounded knots beneath the skin, rolling against his palm as it passes over his chest.) Amid the clutter of crap that fell with the saw blade are a sheet sander and a utility knife. Carl can’t be sure these new eyes will be invisible to others like the headlight-eyes have been. Until he can resume his work of punishing wrongdoers, the magic is just going to be wrong. He’ll have to manually correct everything.


The eye on Carl’s forearm widens as he picks up the sander and angles it toward the wound. He smiles, glad to be putting the world back to rights again even if only in this small way.


Then he gets to work.









EYE & TOOTH


REBECCA ROANHORSE


First class ain’t what it used to be, so it’s not like you’re missing out.


That’s the lie Zelda tells herself as she shifts in her economy middle seat trying to get comfortable. The stranger on her right is sleeping, big snores dribbling from an open mouth showcasing some seriously subpar dental work, and her brother, Atticus, has claimed the aisle seat. She doesn’t begrudge Atticus the space to stretch out. Six-foot-four-inches needs the legroom.


She watches the flight attendant move through the promised land up front, offering rows one through three single servings of protein cookies and snack bags of baked pea pods. Baked pea pods! What kind of shit is that?


When she and Atticus used to fly first class, they were always getting a real meal with cutlery and everything. Not that she could eat it, but it was the thought that counted. The respect.


Used to be their line of work was appreciated. Used to be when a client called begging for a little supernatural wetwork, a hunter could demand pretty much anything they wanted. Rich fucks would break the bank for someone with Zelda’s and Atticus’s talents to save them from whatever awful horror they’d conjured up.


There was this one time this golf pro out in Temecula shot his ex-wife, but she refused to die. He’d panicked, put another halfdozen holes in her like he was Rambo, but she kept getting back up—some real ghoul shit. The man had called the hotline sobbing, ready to confess all and turn himself in to the police if only his ex would stop wriggling.


Zelda had handled that like the professional she was. Talked the man down, told him they’d be there by nightfall and to just keep his old lady locked up until she and Atticus could arrive.


He’d paid for first class.


But in the end, it hadn’t mattered, because the dumb bastard hadn’t listened. Instead of waiting for the professionals, he’d tried some bullshit internet remedy that said throwing salt at a corpse would keep it down, when every true hunter knows it’s grave dirt or nothing. Got his face eaten for the effort.


But face-eaters aren’t the usual in their line of work. Most monsters are run-of-the-mill. Haints that needed blessing down, river spirits that some greedy land developer riled up, once, a poltergeist that was terrorizing some poor condo board.


And while some TikToking amateur had led the Temecula golf pro astray, most of the time the internet got it depressingly right. Seems like more and more these days, people rid themselves of the supernatural on their own. Weekend warriors with flamethrowers, AKs, and some basic YouTube skills were making the art of monster hunting passé.


It used to be a finesse business that required a special skill set.


Now it was all do-it-yourselfers.


“We there yet?” Atticus asks, slipping off his headphones.


On cue, the overhead crackles, and the flight attendant informs them that the plane is beginning its descent.


Atticus winks at his sister like he saw that coming. Maybe he did.


He’s always been able to see things others can’t. Mama calls it the Eye. Says what Atticus has got is hereditary, that there’s always been someone every generation in the Credit family blessed with gifts that help them fight the evils of this world. After all, monsters ain’t new.


“You remember to make the car rental reservation?” Atticus asks. “And the hotel?”


“Yes to both. You know I never slack.”


“I know, sis.” He says it with affection. “Where we at again?”


This is Atticus, too. Can’t be bothered to remember where they are even though it says Dallas on his ticket, same as Zelda’s. Mama said it’s because he’s living in two worlds most of the time, Ours and Theirs, and people like that aren’t so good with mundane things like eating three squares and remembering where the fuck they are, so that’s Zelda’s job. Take care of her little brother, handle the details, and be the Tooth to Atticus’s Eye.


Because Seeing ain’t the only power that runs in the family. And where there’s light, there’s also got to be some dark.


The plane cuts through low clouds and the rumble of thunder. The ticket says Dallas, but their destination is really somewhere west of Fort Worth. Soon, Zelda’s steering an F-150 into a sky streaked the color of old blood by the setting sun. Streetlights flicker to life just as the dark clouds blister and break, rain hammering the roof of the truck. An endless line of eighteen-wheelers sends wave after wave of tsunamis against the windshield, turning visibility to shit, but the big rigs thin out as they leave the sprawling suburbs. It’s full dark outside by the time Zelda picks up a rural route that cuts through some of the flattest, emptiest land she’s ever seen.


Under the steady thump of rain, the GPS leads them deep into cow country. The road winds through a series of one-traffic-light towns, each as full of the dead and dying as any graveyard Zelda’s ever seen. She squints down poorly lit side streets looking for speed traps and bad cops, but all she spies are dilapidated storefronts and neon-signed dollar stores.


Another hour and Zelda’s pulling the truck up a long dirt road, tires rolling over dips and drops deep enough to rattle her teeth. A burst of lightning fires up the night sky, edging a big old farmhouse in a halo of light. Their destination looks like it was plucked from an old painting, maybe that one with the girl in the field reaching for something she ain’t never gonna get.


The house has three stories of gray wooden planks, a peaked roof, and a columned porch. Another flash illuminates a yellow cornfield and a hill of derelict farm tools. Zelda’s pretty sure she spots the rusted-out frame of an old tractor out there, too.


“This is some real Children of the Corn shit,” she mutters, thinking between the storm and the dark and the absolute lack of anything good, they’ve stumbled into her own personal nightmare. She’s a California girl, preferring a hot sun and streets thick with prefabs over this nothing and nowhere. “Why’d we take this job, again?”


“Living ain’t free,” Atticus says.


“Neither is dying.”


Her brother chuckles, his voice a deep rumble that twins the thunder. He rouses himself enough to look around. As his posture sharpens, so does his whole being, like he’s coming into focus, like that laconic man-child on the plane was all surface, and he’s peeling it back inch by inch as they get closer to whatever’s waiting for them in that big old house.


“You feel anything?” Zelda asks, already tense, happy that Atticus is here to do the seeing, knowing she’ll be the one to do the biting.


“Not sure. Could be.” He gives his sister a look. “Or it could be your energy interfering. Maybe after we meet the client, you take a walk and give me a little space.”


Zelda eyes the dark stretch of empty, the persistent rain.


Atticus grins. “Unless you’re afraid there’s nobody out here to hear you scream.”


Zelda huffs. “Now, why would you say that?”


“It’s the truth.”


“The truth is overrated.”


“‘Death ain’t free’ . . . ‘the truth is overrated’ . . . ” He shakes his head in mock disappointment. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re shook.”


And then he’s out of the truck, long legs halfway up the farmhouse steps before Zelda’s even closed her mouth. She hurries after him, hoodie pulled tight against the weather, feet slipping across the muddy path. By the time she joins her brother at the front door, he’s got his hand out, knocking.


They don’t wait but a second before the door swings open. Dark eyes look Zelda over. She’s suddenly aware of how sorry she must appear with her frizzy hair and mud-splattered sweats.


“Ms. Washington?” Zelda hazards.


Unlike Zelda, their client is immaculate, her hair freshly pressed, her red dress, designer, looking like this treacherous weather wouldn’t dare touch her.


“You were supposed to be here two hours ago,” she says.


“Drive was longer than expected,” Zelda apologizes. “And the rain.”


“I’ve got supper on the table.” Washington’s voice is crisp and nononsense, the Texas showing through only in the drop of her r’s. “Take off those wet jackets first and leave them here. And watch your shoes. I don’t want mud in this house.”


Zelda does her best to shake off the outside before Washington leads them through the foyer and directly into a dining room. On the table sits a pot of red beans, a thin layer of congealed fat resting on top, but the cornbread in a metal pan is golden and smells of butter. Even if Zelda did eat things like beans and bread, she’d decline, but Atticus doesn’t hesitate. Six-foot-four stays hungry, and she’s never known her brother to turn down a free meal.


Washington watches Atticus fill a plate, a small, satisfied smile curling her lips. Maybe it’s only the woman taking pride in her cooking, but something about it is enough to raise Zelda’s hackles. Washington senses her looking, her judging, and, cool as can be, raises a questioning eyebrow.


Zelda’s a professional and has no intention of insulting the woman in her own house when they’re here to do a job and get paid, so she smiles and looks away.


And sees dolls.


Everywhere, dolls. In a bookcase, in a custom cabinet, on the mantel. Most are porcelain, but there’s a handful of paper dolls captured behind glass and some ancient-looking vinyl dolls with jointed limbs arranged in various poses beside them. There’s even a shelf of corncob dolls in gingham dresses and woven hats like Grandma Credit used to have.


“You a collector?” Zelda asks, trying for polite. The painted faces staring back at her are unsettling, and she can’t quite suppress the shiver that works its way down her back. Big bad monster hunter, but she remembers that Talking Tess job, the child-sized ax and the alltoo-adult-sized bodies. After that, nobody could blame her for not liking dolls.


“I’m a creator, not a collector. There’s a difference.” Washington sounds mildly insulted. She pulls out a menthol cigarette from a green hard pack and lights it. “You can have a look if you want.”


There’s a tap of feet and a little girl comes trundling into the room. She’s not more than six, maybe seven, with braided pigtails and cat-print leggings. She’s wearing one of those old-fashioned boots with a metal brace that makes her drag her foot, but that doesn’t stop her from beelining to Washington. She peers out at Zelda from behind the older woman’s chair.


Zelda waves. The girl, shy, waves back.


“What’d I tell you about guests,” Washington says, voice sharp with disapproval as she drags the girl forward and shakes her by her chubby arms. “Go on, and don’t come out until I say so.”


The girl ducks her head and limps back the way she came.


“She didn’t mean nothing,” Zelda says, the cruelty making her blood heat, her teeth ache.


Washington exhales a cool plume of smoke. “I know you mean well, but that child’s got to learn. So, don’t tell me how to do my job, and I won’t tell you how to do yours.” She stretches her mouth in a smile she doesn’t mean, white teeth and gums showing.


Silence hovers in the room, thick as the fog wafting from Washington’s menthol. The only sound is the click of Atticus’s fork against his plate. Zelda, thinking of the money, thinking of professionalism, says nothing. She hates herself a little for it, though.


Finally Washington speaks. “Granny told me about your family. Real deal Black folks. Root workers and hoodoo queens. My granny worked with herbs, made tonics for the folks around here, but it wasn’t anything like what you got. They say there’s power in y’all’s blood.” She exhales. “You sure you won’t eat?”


“No, ma’am. I’m sure.”


Washington’s eyes narrow. Cigarette ash floats down to the table like poisonous snow. “They say one of you got the Eye. It better be true, after all the money I’m paying you.”


Zelda clears her throat. “Speaking of money.”


Washington reaches into the sweetheart neckline of her dress and pulls out a fat envelope. She waves it in Zelda’s direction before tucking it away. “When you’re done helping me,” she says.


“Actually, you were vague on the phone about exactly what kind of help you needed.”


“You got the Eye. Why don’t you tell me?”


Zelda shares a look with her brother.


Washington turns to Atticus. “Oh, it’s you that has it. Tell me what you See.”


Atticus pauses with his fork halfway to his mouth. He straightens, and his gaze goes soft. But only for a moment before he glances at Zelda and shakes his head.


“It doesn’t work that way,” Zelda hedges. “Maybe if you just told us.”


Washington grunts, eyes lingering on Atticus. “Out in the cornfield. That’s where I first found the birds. I thought it was just an old possum gone feral or something, but it progressed.”


“Progressed?”


“Got the barn cat next, and then . . . something bigger. I hear it sometimes at night, out there screaming.”


“Screaming? You sure it isn’t a fox or a cougar?”


Her eyes go flat. “Too big for a fox, and there haven’t been cougars in this part of Texas for fifty years.”


“Too big? So you saw it?”


Washington rubs another dusting of ash from the table. “Something’s out there.”


“Then I best go take a look.” Zelda’s thinking that as much as she doesn’t want to go out in that cornfield, especially at night in the middle of God’s own storm, her absence will give Atticus the space to do his Seeing.


“You look tired, young man.” Washington stubs out her cigarette. “I got you a bed ready upstairs.”


Zelda’s taken aback. “I don’t think—”


“At least let him rest here while you hunt around. Besides, the only motel in town’s got bedbugs.”


Zelda looks at Atticus who yawns big, eyes drooping. He does look tired, maybe even a little wan, and Zelda knows he’s got a sensitive nature.


“All right,” she concedes. “While I hunt.”


Washington leads them up creaky stairs to the guest bedroom. It’s not much to look at. The floral wallpaper is starting to yellow and floorboards creak around thin oval rugs. A knitted blanket is folded neatly at the foot of each of the two narrow beds, and Zelda can clearly hear the rain knocking against the roof.


“You going out there?” Washington nods toward the curtained window.


“Yes, ma’am. It’s what you hired us for, and I won’t let a bit of rain slow me d—”


“Don’t track mud in,” she says. “I don’t want to have to clean up tomorrow.”


She walks away, leaving Zelda with her mouth open. She stands there for a moment, stunned at the rudeness, wondering why she’s trying so hard when Washington is giving her nothing but attitude back.


“She’s a piece of work,” she mutters.


She turns to Atticus. He’s already curled up on the bed, the thin blanket not even long enough to cover his feet. Zelda frowns, worry for her little brother replacing her irritation.


“You okay?”


“Sick,” he mumbles.


“You shouldn’t have eaten those beans,” she says, thinking of that layer of fat.


“Trying to be polite.”


“Trying to feed your stomach.” She shakes her head. “You See anything down there?”


“Doll,” Atticus murmurs.


“Creepy as fuck, right?” Zelda can tell that without the Eye. “I couldn’t live with all those little eyes staring at me, but maybe that’s countryfolk. Maybe they’re different.”


Lightning crackles outside and Zelda goes to the window. She pulls back the curtain and peers out over the cornfield.


She sucks in a breath.


Something is out there. Something low, moving on all fours. Another flash of lightning, and . . . nothing. But she was sure she saw . . . She shakes her head. Probably a fox.


“I’m going out,” she says over her shoulder. “Washington’s keeping secrets, and I don’t like the way she talked to that child. Can you look around while I’m . . . Atticus?”


But the only answer she receives is the soft sound of her brother’s snores.


It’s wet and miserable, and Zelda wishes she hadn’t come out after all. She’s a city girl at heart, and this pitch-dark country shit is worse than a horde of zombies running through the Fashion Place Mall.


It takes her a moment, slick fingers sliding over the switch, but she manages to flick on her flashlight. She aims it low. The amber beam lands on a face.


“Shit!” Zelda shouts and stumbles back.


But it’s only the little girl, the one from dinner. She’s standing there in the rain, her back to the field, big black eyes on Zelda. Her clothes are soaked through, shoulders limp in the downpour.


“What are you doing out here?” Zelda hisses, still working to calm her heartbeat. “You oughta be inside, out of this rain. You’re gonna catch your death!”


The girl stares, mouth a wide pink O.


“Your grandma’s gonna tan your hide when she finds out you’re out here,” Zelda chides, and immediately regrets it, thinking of how Washington scolded the child earlier. How the older woman riled up that something inside Zelda that made her hot, loose, less in control. She’s not sending the girl back to that.


The girl motions Zelda forward.


Zelda gets a feeling. She doesn’t get feelings often. That’s Atticus’s game. But sometimes even a Tooth can tell something’s wrong.


“You got a name?” she asks the girl.


Nothing. Maybe she doesn’t talk.


Zelda sighs. She knows it’s dumb to bring the kid along, maybe even dangerous. But she’s also got a feeling this kid ain’t just a kid, like she knows something. Maybe something she can’t say but can show.


Zelda glances back at the house one last time before she slips off her hoodie and wraps it around the child. She zips it up, pulls the strings snug, and gives the kid a smile. “Well, come on, then, No Name. Maybe you can help me out.”


She lets the girl lead her out into the cornfield, her little form limping along. They go deep into the high stalks until she can’t see the house. Can’t hear nothing, either, beyond the steady pounding of rain battering the dried-out husks. But then she smells something. Something dead.


The kid stops. Zelda thinks maybe she smells it, too.


The kid points.


Zelda trains her flashlight where she’s told and squats down, the girl hovering over her shoulder. Zelda nudges the lump. Turns the thing over. She’s not sure what she’s looking at beyond a mess of flesh and fur, white bones poking out every which way. It steams slightly, still hot despite the rain.


Zelda swallows, can’t quite stop herself from licking her lips.


“Hungry,” the kid whispers beside her.


Zelda near about jumps out of her skin. It takes her a moment to collect herself, to turn to the girl and mutter, “So you can talk.”


But the girl stays focused on the dead thing in front of them.


“Yeah,” Zelda says, once she realizes nothing else is forthcoming. “Something was hungry all right, but we must have interrupted its meal.” Which means it could still be close.


Zelda stands. Listens. But she can’t hear anything but rain, and the scent of death is so overpowering she can’t track past it. She’s not going to find anything out here tonight.


“Let’s get you back inside,” she says. She keeps the kid beside her as they retrace their steps. She’s halfway convinced Washington is wrong and it’s just some kind of natural predator out here in the field, but she keeps her head on a swivel, her senses alert, just in case.


As they pass out of the field and back to the yard, she feels eyes on her and looks down to find the kid staring. “Go on, then,” she urges, gesturing toward the porch. “Go get dry, and don’t tell your grandma you were out here with me. She’s like to skin us both.”


The kid slips out of Zelda’s hoodie and solemnly hands it back before she hobbles off to the house. Zelda spares one last glance for the field before she follows. The lights are all out, the little girl disappearing into the shadows as quickly as she had appeared out in the field.


Zelda tiptoes up the stairs and quietly pushes the bedroom door open.


“Atticus,” she calls softly. He’s where she left him, curled on his side. She decides to let him sleep. Plenty of time to catch whatever it is tomorrow.


Zelda dreams of hunting, of freshly torn flesh and blood in her mouth. She opens her eyes, slowly, carefully, half expecting to find herself curled up to a fresh carcass. Her phone says it’s almost dawn despite the lack of light coming in the windows, and she can still hear that damned rain. She thinks about trying to go back to sleep, but her stomach’s rumbling and more dreams will only make it worse.


She decides to hit the hardware store she spotted on the way in before the house wakes up. Buy some wood and wire and set a few traps. Catch whatever’s out there feeding in the cornfield to placate Ms. Washington, get paid, and get the hell home.


The ride back to town takes the better part of an hour but she’s at the local True Value when the door opens. She grabs a cart and makes the rounds, pulling what she needs off the shelves. She gets to the cashier, and he smiles at her. He’s old enough to be her father, but his oiled hair and the strong odor of aftershave tell her he’s a flirt. She wonders who the hell there is to impress out here, and realizes that today, it’s her.


“Haven’t seen you around here before,” he says, not even trying to hide his enthusiasm.


“Visiting.”


“Yeah? Where at?”


She considers ignoring the question but decides she might as well do some fishing. If she’s wrong and it’s not just a critter, it would be good to know what she can about Ms. Washington. More times than not, whatever’s troubling a place has to do with the people occupying it.


“Ms. Washington. She a ways outside of town.”


“Ah, sure I know her. Dolores and I went to school together.”


“Dolores.” So that’s her name.


He sighs, heavy. “That family’s had more than its fair share of heartbreak.”


“How so?”


He leans in, the chance to gossip with a newcomer obviously too tempting to pass up. “Her father died under mysterious circumstances, if you know what I mean. Sheriff said he passed away in his sleep, but everyone knows he beat her mama, and when her grandmother found out?”


“Murdered.” Zelda remembers what Dolores said about her grandmother and her tonics. She can’t help but smile. Her own mama’s told her about how back in the day, women would take care of bad men when the law turned a blind eye.


The man spreads his hands. “It’s ancient history now, and Dolores never let none of that stop her. She became something. Somebody. Traveled all over the world with those dolls of hers. Put our little county on the map.” He points his thumb to a wall of pictures just over his shoulder. Zelda spots a handful of local celebrities smiling in faded Kodachrome: the mayor at a ribbon cutting in front of a candy store, the local football team holding up a trophy, a beauty queen waving from a hay float. And sure enough, there’s Dolores Washington posing with one of those corncob dolls, only this one’s as big as a real child, blue ribbon pinned to its chest.


“Now she lives out there in that house all alone,” he says.


“Well, she’s got her daughter.” Granddaughter, she amends in her head. The girl’s too young to be her daughter.


“Her daughter don’t talk to her no more. Not since the accident. Hate to say it, but she blamed Dolores for what happened.”


Zelda doesn’t follow.


“The granddaughter.” The cashier lowers his voice. “She was playing out in the cornfield and stepped on some kind of old animal trap. Snapped closed, took her foot clean off.” His hand mimes the bite of metal jaws. “By the time they found her she’d bled out. Couldn’t keep enough blood in her to keep her alive.”


Zelda stares.


He purses his lips before he brightens. “I’m glad to see Dolores has got some company now. Can’t imagine how hard it must be to be all alone, nothing to keep you company but a bunch of old dolls.”


Zelda’s back in the truck and speeding down the road, her shopping cart left behind. She doesn’t need to build a critter trap. She knows who and what the monster is. Can’t believe she didn’t put it together when it was all right there in front of her. If Atticus had been awake, he’d have Seen something. Or maybe he had.


Doll, he’d said. Only she hadn’t understood.


And then he’d been too tired, or too sick, or—


“Oh, God.”


Power in the blood. That’s what Washington had wanted, what had made her eyes linger on Atticus, what had curled her lip in satisfaction. Because Lord knows your dead grandchild can’t survive on birds and barn cats. She needed what all revenants need: a person to feed on, and even better if it’s someone with power, someone like Atticus.


Zelda slams the gas down harder and sends the truck jumping forward, sliding on the slick street. The tail end tries to fishtail, but she rights the thing, tires spinning, as she curses herself and prays she’s not too late.


“Atticus!” she screams as she barrels through the door. She takes the stairs two at a time and throws herself against the bedroom door. It rattles in its frame, locked, and holds. She focuses, calls some of that heat that’s always waiting down inside her, and slams into the door again. This time it gives.


And there’s the little girl, the little doll, curled up next to Atticus. He looks to be sleeping, but there’s a looseness about his limbs that speaks of something more than sleep, that shouts at her that if she doesn’t do something, he’s never waking up.


The child looks up, heavy lidded. Blood crusts her little mouth, streaks Atticus’s neck and shoulders where she’s been feeding. Her boot brace is off, and she’s missing her leg below the knee, corn husks sticking out along the cuff of the fabric.


“Hungry,” she whispers.


Zelda starts to move. To do what, she doesn’t know. To rip the girl away from her brother, to open her own vein and feed Atticus her blood, hoping to replace his? But she doesn’t take a step before her back catches on fire.


She stumbles, howling in pain. Her hand grasps desperately for whatever weapon has pierced her between her shoulder blades, but she can’t reach it. She hears something in her body pop as she stretches, and then she catches a glimpse. Protruding from her flesh is a jumbo-sized wooden knitting needle half as thick as her wrist.


“I will not lose my grandchild!” Washington cries as Zelda staggers around to face her. Gone is the cool, put-together woman with the pressed hair and the perfect dress. The woman before her is wildeyed, desperate. Determined.


“You can’t have my brother!” Zelda grinds out between clenched teeth.


But Dolores doesn’t hear her, gaze focused on the girl, on Atticus as he lies there dying. “Your family’s got that old blood,” she half whispers. “Magic. If anything can make my baby alive, again, it’s that.”


“The magic runs two ways,” Zelda hisses.


Dolores turns, stares.


“Your granny should have told you that magic always comes in twos. Light and Dark.” Zelda spits blood, grins through the pain. “Eye and Tooth.”


She calls her power, some of the same power that runs in Atticus’s veins, only hers is bent different. She lets it bubble up, become appetite. Her fangs descend, her nails sharpen. Zelda roars as she reaches back and rips the needle from her flesh. The pain is clarifying, almost exhilarating. She rolls her shoulder, pops the bone back into the socket, and tosses the needle aside.


Washington screams, raises her hands as if she can ward off what’s next. But it’s too late for that, and Zelda’s been hungry, too.


The rain has finally stopped and there’s a cool breeze blowing in through the open windows when Atticus walks down the stairs, headphones around his neck. There’s a thick bandage around his throat, white gauze crisscrossing his shoulder. His steps are a little slower, skin a little chalkier, as whatever poison Dolores put into those beans works its way out of his system.


“You ready to leave?” Zelda asks.


“More than ready.” He eyes the phone cradled against Zelda’s cheek. “Who you talking to?”


“On hold with the airline.”


Atticus’s gaze flickers to the girl. She’s sitting next to Zelda playing with a paper doll.


“I can’t just leave her here,” Zelda says. She fingers the bloodstained envelope and the splayed-out twenties on the table. She knows it’s not much, but she figures it’s just enough to buy an extra ticket in economy. “And I told her no eating until we’re home and I can teach her how to hunt proper.”


Atticus grunts, noncommittal, and slides on his headphones. “I’ll wait in the truck.”


Zelda knows he’s not happy, but he won’t make a fuss, because he understands, just like Zelda, that sometimes the best monster hunters are monsters themselves.
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