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Screaming echoed around Emily …


. . . horrifying and deep, screaming like she never heard before. She coughed the water out of her lungs and breathed, and then she turned around, reaching for the dock as she did.


The air was filled with black smoke and an awful rancid burning smell. She could recognize part of the smell—hair burning—but the rest was something she had never encountered before.


The inky blackness poured off the dock and across the lake, engulfing her. She grabbed the ancient wood, then saw through the slats what was burning.


It was Daddy.


She screamed for him, but he didn’t seem to hear her. He was slapping himself and dancing on the top of the dock, trying to put out the fire, which seemed to come from his chest and burn upwards. . . .
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THE FIRST DEATH



July








One


Madison. Wisconsin


On the hottest day of the year, Emily Buckingham—who, until two months before, had been known as Emily Walters—took her bike out of the garage, filled two bottles of water, stuck them in the bottle cages, and dusted off her bike helmet. If she got caught, she would say she was just out for a ride, and she got lost.


Her mom might not believe that, but there’d be no proof. And proof, Emily knew from watching too many cop show reruns while Mommy was teaching summer school, was all that mattered. Mommy could guess all she wanted, but she’d never really know the truth.


Sophia, this week’s baby-sitter, had the radio on really loud in the kitchen. Emily could hear it on the porch of the old house the university rented cheap to needy professors. Emily hated the house. It’d been built by some famous Frank guy who seemed to like sloping windows and lots of stone and sixties crap that Mommy said was expensive but ugly.


Emily thought the whole house was ugly, even the living room, which was supposed to be the centerpiece. The house was so ancient that it didn’t have air-conditioning, and regular air didn’t flow right, so the porch was the only comfortable place in this heat spell.


At lunch—which Emily had to make because Sophia was too wrapped up in some phone conversation with a guy named Jimmy, who’d promised her he’d help with her green cards and her Visa and had somehow gone back on that promise—the guy on the radio news announced it was ninety-nine degrees with 95 percent humidity, and it was only going to get hotter. He recommended everybody hunker down and stay cool and drink a lot of fluids, which made Emily remember the water bottles, because she would have forgotten otherwise.


After she finished her peanut butter sandwich, she told Sophia she was going outside, but she didn’t say where. Sophia waved at her, probably thinking more about the Visa than about Emily. One thing about Emily, her mom always said, she was a good kid.


And this time, being a good kid was going to work in Emily’s favor.


When she went out into the heat, she almost changed her mind. It felt hotter than ninety-nine degrees with 95 percent humidity. It always felt hotter in this crummy neighborhood so far away from the lake.


Here the houses were crammed together like kids on a bus, and the trees, even though they gave shade, made everything seem even more crowded. The streets were hilly, and Camp Randall Stadium was nearby, which Mommy said would be a really big pain in the fall.


Emily didn’t want to be here in the fall. She didn’t want to be here now, but she didn’t have a lot of choice. Mommy let Daddy have the big house on Lake Mendota in the divorce, kinda like a consolation prize, Mommy said, although having a house didn’t seem like a real consolation to Emily for losing the whole family.


Mommy changed her last name and said Emily had to do the same thing, which Emily hadn’t liked but hadn’t known how to argue. The lawyer lady, who had lots of big teeth and even bigger hair and wore too much perfume, had put a hand on Emily’s shoulder and said, Trust me, honey, it’s for the best.


But it wasn’t for the best.


People didn’t lose their daddies because “his personality has changed, sweetheart” and because some judge thought that was a big deal. It wasn’t a big deal. Daddy was still Daddy, he just couldn’t be home as much, and when he was home, he couldn’t spend as much time with her and Mommy.


Then Daddy said that thing no one would say what it was and everything went bad and he got to keep all his family money, which somehow paid for the house, and Mommy got to keep her job and Emily got to keep her clothes and her books and her toys and nothing else, not even her daddy.


And no one asked her what she wanted, not then, and not now. They just figured she’d live with it, because they were.


They figured her wrong.


But then, they always figured her wrong. Emily might have been a good girl, but that was mostly because she was interested in good-girl things. She thought kids who broke the rules at school were stupid because school was interesting and a whole lot better than staying at home by yourself all summer, watching reruns on TV and Jerry Springer and this really bad soap opera in Spanish that her other baby-sitter, Inez, liked. Emily was learning Spanish from the show and from Inez, whose English wasn’t too good, but that wasn’t like sitting in class.


Nothing was.


This fall, Emily’d have to go to a whole new school because they lived in this crummy neighborhood now, where there wasn’t a lot of kids and where what kids who lived here were pretty stuck up. Emily had been alone all summer, and reading when she wasn’t watching TV, and thinking a lot about Daddy being alone all summer.


So she came up with the plan.


She had to pick the right day because it would take a long time to ride from Camp Randall to Shorewood. She’d have to stay away from University Avenue because, when it merged with Campus Drive, it got lots of lanes and stoplights and people not caring who they hit when they went too fast around corners.


Emily figured Old Middleton Road was her best bet, and one afternoon, she got Inez to drive it for her so that she could see it. That worked kinda, although Inez kept telling Mommy that Emily was being weird, wanting to see her old house and everything, even though the house was on the opposite side of University from Old Middleton Road.


Inez wasn’t dumb, which was why Emily had to pick a Sophia day to take the bike.


There weren’t going to be a lot more Sophia days because Mommy didn’t like the mess she left the house in, so on days without Inez, Emily might have to do something lame like day care on campus. The University of Wisconsin sponsored day care for kids all summer long, but the kids who were usually there were little kids, not ten-year-olds. Ten-year-olds were supposed to be at camp or summer school or on vacation, not trying to read while some baby screamed his lungs out.


Emily was going to ask Daddy if he could take her on non-Inez days, even if the judge didn’t like it. Daddy could afford somebody to come in and watch both of them to make sure nothing bad happened, although Emily wasn’t sure what bad stuff could happen around Daddy.


Of course, she hadn’t seen him a lot since his personality changed, but in court, his lawyer said he’d be better if he took drugs. Mommy said the problem was there was no guarantee he’d take the drugs, but Emily thought there was no guarantee that he wouldn’t either.


So when she called this morning and listened to the phone ring, her stomach twisting so much she wasn’t sure her breakfast bar would stay down, and heard Daddy’s familiar deep voice saying, “Hello? Hello? Is anyone there?” she just knew he was taking the drugs and he’d be fine, he’d be the Daddy who told her stories and rode her around on his shoulder and taught her how to ride this very bike.


It took all of Emily’s patience to get through lunch, which would be the last time Sophia would notice where she was. Even so, Emily was real quiet when she took out the bike, and she was real responsible too, because even though it was hot, she strapped her helmet on first thing.


She coasted down the hill to the intersection, where she took a right. She knew if she kept going west, she’d hit Old Middleton, and from there it was pretty much a straight shot to Whitney Way. Somewhere near there—she hadn’t scoped this part out—she’d have to cross at the lights and ride for a treacherous block or two on University.


Then she’d go into her old neighborhood and maybe ride around it a bit because she hadn’t done that since last summer, which was a really long time ago. When she got to her old house, which Daddy had built just before she was born on his family’s property near Lake Mendota, she’d go around to the back to the cabana, lock her bike inside, and put on her swimming suit.


It would be an easy visit, her and Daddy, not talking a lot (unless he wanted to), and just enjoying being together, because, after all, he had to miss her as much as she missed him.


Because that last day in the court, where she had to go talk to the judge all by herself, and the judge asked her weird questions about Daddy, none of which seemed to make any sense, and then asked her who she’d rather live with, Mommy or Daddy, and Emily said both. On that day, Daddy had put his arms around her and told her she was just great and everything would be fine, she would see, and he never meant any of that bad stuff anyway, that was just the illness talking.


And she couldn’t ask what he meant about the bad stuff and being sick because Mommy’s lawyer with the big teeth and the big hair whisked her away and made her sit outside with some guy in a uniform while they waited for the judge to ask some more questions to both Mommy and Daddy.


Good thing Emily had brought a book.


But then, she always brought a book. She even had one in the bike pack Mommy had given her for her birthday. A book and her swimming suit and a towel and a candy bar and an apple in case she got hungry and Daddy didn’t have any kid food.


So Emily rode and followed the plan, even though it was really hot and her T-shirt stuck to her back, and icky sweat ran down her neck from her helmet. She drank most of the water by the time she got to Whitney Way and stared at all the cars zooming from one place to the next, making that whooshing sound as they went by.


And part of her, the good-girl part, understood why her Mommy and Daddy never wanted her to ride on this side of University Avenue, why when she lived in her old house she had to stay in the neighborhood and ride the windy streets that usually ended in a dead end.


She almost turned around, with all the cars and being by herself and no one knowing who she was, and what if one hit her? Who would tell Mommy? And then Emily decided she just had to be real careful. It was up to her to be vigilant, Mommy always said, because other people rarely were.


Emily didn’t know how long she waited at the light on Whitney Way, so that she could merge with the traffic on University, but when she finally got enough guts to go, she rode really fast. Her bike wobbled under her legs, and she was afraid it would slip sideways like it did sometimes on gravel, but she was as careful as she could be, and vigilant too, even though some of the cars passed so close they almost touched her, and the wind from them going by made her bike wobble all the more.


She peddled just a little ways on University, but it was enough, with the guardrail on one side and the trees not giving any shade and the cars on the other, whooshing like they had no idea there was a kid nearby struggling to stay on a bike.


Then she saw a familiar street, all narrow near the little bridge, and she turned on it, even though that street wasn’t part of the plan. She coasted down the incline toward the cross streets and looked at houses she hadn’t seen for almost a year.


Real houses. They were mostly big, like houses were supposed to be, and people who lived there had real cars like SUVs. They had yards and flowers and trees all their own and the other houses weren’t all crammed next to them so that you could hear the neighbors shouting at each other, even if it was in Indonesian.


Emily was kinda relieved that everything looked as familiar as it did. At one point on the ride when she was beginning to wonder if she had gone right past Old Middleton and hadn’t even noticed, she also got scared thinking she might not recognize anything when she got to her old neighborhood.


But everything looked the same, right down to the cars, and it didn’t take her long at all to find her old house.


It was still at the bottom of an incline, which Daddy used to complain about in the spring because the snow would melt and the water would run down the driveway, mix with the rain, and flood the garage. He used to say it was the only flaw in the design and Mommy would laugh because they couldn’t move the garage anywhere better without losing their view of the lake.


Emily took the old bike path around the side of the garage where no one could see her. Everything had grown up weedy and tall, even the dandelions, whose fluff floated in the humid air.


Some things had changed—Mommy would never have let the garden grow over like this, and she would have made Daddy or someone (even Emily, maybe) mow the lawn.


The house didn’t look as good as she remembered either. The more she compared it to the Frank house, the bigger this house got, kind of like her mind made it grow. If she’d thought about it, really thought about it, she would have known it wasn’t that big—what rooms would fill all that extra space?—but she hadn’t thought about it.


All she’d thought about was the garden, with its roses and peony shrubs and bleeding hearts, and all those other plants whose names she didn’t know but grew taller than she was, with big green leaves that reached for the sky. The garden was like a fence, even more so now that it was overgrown, but in her memory, in her imagination, the garden was what separated her house from all the neighbors’.


In reality, the yard was so big, no neighbor house was even nearby. Emily had to squint through the trees to see the nearest house, a big red thing that had a pitched roof and a covered porch.


Her daddy’s house seemed smaller than that. The second story was narrower and the windows weren’t as big, and the porch was smaller than the one in the back of the Frank house. In fact, her daddy’s house didn’t look a lot bigger than the Frank house, although it was prettier with its light blue paint and the big modern windows and its stained-glass front door.


Weeds covered the bike path, scratching her as she made her way around the house. Mosquitoes lived here too and didn’t seem to know they weren’t supposed to be out in this heat. She slapped more than one, had to flick a spider off her arm, and swallowed a mouthful of gnats, which were swarming in front of a big black tree.


The bike’s wheels click-click-clicked, which sounded loud now that she wasn’t riding it and listening to the whoosh of cars. She wondered if her daddy could hear her moving through the underbrush and if he worried that some bogeyman was coming to get him, even though it wasn’t dark.


Her old daddy, the one with the personality she knew, he wouldn’t have been afraid of the bogeyman, but she wasn’t so sure about this new daddy, the one the judge said didn’t have the right to see Emily anymore.


What could a daddy do that was so bad that his daughter had to be punished too?


When she reached the little dip in the path, the one that used to be a fork until the Dixsens sold the next-door house and the new people didn’t have kids so no one found out about the path, she let the bike tip over really slow so that she wouldn’t knock the chain off.


Then she bent down, opened the pack, and got out her suit, along with the towel and the book just in case Daddy wasn’t there after all. She wrapped the suit and the book in the towel and tucked it under her arm. She walked the rest of the way, her breath catching in her throat.


The air was really still. There wasn’t even a bird singing, although in her memory, birds always sang here. She stepped into the yard before she realized she’d lost the path; the tall grass confused her, made her think she was still in the no-man’s-land by the garage.


The garage was almost lost in weeds, the door shut and locked, and one of the windows on the back side had a small round hole in it, the grass cracked in a circle all around it.


Emily’s mouth was dry, and she wished she’d brought one of her bottles too, even though there wasn’t much water left. She hadn’t realized how thirsty she would be.


Her footsteps, knocking down the grass, were the only sound she heard. The air took on a familiar marshy scent, the smell that always made her think of the lake in the summer.


As she got closer to the patio, she saw that the cabana had been taken down—all that was left was concrete where the floor used to be.


A shiver went through her even though she wasn’t cold, and she glanced toward the lake to see if Daddy had at least put out the dock.


He had, and he was sitting on it, cross-legged, staring at the sailboats that looked pure white against the hazy sky. The lake itself was blue-gray, the air so full of water that the sunlight filtering through it almost looked like sun coming through fog.


Emily had never seen her daddy sit so still. It was almost like he was like those prayer guys she’d seen in Union South one day while she was waiting for her mommy.


Emily set her towel on the patio stones—which were cracked and weeds had grown through them—and no one had bothered to put out the big glass table with the umbrella and the cushiony green chairs with the white legs, even though it was the middle of the summer.


She glanced real quick at the patio doors, trying to see inside the house, but it was too dark. She couldn’t even see if anyone was moving around inside, like maybe Daddy had gotten a new housekeeper or something.


Mommy said to the lawyer lady that toward the end it wasn’t good to sneak up on Daddy, so Emily made as much noise as she could coming down the hard path. She swished the grass and coughed and cleared her throat.


When she got to the edge of the dock, she jumped on it, so it bounced just like it always had, and the water rippled around it, and her heart lifted. No matter how much changed, this—this, at least, stayed the same.


Her daddy turned, real slow, like he was at the end of one of those ripples she caused. His hair was too long and it wasn’t black anymore. It had lots of gray in it. And he had lines on his face that she’d never seen before. He was kinda thin and the polo shirt he wore, one of his favorites, seemed like it was made for someone else.


But he smiled when he realized it was her, and that was Daddy, that big goofy grin that covered most of the lower part of his face.


Emily grinned back and waved and said, “I missed you, Daddy,” even though she’d promised herself, promised, promised, promised, she wouldn’t say anything like that because she didn’t want him to feel bad.


He got up and held out his arms and she ran to him, hitting him so hard that she felt his body rock as she wrapped her arms around him.


“Em,” he said, and his voice sounded a little funny, like it used to when he had a cold or when he talked too much to his classes.


His hand ran along her short hair. She’d forgot Mommy had done that at the beginning of the summer, made Emily cut her hair so that she’d be cool and no one would have to worry about the tangles like they did in past years. Daddy hated short hair, he always said so, that his girls should look like girls.


“You’re so tall.” He grabbed her shoulders and pushed her back, just a little, so that he could see her face, and she was glad that he didn’t say anything about her hair at all.


“Mommy didn’t want me to come, but I had to see you, Daddy, so I rode all the way here, and I’m hot and I thought maybe on hot afternoons I could come and we could swim and pretend everything was okay.”


Daddy’s gray eyes seemed a little glassy, like Mommy’s did when she had just woke up.


“Yes,” he said, although Emily wasn’t sure what he was agreeing with. “Yes, of course.”


He crouched, touched the chopped part of her hair again, and smiled at her. Only this wasn’t the goofy grin at all, and Emily’s heart started to pound.


“Yes,” he said again, “it makes sense that you would come now with the drought and the heat and the dying lake.”


His hands slid down her arm. They were cold. His fingers dug into her skin.


“Daddy?” she asked, her heart pounding harder now. Was this what they meant about him being different? That he didn’t make any sense and his smile had gone all funny and his fingers, which had never ever hurt her before, were going to leave bruises in her skin?


“We’ll solve it together, Emmie A.,” he said, using his old nickname for her. It sounded funny, like a stranger talking with Daddy’s voice. “Come on.”


He let go of her shoulders and held out his hand like he used to do when they crossed the street, back when she was a little girl.


She stared at him for a minute. He seemed so funny with those glassy eyes and that flat smile and the gray hair. But the lines on his face made him look even sadder, and she had missed him, and maybe, just maybe, she’d been listening to Mommy too much.


She took his hand.


He smiled at her, the soft Daddy smile that he used to use when she did something exactly right, and then they walked, together, to the end of the dock. The wood bobbed beneath their feet, and there were holes in the middle where there had once been boards. Nothing was like it used to be. Not the dock, not the yard, not Daddy.


Not even Emily.


She tried not to sigh. When they reached the edge of the dock, Daddy turned to her. “Are you ready to go in?”


She grinned. “I’ll get my suit. I brought it.”


“You won’t need a suit,” he said, and picked her up.


His eyes were wild now, and her heart was beating so hard it hurt. Emily struggled but Daddy didn’t seem to notice.


Instead, he bent over and shoved her into the water. It was wet and hot on the thin upper layer, and then she hit a pocket of cold because he had shoved her so very deep.


There was water in her nose and she was coughing, the sound muffled by the water, and she tried not to get water in her lungs, but she was failing. Water was running down the back of her throat, and she was choking.


Daddy was holding her shoulders, pressing them down, playing too rough like he did last summer when he first scared Mommy, and he couldn’t tell Emily was in trouble.


She thrashed and struggled and grabbed his wrists with her hands, trying to let him know that she couldn’t breathe. Black spots danced in front of her eyes. Her chest burned, and she coughed again, this time sucking in a big mouthful of water.


She was dying, really dying, and Daddy wouldn’t let her go.





Two


Anchor Bay. Oregon


Gabriel Schelling crouched beside the body on the beach. The tide was out, and the sand should have been dry, but it was the texture of concrete, damp and smooth. The air stank of dead fish.


A crowd of tourists huddled near the cliffs that formed the southern end of the bay. He had asked the tourists to go away, but that was like asking the ocean to get rid of its salt. Tourists never did what you wanted them to, and they never ever left—especially when a body was involved.


The tourist who had called the sheriff’s office had reported finding a woman who appeared to be long dead. But as Gabriel looked over the body, he realized that, although the creature before him was female, it wasn’t a woman.


Fortunately the face was pressed against the sand, and the tourist, like anyone who stumbled on something awful, didn’t look too closely. This so-called woman had bulging eyes, almost no nose, and lips that were permanently pursed.


She also had chalk-white skin that was covered with a layer of nearly translucent scales.


Gabriel’s father had called these creatures fish women, but the residents of the southern part of Seavy County called them mermaids. Gabriel didn’t think either description was exactly right.


He also had never seen a dead one before, and he doubted that anyone else had either. For all he knew, these creatures lived forever in their strange home deep in the sea, even though there was talk that they were amphibians, and that they often walked the land.


Gabriel grabbed his radio and pressed the talk button. “Athena, where’s Hamilton?”


Athena Buckingham had been the North County dispatcher for the Seavy County sheriff’s office ever since Gabriel was a boy. She was efficient and tough, and someone who still put the fear of God into Gabriel, even though he was, technically, her boss.


“He left the moment I contacted him.” Athena’s voice, operatic in person, seemed tailored for the radio. “He should be there at any moment.”


Depending on traffic and accidents along the way. Getting from one part of Seavy County to another in the summer was a nightmare, which was why the sheriff’s office had finally split into three districts.


Only one road, Highway 101, ran all the way down the Oregon Coast. In Seavy County, particularly in the northern part, the highway was often the only north-south road for miles. The Coastal Mountain Range was wider here, placing tall mountains on the east side of the highway. With the ocean on the left, there wasn’t a lot of room for roads, houses, or anything else.


And the traffic in the summer got worse every year. July was peak tourist season and roads that were built for hundreds of cars had to cope with thousands. Usually if Gabriel saw a body, it was on the highway, inside a demolished car that had tried to pass in a no-passing zone. If he had a dollar for every one of those accidents he had seen in the seven years he had served as North Seavy County’s sheriff, he would be able to retire already.


Gabriel said, “Tell him to get his butt here as fast as he can. He’s going to like this one.”


“He’s going to like this one?” Athena repeated. “What does that mean?”


Gabriel let go of the radio and reattached it to his belt. He knew better than to answer that question on the public bands. But he also knew that Athena would repeat his words to the coroner, Hamilton Denne.


And Denne, who had a great scientific and historical interest in what he had once dubbed the fantasylife of Seavy County, would love this one. He would find out everything he possibly could about this creature, and then some.


Gabriel thought he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. He looked over at the tourists. At least two families waited by the black rocks, as well as a single man standing off to the side. Two women wearing wet suits and holding their surfboards watched as if they were waiting for the right wave.


Gabriel studied the tourists out of reflex. If this were a dead human body before him, he would be thinking about suspects. Seavy County had at most two or three murders a year, but there were a lot of accidental deaths. And in accidental deaths, especially ones around the ocean, murder always had to be ruled out.


The family on the left had the same avid look on their faces as the surfers did. The children, a boy and a girl both nearing puberty, were beginning to lose interest. They were casting longing gazes at the ocean.


But the parents seemed riveted. Gabriel would guess that they were Southern Californians just by their clothing. The shirts were tasteful, although short-sleeved, and their shorts were khaki, but completely inappropriate. Even though the sun was out, making the sky a brilliant blue, the temperature down here hadn’t gone higher than sixty-five. In areas the wind could reach, the temperature went down at least ten degrees.


No wonder the children wanted to move. They were probably cold.


The wind didn’t get to this part of the beach because of the cliff that the tourists were leaning against. The cliff, which extended for at least two miles, curved against the beach, forming a natural barrier to anything that came from the south.


The cliff was black and large. On the tip, the cliff rose even farther up, forming a shape that people had once compared to a goblet, giving the entire southern tip of Anchor Bay its name—the Devil’s Goblet.


A friend of Gabriel’s often joked that the Devil used to live on the Oregon Coast, and when he left, he abandoned a lot of things. Lincoln City had Devil’s Lake, and farther south tourists could find the Devil’s Punchbowl, his Churn, and his Elbow.


Hamilton Denne had told Gabriel that Dee River in Whale Rock used to be called the Devil’s River, and other sites in Seavy County were either still named for the Devil or renamed away from the original devilish names.


At some point, Gabriel thought he would do a travel article on the Devil and the Oregon Coast, but he had a hunch his usual publishers, both Oregon-based tourist magazines, wouldn’t take it.


The other family seemed even more intense than the first. These people, parents and three children, knew how to dress for the coast, and they looked vaguely familiar. Gabriel wondered if they were weekenders—people who owned a second home here and often thought they belonged.


Anchor Bay’s six hundred year-round residents never believed that weekenders belonged, and many of the locals thought the tourists should stay away. Often, at the end of a long summer, Gabriel was one of them.


But the person who caught Gabriel’s attention the most was the single man standing next to the surfers. The man was tall and thin and had straggly gray hair. He seemed nervous.


“Hey, Gabriel.” Hamilton Denne stood on the beach access steps. He was holding his kit in one hand and a body bag in the other. “What’ve we got?”


“Come see for yourself, Hamilton,” Gabriel said.


Denne stepped off the concrete steps and started across the dry sand. He was the strangest person Gabriel knew in an area filled with misfits, ex-hippies, and people who simply didn’t fit anywhere else. Denne’s family had lived on the Oregon Coast forever and somehow became one of the state’s most influential families.


Denne’s marriage to the daughter of one of Portland’s wealthiest families added to that. Hooking up their oldest daughter with a Denne was like having a member of the Bush family marry one of Bill Gates’s daughters, only on an Oregon scale.


But about four years ago, Denne quietly divorced his wife. Since then, he seemed lighter, happier, and increasingly more ghoulish.


He didn’t look ghoulish though. Denne still had an East Coast prep-school air to him. Some of that was his collection of Harvard sweatshirts, updated every year, and some of that was because Gabriel had yet to see him in jeans. Even Denne’s grungiest pants had a crease down the center.


This afternoon, he was wearing a brand-new pair of Nikes, and the sleeves of his sweatshirt were rolled up, revealing surprisingly muscular arms. Denne’s blond hair needed a trim, and his angular face actually looked a bit haggard.


“This doesn’t look good,” Denne said as he got closer.


That was precisely what Gabriel had thought when he’d first crossed the sand. “You have to see it from this angle.”


Denne set the kit and the body bag down, then crossed over to Gabriel, careful not to step on anything that could be evidence. Gabriel appreciated Denne’s caution. The two murders they had worked together had resulted in convictions because of Denne’s meticulousness.


Gabriel held his breath as Denne crouched. Denne loved anything unusual and collected most everything that had to do with Seavy County lore.


Denne peered at the body and then, to Gabriel’s surprise, lost all color in his face.


“Is this what I think it is?” Denne asked.


“What do you think it is?” Gabriel asked, knowing better than to put his assumptions on Denne.


“A mermaid.” Denne breathed the word, as if he didn’t want anyone to overhear him.


“I never technically think of them as mermaids.” Gabriel swept his hand toward the legs, bent at the knees, and the long, flipperlike feet. “No tail.”


“That’s true.” Denne spoke like someone crouched over the body of a friend. “My father used to call them sirens, even though that’s not accurate either. In Greek mythology, sirens never went into the water. They sang from the coastlines.”


Gabriel studied him. “You okay, Hamilton?”


Denne shook his head slightly. Then he leaned even closer, careful not to touch the body. “Definitely dead. See? There’s a bluish tint to the lips and nostrils that can’t be natural, and there’s some kind of substance in the gills.”


“Nostrils and gills?” Gabriel asked.


“I’m pretty sure she’s not the only one built like that,” Denne said. “Real mermaids of the fairy-tale type would have to have them too and so would water nymphs.”


Gabriel grinned. This was one of the many things he loved about Seavy County. He knew of no other place in the world where he could have this kind of conversation.


“How about in the real world?” he asked.


Denne’s smile was halfhearted and dismissive. “I don’t specialize in the real world.”


That wasn’t exactly true either, but Gabriel wasn’t going to argue. He shifted a little, his legs growing tired from crouching.


“Look at this.” Denne pointed at a space in the thin, strawlike hair. “No ears. Not even a place for them.”


Gabriel did look. The skull was perfectly rounded along the side, the skin—with no obvious scales—stretched taut. “I expect you’ll find a lot of differences.”


Denne gave him a look of surprise. “God, I hadn’t even thought of that. I was just going to look for what killed her. But this is something, isn’t it?”


“Alien Autopsy,” Gabriel said, talking about a video they had both seen and laughed over. “Think of all the tourists we’ll get on this beach now.”


If anything, Denne grew paler. “I’m not letting this information out. The last thing we need is the National Enquirer here, making us all look like hicks.”


Gabriel smiled. Now that reaction was pure Denne. He would rather avoid controversy and public notoriety than claim the discovery of the century.


“What do we do with it?” Gabriel asked.


“We’ll treat this like any other body we find on the beach,” Denne said. “Full crime-scene investigation. Those people over there think this is human, right?”


He nodded toward the tourists.


“Yeah,” Gabriel said. “They didn’t give it a good look.”


“Perfect. Then that’s what we tell the Anchor Weekly News. A body on the beach, suspicious death.”


Gabriel gave him a sideways glance. Denne hadn’t moved from his crouch, his hands hovering over but not touching the body.


“You want to use county money to investigate this,” Gabriel said.


“Damn straight,” Denne said. “If everyone thinks we might have a murder, no one’ll argue the state crime lab budget. They have better equipment than I do.”


“I thought you didn’t want outsiders to know about this.”


“They’re not going to examine her,” Denne said. “They’re going to look at the stuff around her, just like they would for any other crime scene.”


Gabriel nodded. Sometimes he liked how Denne thought.


“All right,” Gabriel said. “Let’s get to work.”





Three


Madison. Wisconsin


Lyssa Buckingham first heard the sirens when she stepped off the bus at the corner of University and Linden, but she didn’t think much of them. Sirens had become a fact of her life since she’d moved so close to the University Hospitals and Clinic. Sirens, and bells from the First Congregational Church just a block away, and in the fall, there would be shouts from Camp Randall Stadium during the Badger football games.


Inconveniences that she didn’t mind, just like she normally didn’t mind taking the bus. On this day, though, it was a different matter. The bus’s air-conditioning had been out, and since she’d left her office at five like the rest of Madison, the bus was crowded. She’d had to stand for the full two miles, swaying in the intense heat, and as she had gotten off, the bus nearly drowned her in hot, smelly diesel exhaust.


Lyssa adjusted her bookbag so that it fell across her back. Her purse was heavy enough by itself, but the bag—filled with the research materials she had finally gotten from a rare-books Web site—made the purse seem like it weighed nothing.


In her right hand, she carried her briefcase, filled with this week’s papers from the course she had specially designed for the summer session: “Women and the Vote, 1868 to 1922.” She got to talk about all her favorite female pioneers, from Susan B. Anthony to Victoria Woodhull to Sojourner Truth. And she made the students understand that voting wasn’t just a right; it was a privilege, one many of them wouldn’t have had a hundred years before.


Lyssa wasn’t enjoying the class as much as she usually did, partly because of the heat, and partly because she was still tying up the last few details from the divorce.


Emily still didn’t understand what had happened, and Lyssa didn’t want to explain it to her. In fact, Lyssa was perfectly willing to play the bad guy in the entire situation.


No little girl needed to know that her father thought she was a demon when he was off his medication. No little girl needed to know that her father had carried her sleeping form to the shore of Lake Mendota one hot summer evening and would have drowned her if Lyssa hadn’t awakened with a sense that something was about to go terribly wrong.


Lyssa had had the same sense all day, but she hadn’t known why. She suspected it was the heat. Heat made her uneasy and restless. She had never really learned how to cope with it. She had grown up on the Oregon Coast, where the temperatures usually hovered between forty-five and seventy-five degrees year-round. And Oregon, like so many Western states, had very little humidity.


The sheer amount of moisture in the air in a Wisconsin summer was enough to make anyone ill at ease.


But it wasn’t just the heat and humidity; it was also the memories they raised. Her ex-husband, Reginald, had always been a little crazy in the heat. He studied it, as if it were something that had been sent from the heavens to attack him personally.


Before Reginald had been diagnosed, indeed, before the symptoms had shown up, a psychologist had diagnosed his obsession with heat, global warming, and the coming end of the world as guilt.


Reginald was the prodigal son of the Walters family, the only Walters who didn’t work for Walters Petroleum. He had tried to work for the family business, wanting to make the company environmentally responsible, but that went against the Walters way.


Reginald lived off his portion of the family trust, but he pretended he had nothing to do with them. If people asked him, back in the days when he was lucid, who he was and what he did, he told them he was a classics professor, which was true.


He also saw it as another failure in a life filled with failures.


Lyssa never did. She thought Reginald brilliant, creative, and interesting—at least, she had when they’d met at the University of Texas in Austin. She had also seen him as courageous, going against the family in their home state, often showing up at protests in the oil-drilling fields and getting his picture on the front pages of the Houston Chronicle and the Dallas Morning News.


Lyssa never had that kind of courage. She had run away from her family as quickly as she could and had never tried to fight them on their home turf.


She walked the three short blocks to the house the UW had provided her for this semester. It was a Frank Lloyd Wright design, donated by an alumnus in his will. Eventually the university planned to turn the house into a museum, but until then, the UW got its use out of the place by renting it at minimal price to visiting professors.


Lyssa wasn’t visiting, but the house had been empty, and she had been promised its use for another year. After that, she would have enough money in her savings account—provided there wasn’t another financial emergency—to put a down payment on a house, or at least a first and last on a moderately comfortable duplex.


The divorce had left her broke and frightened and more than a little guilty. Wives promised to stick by their husbands through thick and thin, and she had fully expected to do that.


But Reginald’s schizophrenia—which had appeared full strength in the middle of May a year before—had made being traditional impossible. The psychiatrists never believed Lyssa that Reginald had shown no symptoms before. Being schizophrenic, the doctors claimed, didn’t develop over time like Alzheimer’s or diabetes. It usually manifested long before someone’s thirty-fifth birthday.


The doctors claimed that Reginald’s schizophrenia had to have existed before, and that Lyssa had done him a disservice by taking him off his medications.


The doctors also claimed Lyssa’s negligence had hurt Emily. For a while, until Lyssa hired the best lawyer in the area, it looked like the State of Wisconsin was going to remove Emily from the Walters household for good.


Lyssa had managed to shield Emily from all of that, somehow, and Emily didn’t remember most of the bad stuff, since Reginald had been aware enough to stay away when the paranoia and hallucinations started.


But some magazine journalist got wind of Reginald’s illness. The journalist was already doing a piece for The Atlantic on the link between the duPont family’s business and the mental illness that ran in that family. With the advent of Reginald’s bizarre schizophrenia, and mental illness in other wealthy families whose initial source of wealth had to do with chemicals or petroleum, the journalist felt he had a wider story.


The Walters family heard about the story before Lyssa did, and they swooped in to take care of Reginald. He got flown to their doctors, taken to their clinics, and forced to live in their ways. He couldn’t really defend himself against the family any longer.


And the family decided to make Lyssa the villain, claiming that she had ignored his illness until it got extreme. That was when the need for the divorce had become crystal clear.


After that, she knew that to keep her daughter out of the custody of the state or the Walters grandparents, who had never visited Emily, not once, and had never acknowledged her with a Christmas or birthday card, let alone a gift, Lyssa would have to get out of the marriage quickly.


She managed to, while the Walters family focused on quashing the negative publicity raised by Reginald’s illness. Reginald managed to come back for the custody hearings, since he wanted joint custody, but Lyssa couldn’t agree to that, not with the Walters doctors claiming that Reginald wasn’t schizophrenic at all, just “exhausted,” and refusing to give him proper treatment. Without the treatment, he might try to kill Emily again.


The Walters family stayed out of that battle. For the first time, Lyssa was pleased that they refused to acknowledge her as their daughter-in-law, and Emily as their granddaughter. It made the final fight that much easier. She doubted she would have been able to win otherwise against the Walters fortune.


Lyssa pushed the damp hair off her forehead. Her hair was black and heavy, and she had kept it long until the beginning of this summer. She couldn’t face more heat and humidity with long hair trailing down her back. She had cropped her hair short, and Emily’s too, making them both look a bit like the Gainsborough painting the Blue Boy—young and somewhat surprised at the way things had gone.


Lyssa didn’t feel young anymore. She’d known, when she’d turned thirty, that her future would be different, but she hadn’t realized how different. The past four years had aged her.


She suspected it would only get worse.


As she approached the house, she realized the garage door was open. She sighed. She had asked Emily time and again to close that door. Madison was a relatively safe town, but now that they lived near Camp Randall Stadium, they would be subject to game-day pranks and other student mischief.


Even though football season wouldn’t officially start for another month and a half, Lyssa wanted the safety habits ingrained early. She didn’t want Emily to be anywhere near drunken students and football fans on game weekends.


In fact, if Lyssa had more money, she would leave town for the two days of festivities around each home game.


Living here was very different from living in the house she and Reginald had built near Lake Mendota. She had loved that house and she missed it, but she hadn’t fought for it.


She had hoped that she would inherit it when Reginald moved back in with his family, but once the press crisis was over and the stories quashed, the Walters family let Reginald come home. Lyssa had seen him once, the day the divorce was final. He had looked stable, although she suspected that was his attorney’s doing, but too thin. He claimed to be back on his medication, and he seemed calm enough. But there was something odd about Reginald now, something that hadn’t been obvious before.


Lyssa, who had never been around mentally ill people before her husband got sick, wasn’t sure if the oddness was a manifestation of his illness or something else. And even though she had never mentioned this to anyone, the something else had frightened her.


She mounted the old-fashioned stone steps that led to the house’s ugly orange front door. For all of Wright’s talk about wanting his homes to blend into their environment, he had fallen in love with the kinds of 1950s colors that were only part of the environment in the fall, if then. No wonder the alumnus had gifted out the home. If it were Lyssa’s, she would sell it to some Wright fanatic and buy herself some place livable.


As she stepped inside, she wished for air-conditioning. The interior seemed hotter than the exterior. She’d closed curtains before she’d left and set fans in strategic places throughout the house, but they never seemed to keep the rooms cool.


She sighed, set her bookbag on the sharp flagstone stairway, and called for Emily. Her daughter was probably outside, where it was a half degree cooler because of the breeze. Lyssa mounted the step, walked past the open living room, and turned left into the kitchen.


The phone sat on the counter, beside the dirty lunch dishes. She felt a thread of irritation. Sophia always spent her afternoons on the phone. She never did the work that Lyssa had hired her for.


If only Inez were available all of the time. Inez found ways to entertain Emily and keep the house clean. Sophia just took care of herself and let Emily run amok.


Fortunately, Emily wasn’t the amok-running type.


Lyssa opened the refrigerator and reveled in the blast of cool air that hit her. She took out a can of lemonade and rubbed the cold metal against her forehead. A heat headache had started to form there.


“Sophia?” she called halfheartedly. She would probably find Sophia in the back bedroom, the one that Lyssa had converted into a den, with the television and the computer. The room was small enough that she could keep an eye on Emily when she surfed various Web sites and still pretend to be watching television.


Lyssa popped the can open and took a long sip. The lemonade was too sweet, but the sugar would help her headache and perk her up just enough to find the strength to make some kind of evening meal.


She tried not to think of the elaborate grill that she and Reginald had splurged on the summer Emily was born. Lyssa had loved that thing, and she had loved using it on the back patio on hot summer nights.


She had never understood the rest of the country’s preoccupation with grilling food until she moved east and discovered that most kitchens were too hot to use in the summer, even with the air-conditioning on.


“Sophia?” Lyssa said as she wandered down the hall. The television wasn’t on, which surprised her. Both Inez and Sophia seemed to love daytime television.


Lyssa would have objected except that Emily was picking up Spanish from Inez’s soap operas. Sometimes people learned things in spite of themselves.


Lyssa passed Emily’s room to get to the den. Emily’s bed was made and her clothes were folded in the laundry basket—a small miracle that didn’t seem like one Sophia could have gotten her to perform. The book Emily had been reading, Little Women, which she had discovered on her own, was gone from the nightstand.


Lyssa smiled. Emily was probably sitting on the porch, engrossed in the adventures of Jo, Beth, and Marmee.


The house seemed quiet enough for that. If Emily was reading, it seemed odd that Sophia wasn’t inside, talking on the phone, listening to the radio, or watching television. Maybe they had walked to Randall Street. But it seemed too hot to do that as well. Sophia rarely showed that kind of initiative.


Lyssa peered into the den. The television was off, and so was the computer. No one sat on the dingy secondhand couch she’d found at a nearby yard sale. The book Emily planned to read next, Little Men, still rested on the edge of the oak bookshelf, where Emily kept all of her to-read pile.


No Sophia, no Emily, and now Lyssa was getting nervous.


A movement caught her eye. She looked through the window into the backyard. Sophia was running from bush to bush, and she was shaking them frantically.


Lyssa had never seen Sophia that active. Her loose cotton dress was covered with sweat, and her blond hair was falling out of its bun.


That wasn’t good. That wasn’t good at all.


Lyssa started for the window to shout out of it, to find out what was going on, then changed her mind. Her neighbors at the lake house had always learned her business, and it had become a nightmare—one, she suspected, that had led to the press finding out about Reginald. This time, she wanted to keep her problems to herself.


She ran through the house and out the back door. The screen banged shut.


Sophia stopped near the overgrown rosebush as if she had been caught robbing a bank. She turned slowly, hands up, as if to show she had nothing in them.


“Mrs. Walters,” she said, her voice shaking.


Lyssa froze at the top of the porch steps. Sophia hadn’t called her Mrs. Walters since the divorce was final in May. Sophia had been very careful to learn Lyssa’s new last name—actually her old last name, her maiden name—and to use it whenever she could.


This slip, and the fact that Sophia didn’t seem to notice she’d made it, alarmed Lyssa as much as Sophia’s behavior had.


“I do not know what happened,” Sophia said. “One minute, she was here. The next, I do not know. She does not come when I yell.”


Lyssa was having trouble taking a breath. Her worst nightmare was coming true: Emily had been abducted, just like those poor girls on TV a few years ago. Children disappearing right out of their yard.


The air seemed still. Next to her, a bee buzzed its way across the pioneer roses that grew below the porch. The heat seemed worse than it had all day, and for a moment, Lyssa thought she was going to faint.


Then she remembered to take a breath. She could handle anything. She had learned that with Reginald. She just had to remember it.


Reginald. A shiver ran through her despite the heat. He had stayed away from Emily so far—Lyssa wasn’t even sure he knew where they lived—but things could change. And Reginald might have had a serious mental illness, but he was always bright. Too bright.


Lyssa made herself walk down the steps. “When did you see her last?”


Sophia looked away. It was an obvious pretext so that she wouldn’t have to look in Lyssa’s eyes. “I do not know. I believe after lunch.”


After lunch was hours ago, if Emily ate at her usual twelve. Anything could have happened in the space of hours.


Lyssa wanted to scream at Sophia, but she knew that screaming would do no good. It took all of Lyssa’s self-control to ask the next question.


“When after lunch exactly? It’s important.”


This time, Sophia did look at her. Sophia’s big blue eyes were filled with tears.


“Ah, Mrs. Walters, I do not know, truly. She had the lunch, she went outside, and I saw her on the yard. I was on the phone, you know, because there is problems with my green card, and I have to take care of that, and Emily has been so good, you know? I did not think she would be in any trouble back here. I really did not.”


So Sophia was thinking the same thing, that someone had taken Emily. Lyssa forced down the panic in her brain. She made herself take rigid control of her emotions. All that mattered now was logic. Calm, rational logic was the only thing that would bring her daughter back.


And the first logical step was to assume that nothing was wrong. After all, Emily was getting older, and she hated being alone in this part of town. She might have taken a walk, out of shouting range. If she was wearing her watch, she would be back by six because that was dinnertime, and she knew better than to miss dinner.


But Lyssa could not wait around to see if Emily was going to come home. Lyssa had to check other possibilities first.


“Could Emily be at someone’s house?” Lyssa asked Sophia.


“I do not know who the someone could be, Mrs. Walters. There is no little kids here.”


Yes, said the sneaky, panicked part of Lyssa’s brain, but there might be sex offenders. The studies say there are at least two in every square mile. Maybe one of them—


Lyssa forced herself to step onto the lawn. The grass was dry and crackly from the summer heat. There were no really good kid parks nearby, but there was the stadium, which was a big explorable place.


Only Emily hated exploring alone, and she rarely disobeyed rules. In that, she was about as different from Lyssa as a child could get. Lyssa, at that age, had disobeyed every rule ever written.


“Have you seen her talking to any adults?” Lyssa asked, trying to make the statement sound casual.


“Mrs. Walters,” Sophia said. “I know better than that. You never know what these grown-ups will do these days. I would tell you and I would stop her. No. No, of course not.”


But they had already established that Sophia didn’t watch Emily as closely as she could. Hell, Lyssa didn’t watch her as closely as she could. She trusted her daughter, expected a lot from her daughter, and was often relieved at the degree of self-entertainment that Emily could achieve.


Lyssa let out a small sigh. She walked over to Sophia, who looked distraught, and put an arm on her shoulder. “Did she get any phone messages? Was she on the computer today?”


“No.” Sophia shook her head for emphasis. “You said no computer when you are not home. I make sure of that. And the phone, well, I was . . .”


Then she looked at Lyssa, understanding dawning.


“You think Mr. Walters took her. Oh, and I am so panicked, I have been forgetting to call you Ms. Buckingham now. I’m so sorry.”


“The name’s minor,” Lyssa said, scanning the lawn. “But I am worried about Mr. Walters. Did he call?”


Has he been calling? Has he been visiting? Have you been telling me everything you know, Sophia, or have you been lying to me about more than your immigrant status?


Lyssa didn’t say any of those things, although she wanted to. The anger bubbled beneath the surface, ready to come out. This woman had lost Lyssa’s daughter. She hadn’t been paying attention, and Emily had vanished.


Lyssa knew she should have fired Sophia weeks ago, but she hadn’t had the heart. She put Sophia first instead of Emily, thinking, as she had too much lately, that Emily could take care of herself.


“No, ma’am.” A tear trickled out of Sophia’s left eye. She wiped at it angrily. “I would tell you if he called. You told me to let you know immediately if he even smile at Emily. You said call you at work, and I have not, because I have not seen him since, you know, last year. He scares me, ma’am. I would not let him near her. He is dangerous, that one. He can kill—”


Sophia put a hand to her mouth, stopping the sound.


“He could kill her, I know.” Lyssa was surprised at how calm she sounded. “That’s why I divorced him, and why I’m trying to find work somewhere else. So let me ask you again. Have you seen him or anyone you knew from the lake house?”


“No, ma’am.”


Lyssa wasn’t sure if that was good news or not. If Reginald had taken Emily, Lyssa would at least know what to do. She would call the police and her lawyer and make sure her baby was all right.


But this was not as easy to figure out.


“All right,” she said after a moment. “You have been yelling for her.”


“Yes, ma’am. It has been almost an hour now.”


Lyssa nodded. “Then she’s not within hearing distance.”


Lyssa ran a hand through her cropped hair, felt the sweat beaded beneath the hairline. It was hot. Had her baby gone somewhere and passed out from the heat?


“Go to the neighbors,” Lyssa said, still trying to sound calm. She needed Sophia, and she needed Sophia thinking, not reacting. “See if they have seen Emily at any point today. Maybe we can figure out where she is.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Sophia scurried toward the alley. The nearest neighbor was right across the gravel.


Lyssa watched Sophia pick her way past the rosebushes. Lyssa wasn’t sure what she would do. Shouting obviously wasn’t going to help. Then she glanced at the garage.


The door was up, like it had been when she’d got home. But the Volkswagen Beetle she had bought with Reginald was still parked inside. Lyssa rarely drove it, partly because of the memories, and partly because she wanted to save money. Parking near the university was outrageously expensive, and so were gas prices. Since she lived so close, she could take the bus or walk.


She was halfway to the garage before she realized she had made it her destination. The door shouldn’t have been open. Sophia might not have noticed that. Sophia wasn’t here as often as Inez was and didn’t know the way the household ran. Even if Sophia had known, she might have thought that Lyssa had left the garage door open that morning.


But Lyssa hadn’t. She hadn’t touched the car in days.


She stepped onto the narrow driveway. The garage predated the Frank Lloyd Wright creation that she lived in. The garage was old and made of white Mississippi River brick, which indicated—at least to Lyssa—that a beautiful home done in a fin de siècle style had been torn down to make way for Wright’s uncomfortable ranch house.


The garage barely held a single modern car—in that, she was lucky to have wrested the Bug from Reginald. (What’m I gonna do? he’d asked her plaintively. Drive it with all my medication? Take it. Take it before my mind changes.) Some possessions from previous renters hung on the walls—or maybe from the original owners: a pair of wooden snowshoes with rotting leather laces, a hat that looked as if it had once belonged to a fisherman, cross-country skis from the 1970s, and many other things.


Lyssa mentally inventoried them and saw that nothing was missing.


She stepped inside the garage. It was cooler than the outdoors or than the house, and it smelled musty. The dry odor had a tinge of mold to it, which always made her think of the coast and the strange house in which she had grown up.


And then she thought of her mother, and her stomach clenched. Her mother would know where Emily was. If this turned out to be a real emergency, not something she’d made up in her head, Lyssa would have to call her mother.


It was the only sensible thing to do.


The car was cool and covered with a thin layer of dust. Lyssa used it even less than she thought she had. On one side of the dust layer, there were scrape marks, and the print of a childsized hand.


Lyssa’s breath caught. She peered under the car, thinking maybe something had happened to Emily. But she wasn’t there. She wasn’t anywhere in the garage.


But Lyssa did see one thing in the dirt covering the concrete floor. Tire tracks. Narrow tire tracks.


She glanced at the bike rack, hidden in the corner near the garage door. Her bicycle remained on the upper part of the rack, which was all she had looked at.


The lower part, where Emily kept her bike, was empty.


Bike riding? On an afternoon like this? Where would Emily go that would keep her away from the house for so long?


Then Inez’s voice from a few days ago rose in Lyssa’s head.


Miz Buckingham, we need to watch our Emily. She is sick of the home, hmm? She needs little friends to keep her busy. She misses the lake. This afternoon, she tells me to take turns to go somewhere special. We get to the Whitney Way, and I know then what she is doing. She wants to see her old house. I tell her she cannot, and she says all she wants to do is swim in the lake. I say no. I say, next time, I take her to the city pool if that is okay. She will like the pool, maybe make new friends. All right?


Lyssa braced herself on the side of the car. A hot afternoon. The lake would seem inviting on a hot afternoon, and what would a child do? Wrap her swimming suit in a towel and ride to the lake.


Lyssa bolted out of the garage and into the house. She hurried to Emily’s room. Emily’s book was gone. Lyssa should have known right away what that meant. It meant that Emily had gone somewhere. She never traveled without a book.


The bedroom seemed even emptier than it had before. Lyssa went to Emily’s dresser. The swimming suit was gone, along with her goggles.


Lyssa checked the other drawers and the closet to make sure the suit wasn’t in them, but she knew, even as she looked, that it wouldn’t be there.


It wouldn’t be anywhere. It would be with Emily, on her bike, on her way to the only place where she knew to swim.


Her father’s house.


Beside the lake.





Four


Madison. Wisconsin


Emily heard sirens. They were faint, but present, like the buzzing of the bees along the shoreline.


She sat on the edge of the dock, her knees against her chest. Her hair dripped down her back and her wet clothes clung to her skin. She was shivering, freezing cold, even though the air around her felt hotter than ever. She had her back to the lake.


If she kept her back to the lake, she didn’t have to see Daddy floating out there, his hair burned and mostly gone, his face like a Halloween gross-out mask of a scary person’s face.


She didn’t mean it. She didn’t mean any of it.


Only she couldn’t breathe, and Daddy’s hands pushed her deeper into the cold water, and all she could think about was how her lungs burned, they burned, and she pushed the burning away—


And Daddy’s hands let go. She clawed her way up through the murky water, hearing a strange sound as she did. Something that was outside the water, so loud that she heard it even before her head broke the surface.


She burst from the water with a splash and a great gasp of much-needed air. Water streamed down her face and into her eyes, and she caught some of it in her mouth, choking.


Around her, screaming echoed, horrifying and deep, screaming like she had never heard before. She coughed the water out of her lungs and breathed, and then she turned around, reaching for the dock as she did.


The air was filled with black smoke and an awful rancid burning smell. She could recognize part of the smell—hair burning—but the rest was something she had never encountered before.


The inky blackness poured off the dock and across the lake, engulfing her. She grabbed the ancient wood, then saw through the slats what was burning.


It was Daddy.


She screamed for him, but he didn’t seem to hear her. He was slapping himself and dancing on the top of the dock, trying to put out the fire, which seemed to come from his chest and burn upward.


He had to get into the water. He had taught her that a long time ago. Get into the water, get into the water, get into the water, water puts out flames.


But he didn’t and he wouldn’t stop so that she could help him. She pulled herself onto the dock. When he saw her, he screamed louder, as if he was afraid of her, and he started running toward the dry grass.


If he did that, everything would burn up. The grass, the house, the neighborhood.


Emily wasn’t going to catch him. She wished there was a barrier between him and the grass, so the worst wouldn’t happen. But there wasn’t. He was going to burn up the whole world—and the sad part was he could stop it if he just jumped into the water.


Then he tripped and fell backward, almost as if he had slammed into something. He lay sprawled on the dock, the fire still burning his clothes, and starting to catch the dry wood.


Emily reached him. His eyes were open, his face a hideous mask of black crustiness over red swelling. She could feel the heat rising off him, burning her like her lungs had.


“Daddy,” she said. “Daddy, please, get in the water.”


He wasn’t screaming anymore. His eyes were open and they were staring at her, but they weren’t understanding her. She couldn’t see Daddy in them.


But that couldn’t stop her. His clothes were still burning, only now the fire was moving down his arms and his stomach. She slid her arms under his back, wincing at the heat—it was burning her too—and rolled him over, once, twice, until he splashed into the lake.


Water rose in a funnel around her, like a giant whirlpool, rising, rising, rising, but never touching her. The water spilled onto the dock, putting out the small fires that had started on it, then dripped back into the lake where it belonged.


Daddy was floating on his stomach. That wasn’t good.


Emily jumped in beside him and rolled him over. His eyes were still open, his face almost gone, and his chest—


She could see his bones.


She screamed and shoved him away from her. He moved like a boat heading toward rapids, faster, and faster, as if the water took him where it wanted him to go.


Emily didn’t reach for him anymore. She couldn’t. She knew it would do no good.


Instead, she climbed out of the water, sat on the dock, and turned her back to the lake. She was too smart to think that if she couldn’t see him, everything would be all right.


It wasn’t going to be all right. The sirens told her that. They were getting closer and closer, as if they were coming for her.


And why wouldn’t they?


She had shoved him into the water, and he had been unconscious, and he couldn’t hold his breath then like she had been able to do. He drowned, and she had drowned him, even though she had been trying to help him.


He had set himself on fire, but she had killed him.


She rested her chin on her knees and stared at the house where she used to live with her mommy and her daddy, back when they had been the perfect family.


Everything was gone now. Everything was ruined.


And it was all her fault.





Five


The Village of Anchor Bay. Oregon


Cassandra Buckingham held the boy’s grubby hand in her own. With his other hand, the boy rubbed his nose. He was ten, reedy and windblown from being on the beach. His brown hair curled beneath his ears and he had dark brown eyes, alive with warmth.


His mother looked on fondly, her cheeks reddened by the wind. She didn’t look anything like her son. She seemed too young to have a ten-year-old, and too buxom—she had probably never been reedy in her life. But her blue eyes were kind and she seemed polite, even though she was as sand-covered as her child.


For the thousandth time, Cassie wished the sign on the window outside read Fortune-Teller, not Palm Reader. She should have thought the entire game through before she had set up her little shop.
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Fantasy Life

Strange things have always happened in Seavy County,
the most rugged stretch of Oregon’s coastline. Violent storms
spring up like magic, even when the rest of the state enjoys
sunshine; unearthly beings are sometimes glimpsed
in the twilight; and those who live there understand
that a rare enchantment still lives in the world,
although they seldom speak of it.

For Seavy County is home to not just animal life, but
to fantasy life as well: mythical creatures long vanished
from the rest of the planet. The last survivors of a bygone
age, they lead a precarious existence, skirting the fringes
of modern civilization.

The Buckingham family has protected the hidden wonders
of Seavy County for generations. Forty years ago, Lyssa
Buckingham’s father lost his life doing just that. Lyssa fled
from Seavy County, searching for a more normal life, but
found tragedy and heartbreak instead. With her ten-year-old
daughter, Emily, in tow, she has come home at last, just
as the malignant forces that killed her father
are gathering strength once more.

Now Lyssa must make some hard choices.
About the county, about Emily—and about the fragile
fantasy life that surrounds them all.
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