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      “Bad Parts asks the intriguing question, ‘What would you give up to make your body whole again? Can you put a price on your dreams?’ A page-turning tale of Faustian bargains, bad choices, and hard lessons.”

      —Alma Katsu, author of The Deep and The Hunger

      

      “Bad Parts is a non-stop thrill ride! It starts out breakneck fast and keeps accelerating—the twists keep coming tighter and darker as the novel races toward its grisly, unexpected, and thoroughly satisfying finish. This is exactly the kind of horror novel I love—I could not put this one down and read it all in a single day!”

      —John Everson, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Covenant and The Devil’s Equinox

      

      "McNulty has crafted one of the most original horror novels in recent years. It reads like Needful Things if it had been written by Richard Laymon."

      —Tom Deady, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Haven

      

      “Bad Parts gives body horror the heart replacement it needs, and this heavy metal love song about a deal with a unique kind of devil hits all the right notes as it flies by. And it does fly. McNulty delivers a tight, high-octane small town horror story that will literally grip you from beginning to end. His writing blazes at a fast clip, his words getting deep traction in your skull, revving up the tension until the author peels out toward the finish line without mercy. You won’t want him to hit the brakes when its over. It’s everything you want: an awesome book featuring unforgettable characters and plot twists by a must-read new author. Bad Parts is damned good!”

      —Michael Arnzen, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Grave Markings

      

      “From the opening paragraph, I was hooked—Brandon McNulty is a master of his craft. It’s been a long time since a book has drawn me in so quickly and completely. With vivid scenes and never a wasted word, McNulty introduces us to a town where something is terribly wrong...and a main character we can’t help but follow into the mesmerizing darkness that is Hollow Hills. Open Bad Parts at your peril: you won’t be putting it down until the final page is turned.”

      —Frederic S. Durbin, author of A Green and Ancient Light and Dragonfly

    

  



    
      Bad Parts

      



    





DARK PARTS BOOK ONE

    

    





      
        Brandon McNulty

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: MIDNIGHT POINT PRESS]
          [image: MIDNIGHT POINT PRESS]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      BAD PARTS

      Copyright © 2020 by Brandon McNulty

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Published in the United States by Midnight Point Press.

      

      Cover Design by Damonza.com

      

      Hardcover ISBN-13: 978-1-952703-00-3

      Paperback ISBN-13: 978-1-952703-01-0

      eBook ISBN-13: 978-1-952703-02-7 

    

  


  
    
      For Mom and Dad

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Mac’s eyes snapped open, his mind racing to locate the source of the pain. He found it in his lower back. Millions of buzzing needles pierced his kidneys, delivering stab after stab with the unnatural force he’d been avoiding for decades. Bad as his kidneys felt, they were cozy compared to the splitting itch inside his head, an itch that intensified by the second. If he could’ve reached inside his skull, he’d have scratched himself braindead by now.

      Then it dawned on him.

      My traded parts are buzzing. That means I’m outside Hollow Hills.

      Sure enough, he became aware of a humming motor. He lifted his sweaty head off the backseat and noticed the shadowy outline of a driver. Someone was driving him out of town. In his own Toyota, no less.

      His mouth turned chalky. Sweat dripped from his forehead. Shifting to wipe the moisture away, he found he couldn’t move his hands, which, he realized with dismay, were tied behind his back. He tried to sit up, struggling against the fastened seatbelt that pinned him to the backseat.

      What’s happening to me?

      The last thing he remembered was taking out the trash at the banquet hall. Then he’d called his daughter Jenn to ask if she’d be visiting for Thanksgiving. She hadn’t been in town for five years, not since his seventieth birthday, but he could always hope. Now he simply hoped he’d survive this situation, whatever it turned out to be.

      He struggled to loosen the seatbelt with his bound hands.

      “Stop that,” the driver said, his tone worried.

      The car glided along the highway. Streetlights flickered through the windows as snow melted down the glass. The air inside became muggy, hard to breathe.

      “Please don’t do this!” Mac shouted.

      He felt the car slow. The driver seemed nervous. Hesitant.

      “Please! I’m just an old man!” Mac watched an exit sign for Dickson City flash beyond the windshield. That meant they were approaching the edge of the ten-mile zone. “I have a wife, a daughter, grandki—agghh!”

      The buzz in his back sharpened to a burn.

      “Listen,” he said, panting. “My kidneys, they—”

      “I know about your kidneys. Now shut it.”

      The driver knew. Dear God. Chances were the driver wanted Mac’s kidneys for himself. The creek demon back in Hollow Hills worked like a librarian—it could lend out only one of each body part. Mac had already “borrowed” both kidneys and the hippocampus, his brain’s short-term memory bank. He would keep the organs until one of two things happened—either he died or left the zone.

      The latter looked more inevitable by the second.

      He had to stop this. Call 911.

      His shoulder protesting, he angled his bound hands toward his front pocket and pinched his flip-phone with two fingers. He grasped it. Although he couldn’t see the numbers, he knew that pressing the call button would redial his last call—would redial Jenn.

      He thumbed the button twice. Heard a faint dial tone.

      C’mon, c’mon…

      A pothole rattled the car and shook the phone from his fingers. No! It fell behind him. As he jerked against his restraints, his kidneys flared like hot steel in his lower back. He growled through his teeth.

      Static hissed behind him as his ringtone thrummed to life, playing “Break on Through” by The Doors. The classic bass line kicked in, and before long Jim Morrison was howling about day and night and breaking on through. It seemed Jenn had gotten his call. Now he just needed to answer hers.

      “Don’t move,” the driver said. “Don’t answer that phone.”

      Mac strained, reaching for Morrison’s voice. His finger grazed the plastic phone. He almost had a grip when the car swerved. The phone slid across the backseat, clattered against the door, and thudded onto the floor mat.

      Out of reach.

      No. Please, no.

      Mac thought about the past twenty years and what little he’d done with them. He’d traded his kidneys so he could quit dialysis and enjoy life. Instead, he became hostage to the town while his family had left him behind. More recently, when Alzheimer’s had set in, he’d traded his hippocampus to keep from forgetting them.

      Heat rolled through his brain now, as though flaming coals had been dumped down his ear canal. Already the memories were vanishing. He tried to recall his seventieth birthday, but it left him like smoke through an open window.

      Desperately, he clawed after visions of his birthday. He remembered the picnic table where they’d served his red velvet birthday cake. Remembered his wife, his daughter, and the plastic forks they teasingly poked into his sides. Remembered the laughter in his ears. The smell of their herbal shampoos. The smiles on their faces.

      He had them.

      Then he began to lose them.

      Their faces blurred. Then faded.

      But he still had Jenn. He remembered hugging her before she left. Remembered—

      Jenn!

      Her smile returned. Teeth and dimples and the face around them. He held on tight, trying to picture the rest of her. Her hair reappeared, a dark brown ponytail. It smelled of…nothing.

      The ponytail blurred. Then her eyes. Then her smile.

      Lost. No more Jenn.

      The motor roared, speeding him toward the zone’s edge. Heat engulfed his kidneys, then his brain. Flames torched his mind like a scrapbook in a bonfire, incinerating the memories, the moments, the meaning.

      He lost it all as he broke on through to the other side.
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      Ash hurried inside with her guitar and some bad news.

      Tonight the Dark Diamond Pub throbbed with noise—pounding drums, wailing guitar solos, screeching static. Under normal circumstances, she’d have been amped for this. Few things in life got her going like a Battle of the Bands, especially one with prize money at stake. But tonight was different. Tonight she needed to find her bandmates. And warn them.

      The greenroom was packed. Dozens of rocker-dudes had stunk up the place with their unwashed armpits and cheap weed. Through the smoky haze she saw nothing but silhouettes. Dark hair, dark clothes, dark instruments. Smartphones flashed, lighting some scruffy, sweaty faces. Most were hacks and has-beens, guys who shouted and laughed, boozed and snorted.

      Toward the middle of the pack she spotted a spark of orange hair: Cheeto, her lead singer.

      Hugging her guitar to her chest, she shoved through the crowd, shouting his name. No answer. Her heart thumped like a double bass. Sweat greased her forehead. The room was too hot, and Ash unzipped her faux-leather jacket as she barreled ahead toward the stage door. 

      “Cheeto!” she yelled, twisting around. “Anybody seen him? The lead singer from Bad Parts?”

      Nobody answered. Most kept on drinking. A drummer with blue nose rings smirked as he leaned back to check out her thirty-year-old ass. How flattering.

      “Anybody seen Cheeto?” She tugged sleeves and pulled hair to get people’s attention. “Scrawny guy? Frizzy orange hair? Almost as many tattoos as me?”

      “Ashesss!” Cheeto howled, right behind her.

      Before she could brace herself, two tattooed arms swung around her torso and squeezed till her bones rumbled.

      Cheeto’s okay. Thank fuck.

      “Almost showtime!” he said, shaking her by the shoulders. “Ready to rip the roof off this place?”

      “Where’s everybody else?”

      “Backstage. Yo, you’ll love this!” He twisted her around. His green eyes smiled. “These two college kids stopped me at the bar earlier. Get this—they were wearing our t-shirts. The ones I designed with our logo across the chest. I was going nuts.”

      “You still are.” She shrugged free. “Listen—”

      “Those dudes want selfies with us. Let’s invite them to—”

      Ash slapped her hand over his mouth. Cheeto could yap for hours about beer being wet if you let him.

      “Flannigan can’t play tonight,” she said.

      “That Irish drip.” Cheeto grinned. “He black out again?”

      “For once, no.” She dragged him to a less crowded spot, away from the noise. “Someone beat his face in. Fractured the fuck out of his eye socket. I just got back from the ER.”

      “What?” Beneath his orange hair Cheeto’s face faded as pale as paper. “Why didn’t you text me?”

      “My phone’s dead.” She narrowed her eyes. “You know, because someone’s been hogging my portable charger.”

      He groaned. “Flanny… Shit.” His scrawny fingers trembled as he reached into his camo vest for his smokes. He lit one and grimaced as he took a drag. “What happened?”

      “No clue. I went to get my guitar from the van and found him passed out under the muffler.” She cringed at the memory of Flannigan’s wrecked face. “It looked brutal.”

      “Who the hell did it?”

      She shrugged. “Flanny said he got jumped.”

      “Ah, man.” Cheeto slumped against the wall. “Remember those death threats we got last month? From those psychos?”

      “That was in Maryland.” A chill ran through her, but she shook it off. “I mean, we’re in Pennsylvania now.”

      “They could’ve followed us.”

      “Cheets…”

      “Or wait—we’re close to your hometown, right?”

      “Yeah.” Only about fifteen minutes from the suburban shithole that was Hollow Hills. “Too close.”

      “Any old grudges?”

      “Tons. But none that would earn Flanny a beatdown.”

      He frowned.

      “Thing is,” she said, “we’re the favorites to win tonight and take the prize money. Chances are, someone KO’d Flanny to sabotage us.”

      He took a drag. Exhaled. “Shit.”

      “Yeah.” After a deep breath, she looked toward the stage door. “Anyway, you’re on rhythm tonight.”

      “What?” Cheeto’s eyes popped. “You’re not cancelling?”

      “We don’t cancel.” She strapped her guitar over her shoulder. “That’s not us.”

      “But Flanny’s in the ER. We should be there.” He met her eyes. “Come on, Ash. Grow a heart.”

      “Flanny insisted we do the show. You know him, he’s no quitter. Plus, he needs the money.”

      “No…” Cheeto’s fingers shook so hard he almost dropped his cig. “Fuck this.”

      “What’s wrong? Afraid of double duty?”

      His face burned red. “It’s not that.”

      The hell it isn’t.

      “Relax, you’ll kick ass on rhythm.” She cupped his face in her hands. Brushed her thumbs over his scruff. His trembling slowed. She smiled. “Focus on the chords. Your singing will handle itself. Trust me.”

      Pulling back, Cheeto dragged on his cig till his cheeks hollowed. Behind him the stage door opened, and a bunch of talentless hacks in Viking helmets stumbled off stage.

      “Bad Parts!” the stage manager yelled. “You’re up!”

      He closed the door without waiting for them.

      Cheeto stomped out his cig. “This is a bad, bad idea.”
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      Halfway into their opening song, the show turned rough. In the middle of the cramped, dark venue a mosh pit stirred to life, led by a bandanna-headed dude who rushed, shoved, and tackled until he jacked up the pit’s intensity to eleven. Just the way Ash liked it.

      Onstage she played her guitar with a pounding pulse. Sweat slicked her face as she strummed faster and rocked harder. She swung her white-girl dreadlocks in a hurricane frenzy, the speakers thundering behind her.

      Partway through the set, she spotted two Bad Parts t-shirts down in front, right against the stage barrier. They were the two fans Cheeto mentioned. They screamed lyrics and hammered their heads in sync with her main riff. She stepped toward them in time for a finger-splitting solo, her hand scampering down the fretboard like a methed-up spider.

      Both guys went nuclear, pumping their fists in salute.

      Behind them the mosh pit spiraled outward, squishing the front rows into the stage barrier. Dozens hunched over the railing, faces hanging down.

      The stagehands didn’t arrive to help. They were preoccupied with crowd surfers at the other end.

      Ash signaled for Kane, her drummer, to dial back the pace. For a moment the crowd settled. Then Cheeto found his groove. He howled through the opening verse of their hyper-fast song “Slave to the Sound” and sent the place into hysterics.

      The pit turned nasty, but Ash couldn’t afford to stop. Not now. Not with Cheeto rocking and the judges noticing. Besides, the crowd craved more. At this rate, they’d all Tweet and Instagram about how Bad Parts had thrashed the place for fifteen relentless minutes.

      She tore into the song’s final solo, fingers burning down the strings.

      Ash noticed the pair of fans up front gagging as the barrier rail dented against their chests. Both faces burned red. For a moment she made eye contact with one. Then his eyes clenched shut in pain.

      Something broke inside her. They were her fans, and nobody fucked with her fans. She needed them like oxygen on the moon.

      She nixed the solo and grabbed the mic off Cheeto. He raised his brow in question but stepped aside.

      “All you fuckers, back it up,” she called, still strumming. “People up here are getting squashed.”

      The pit raged on, led by that bandanna-headed asshole.

      “Back it up!”

      The crowd ignored her. Especially the swirling mess in the middle.

      “Last warning,” she said. “Back off or I walk.”

      It was a threat she couldn’t afford to follow through on. Killing the show now would disqualify them and forfeit an easy payday. She looked at Cheeto, his rhythm locked in. Looked past the drum set at Kane, who kept bashing away. Looked across the stage at Remmy, their bassist, whose face was transfixed, like he’d swallowed a whole bag of shrooms and seen Zeus.

      The band caught fire.

      Ash was certain they were gonna win this.

      For the money. For themselves. For Flanny.

      But not for her fans. Their mouths hung open, sucking for air, right in front of her. The sight turned her stomach into a ball of ice, yet she kept strumming. If those kids could just hang on. Just one more song. Just—

      The pair wilted over the railing.

      Ash couldn’t bear another second.

      She unplugged her guitar.

      The music turned hollow without her.

      Cheeto glanced over, his brow furrowed with confusion. The others stared with mixed expressions of disgust and disbelief.

      The music stopped.

      The crowd booed.

      Cursing herself out, Ash marched off stage.
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      Ash loaded the van in silence. It sat under a shaky floodlight toward the back of the parking lot. The inside stank of cut-rate Chinese takeout—nobody’s favorite, but they had to make do. Earlier she promised her bandmates if they won the competition, they could splurge at a steakhouse. That was, of course, before she abruptly ended the show. What a shitheaded move. Sure, she saved two fans from getting crushed, but now she was packing up gear instead of wrecking eardrums in the final round of the competition.

      Once her Gibson was securely stored, she stepped aside. Nobody acknowledged her. Remmy tossed his bass inside. Kane stashed his Rock-N-Roller cart, drum cases, and hardware bag. The two of them announced they were gonna meet up with some chicks they met earlier. When Cheeto reminded them that Flanny was still hospitalized, they said they’d visit him later. Much later.

      Cheeto went ballistic. Soon the three of them were shoving and trading insults.

      Ash, her mind still on the show, didn’t bother intervening. Losing easy money was bad, but walking out on a crowd was pure sin. She took her frustrations out on their gear cases, playing a rough game of luggage-Tetris until all of it was stashed. By then, Remmy and Kane had disappeared into the gloom.

      Raindrops began to patter against the van roof. Cheeto sat on the tailgate and lit a smoke. He grinned, eyeing her up and down.

      “Yo, Ashes.”

      She slammed the opposite door shut. “What?”

      “That was kinda cool, what you did.”

      “Kinda stupid, you mean?”

      “No way.” He tapped his cig. “I didn’t notice people were getting squeezed. Good thing you stopped it.”

      “Yeah. Couldn’t let our fans get hurt. I mean, what good am I without them?”

      “Crazy good.” He grinned.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “What? I’m serious.”

      “I wish the music biz would get serious.”

      “They will,” he said. “Don’t forget about our Friday gig. That’s our coming-out party!”

      Her mind tingled at the thought. They were opening for Deathgrip, an underrated 80s thrash group that made Slayer look slow. When Deathgrip announced their farewell tour, Ash emailed them and somehow earned an opening slot at their Ft. Lauderdale gig—the very last show in the band’s history. Thousands would be in attendance, even some bigwigs from major labels.

      “We’re gonna rock that stage to rubble,” she said.

      “Hell yeah! Buddy of mine at the venue said they already sold six thousand tickets. Monster gig for us.”

      “Bout time,” she said, clenching her fists. “I’m sick of playing these cramped little shithouses. I’m too good for it.”

      “Relax. You’ll be the queen of metal someday.”

      “Someday? Try Friday.” Goosebumps rushed across her neck in anticipation. “I’ll yank that throne out from any bitch ballsy enough to sit on it.”

      “Save me a seat on the armrest, milady.” He stood and delivered a sweeping bow.

      Ash snorted. “You can lie on the floor. Be my footrest.”

      They laughed. He flung his cig into a puddle. “All right. Ready to visit Flanny?”

      “You go.”

      “Just me?”

      “Yep.” She reached behind him and grabbed a stack of demo CDs. Tonight’s show may have bombed, but it wasn’t too late to recruit new fans over by the bar. “Pick me up in an hour.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Sure can,” she said. “Besides, I already saw Flanny. Remember? I’m the one who drove him to the ER.”

      “Oh, come on, Ash! Don’t leave him hanging.”

      She shouldered past him, ignoring his chiding remarks.

      The drizzle picked up, drowning out Cheeto’s voice and splashing her with November chills. She hurried, cutting between parked cars, until she heard someone approach on her left.

      Without streetlamps, she saw only darkness in that direction. Then a silhouette emerged, tall and boxy-shouldered, like one of the pub’s bouncers. She assumed he was just that, though his head twitched in an odd, spazzy way. It reminded her of someone headbanging, but there was no rhythm to it.

      There was, however, rhythm to his legs. Puddles splashed beneath him as he rushed closer.

      Rushed straight for her.

      Her spine turned to ice. Another moment passed before Ash noticed he was wearing a ski mask. That settled it—clearly this guy wasn’t coming over for a selfie with her.

      The man started running.

      So did she.

      “Cheeto!” she shouted.

      Ahead of her the van’s taillights flickered as he backed out of the parking spot.

      “Cheeto, wait!”

      The brakes gave an aching squeal.

      Behind her, footfalls splashed closer.

      She sprinted for the passenger side and dropped the CDs as she tore open the door. With shuddering relief, Ash threw herself inside.

      “I knew it!” Cheeto said with a triumphant fist pump. “Knew you wouldn’t leave Flanny hanging.”

      “Shut up. There’s a psycho out there.”

      “What?”

      “Somebody chased me.” Breathing heavy, she checked the side mirror. All she saw was darkness and the orange dots of distant streetlamps. “The guy, his head was twitching. Like he was possessed or some shit.”

      “For real?” He squeezed her shoulder. “You okay?”

      “Just get us outta here.”
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      Ash pressed a shaky hand over her pounding heart. The heater cooked her face and turned her tongue to cardboard as she panted for breath. She shouldn’t have been this unsettled—not after countless run-ins with drunken concert-goers—but this lunatic was different. Something about the way his head shook disturbed her.

      Cheeto put the van in reverse and hit the gas. The vehicle flinched but otherwise didn’t move. Ash urged him to give it more juice. The engine growled, but they went nowhere. They traded worried looks before he shifted into drive; the van inched forward until they were lined up with the adjacent parked cars. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he shifted into reverse again.

      Cheeto stabbed the gas pedal.

      Pumped it.

      Floored it.

      The tires squealed in place.

      “He’s back there,” she said, checking the side mirror. She couldn’t see anyone but knew better. “Dude’s probably methed out of his mind.”

      “Call the pub,” Cheeto said, his voice shrinking. “Have them send out some bouncers.”

      With a sudden whoosh of cold air, the back doors popped open. Ash heard hands slap at the instrument cases in the back. Something large—maybe one of her amps—hit the pavement with a crack.

      Panic flooded her veins. If this psycho was desperate for cash, he might try to steal their gear and pawn it. Her Gibson would fetch a high price, around two grand. But no way in hell would she let him take it. Not her guitar—her baby.

      Ash yanked a can of pepper spray from her purse.

      “The hell you doing?” Cheeto whispered.

      “Protecting our shit,” she said.

      “You’re going out there?” he said. “Are you nuts?”

      “No, but that asshole is if he thinks he’s taking my Gibson.”

      “Ash.” He squeezed her elbow. “It’s just a guitar.”

      She shrugged him off and opened the door.

      Her pulse thrumming, she stepped outside. She heard Ski-mask rummage through their gear. A hard leather case thudded against the wet blacktop. Could’ve been her guitar or one of the others. Either way, he isn’t getting it.

      Her pepper spray cocked and ready, Ash crept toward the red glow of the taillight. Her foot crunched something—the dropped CD cases—and she hopped backward.

      Ahead, she heard the psycho pause.

      Oh fuck. He’s listening.

      Her heart rumbled in her chest. She was breathing heavy now, her lungs sucking in the harsh, dry exhaust fumes. She wanted to retreat but couldn’t—not without squandering her chance to catch the intruder at least somewhat off guard.

      Leaning forward, she leveled her shoulder with the door handle. She set her feet, her back heel bouncing anxiously against the pavement. Then, with a nervous lunge, she rounded the taillight, the spray can cocked like a pistol, and depressed the trigger.

      Her spray missed his spazzing head. She redirected the nozzle, but a gloved hand smacked the can away. It clattered across wet blacktop.

      Cheeto ran out, howling threats. He lunged to tackle the psycho and received a swinging elbow to the face. A snap sounded before he tumbled backward. Cheeto’s ass hit the ground and his head followed, striking the pavement with an awful thud.

      “Cheeto!”

      He lay there, motionless.

      “Help! Somebody help! Somebo—”

      The psycho pressed his heel against Cheeto’s throat.

      “Wait,” Ash said, her voice small. “Please, don’t.”

      Head twitching, the man turned to her. Though it had barely started drizzling, his ski mask was dripping wet, as if he’d just finished bobbing for apples with all his lunatic friends.

      “Do what I say,” he snarled in a shaken-up voice. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a folded red cloth. Ash recognized it—the same red bandanna worn by the asshole who ruined her show. “Stuff this in your mouth.”

      The bandanna landed at her feet. Trembling, she picked it up from the blacktop. It was slick with grimy moisture. She wiped it off and crumpled it into her mouth. The oily flavor triggered her gag reflex. She overcame it and closed her lips, glaring at him.

      “Now lie on your stomach.”

      She dropped to one knee in a cold shallow puddle. Once she leaned forward and lay flat, he lifted his boot off Cheeto’s neck. She felt a small flush of relief.

      Then he squatted and lifted Cheeto into his arms. With a grunt, Ski-mask rose to his feet again. “Stay put.”

      Her joints stiffened. She wanted to jump to her feet and fight but was too petrified to move. Her opportunity faded as Ski-mask carried Cheeto away behind her. She hated to think where this was leading. Torture crossed her mind. Then rape. Murder.

      Her thoughts stopped as something crashed down on her lower back. Something misshapen and heavy. The shock rattled her more than the actual impact. It took a moment before she realized Cheeto’s body had been dropped across her own. Scrawny as he was, his weight pinned her in place.

      “Don’t move.”

      As Ski-mask climbed inside the van, the overworn shocks squeaked. Instrument cases scraped and thudded. She watched her hardshell guitar case hit the pavement.

      He opened it and removed her Gibson.

      “Nice ax,” he said, hoisting it. He stepped closer, the wind stirring his baggy jeans. He lowered her guitar to the ground. She lay at eye-level with the volume knob.

      Seeing her guitar in his grasp made her want to claw through that mask and rip his face off. The best she could do, however, was stretch her left hand out toward the guitar. Her fingers grazed its solid mahogany body.

      “Bet you’re wondering why I’m doing this,” he said, sidestepping her hand. He dropped his shoe against her forearm, pinning it down. “Thing is, I don’t like your music. Not one bit.”

      Haters gonna hate, she thought miserably.

      “But don’t worry,” he said, tapping her guitar against the pavement. “I’ll let you and your orange-haired friend off easy. Long as you promise me one thing—you’ll never play again.”

      Sure, she thought. Deal. Whatever. Anything to shoo away this whack job and spit out his filthy rag.

      “Grunt if you agree.”

      She grunted.

      “Gonna hold you to it. You promise?”

      Again she grunted.

      “Positive?”

      Grunt.

      “Okay,” he said, lifting her guitar off the ground. “You promised.”

      A white shock of pain blitzed through her hand. She flinched, her eyes snapping shut. Her chin bounced hard off the blacktop. She tasted blood. At first she didn’t understand what had happened. Then she opened her eyes and watched the guitar drop like a guillotine blade across her knuckles.

      A scream ripped through her throat. The guitar slammed again and again, striking her hand like a shovel tip against frozen earth. Hot vibrations bolted up her forearm. No matter how much she writhed and roared, she couldn’t pull her arm free from his shoe. Nor could she shake off Cheeto’s weight. Every time she tried to push herself up with her free hand, the next strike dropped her flat.

      Tears flooded her eyes. She shut them so she couldn’t watch.

      Her fingers exploded one by one. Broken bones poked against the skin containing them. Her thumb got it the worst, or at least it felt that way. Waves of fire spread everywhere.

      Soon the pain stopped mattering—the physical pain at least. Fresh misery poured through her as she realized her career was sunk. Left hand was the money hand, and once her bandmates got wind of this, they would desert her in a cocaine heartbeat. Even if they didn’t, what could she possibly look forward to? Certainly not the Deathgrip show. Or any show. Without her hand, she had no identity. She lived her life through her fingers, and if she couldn’t play a riff or create a solo, she’d be lost.

      At some point the pounding brutality stopped. The parking lot went silent but for the pattering rain. The pressure on her forearm lifted. It was over.

      Before he left, he set her Gibson gently down in front of her. The lower curve of its body bore horrific dents and the neck was crooked, probably cracked.

      “Real nice guitar,” he said, turning away. “Hope I didn’t break it.”
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      Static crackled through the patrol car’s two-way radio. Somebody had reported a bear on their property. Here in Hollow Hills. Great. Just what Karl needed when he was three sips into his morning coffee from the Downhill Diner. At his age, he needed twelve steaming ounces to offset the late-November chill. Otherwise the cold ate through his car, his uniform, his skin, everything—including his knees, which didn’t exactly belong to him.

      Dispatch gave the address, and Karl’s gut dropped. Candace Lapinski’s house. When Candace called in a bear complaint, it was never about a bear.

      He hung up, pulled away from the curb, and made a left at St. Raphael’s Church. He hoped to God that Candace’s call was nothing serious. Normally she didn’t bother him while he was on duty. Not unless it involved the creek or the Traders.

      Turning onto Peak Ave, he eyed her house at the end of the street. It stood two stories proud, the maples in the front yard bare, pumpkins placed along the sidewalk. A giant inflatable turkey floated in the yard between two inflatable pilgrims. The turkey looked terrified.

      Soon as he parked, Candace flew out the front door, cursing when her Penn State hoodie snagged on the doorknob. She was a stout woman, a no-nonsense type with a pretty face as pale as his was dark. Wrestling her sleeve free, she waved him over to her garage with a frantic gesture.

      “Let’s go, Karl,” she said. Her dirty blond hair was done up in a tight bun; her sweaty forehead glimmered in the morning light. “We’re taking a field trip.”

      “Where to?”

      “Banquet hall. I would’ve called the police from there, but I didn’t want anything on record.”

      “No bear on the property, I see.”

      “Wish it were that simple.”

      Inside the garage she sidestepped some free weights and football pads and climbed into her Jeep. “Hop in the back. Stay low so nobody sees you.”

      “Candace?” Sweat leaked along his spine. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s John MacReady. I stopped by the banquet hall to decorate and…” She shook her head. “Mac’s in his car. He’s dead.”

      “Mac? No…” Karl grabbed a nearby tool cabinet to steady himself. Just last week he and Mac got together to watch the Steelers and grumble about their families leaving them behind in Hollow Hills. Karl had even invited him to Thanksgiving dinner. “How…how’d he go?”

      “My guess is a heart attack.” She started the engine. “Regardless, we gotta cover it up.”
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        * * *

      

      Karl rose from the floor mats when the Jeep rumbled onto the gravel lot outside the banquet hall. Through the streaky windshield, the lot looked as bare as scorched earth. They rounded the back and parked beside Mac’s faded Toyota. Before unlocking her doors, Candace checked every direction to ensure they were the only ones there.

      Once she was satisfied, she nodded, and Karl stepped out. His gorge rose as he stared through Mac’s window and saw his old friend slumped sideways over the armrest, his face frozen in a grimace. A string of web-thin saliva drooped from the corner of his pale lip. Urine stains soaked his khakis, down to where his legs disappeared into the dark beneath the steering wheel.

      “Good God,” Karl said.

      Candace frowned. “Never should have asked him to work late. I’m a stupid, selfish bitch for making him close up last night. I just wanted extra time with my son, and look what happened.” She peered through the windshield, disgusted. “Karl, I’m sorry. I know he was your pal, but we gotta hurry.”

      He thought about Mac’s wife and daughter. They’d left years ago, left Mac to waste away in town. Karl couldn’t help but wonder if he’d die the same way, without the company of those he cared about. A knot clogged his throat.

      “Karl?”

      “Right,” he said. “Investigating a bear complaint will only buy me so much time as far as alibis go.”

      “You mind doing the messy work? I’ll grab the garbage bags.”

      “What body part did he trade?”

      She hesitated.

      “Candace, he’s gone. You can say it now.”

      “Kidneys.”

      He cringed.

      “Sorry, Karl. I’ll run inside and get a knife.”

      “Make sure you—ugh!” He opened the driver’s door and nearly lost his breakfast. The stench reminded him of a suicide-by-hanging he’d discovered during his rookie year as a Pittsburgh cop. In death, the victim had emptied her bladder and left behind a two-day-old stink that could rip your nose off.

      Holding his breath, Karl lifted Mac’s shirt to check the kidney area. Pale patches had bloomed across the small of his gray-haired back. Karl touched the soft, discolored skin and frowned. The body was too warm for someone who’d died around midnight. When he lifted the left arm, it flinched.

      “Whoa, now!”

      Karl blinked hard. Am I seeing things? Then it happened again. Mac’s arm moved under its own power. Fingers scratched his thigh. His throat gurgled.

      Candace rushed over, covering her nose. “What’s wrong?”

      “He moved,” Karl said, his heart jabbing his ribs. “He’s alive.”

      “That’s not possible.” Candace pointed at Mac’s lower back. “His kidneys are gone. They’d only disappear if he died.”

      “Or if he left the area.” Karl squeezed Mac’s arm. “Pal, can you hear me?”

      Mac mumbled something. When Karl repeated the question, Mac muttered, “What? Who’s there?”

      “It’s Karl,” he whispered, breathless. “What happened?”

      “Jesus, Karl,” Candace said. “Let him breathe.”

      Mac groaned, twisting his head gingerly. “Who’s there?”

      Karl repeated himself. Mac didn’t seem to recognize him.

      “This isn’t good,” Candace said.

      “We gotta call an ambulance,” Karl said.

      “Right, right.” She grabbed her phone and tapped franticly at the screen. Then she paused.

      “Candace?”

      “I don’t know about this,” she said. “I mean, look at him. Losing his kidneys must’ve fried his brain. Can we really save him?”

      “That’s up to the doctors.”

      “If they get involved, how do we explain his missing kidneys?”

      He scratched his chin.

      “Karl, once people figure out Mac’s kidneys are missing without any incisions, we’re in trouble.” Candace scratched her scalp. “Hell, we could have another Bobby Russo situation here. Do you want that? Want to put all sixty-six Traders at risk?”

      He didn’t, but his friend was trying to shake free of death’s grip. It would require top-notch medical care, but if they gave him a chance, Mac might get to say goodbye to his family. Better yet, maybe hello.

      “We can’t leave him like this.”

      She squeezed his shoulder. “We’ve done worse to protect the group.”

      “I know, but…”

      “Do you honestly think he’ll make it?”

      “He might.”

      Sighing, she turned toward the banquet hall.

      “Candace, where you going?”

      “To get a knife,” she said. “When I come back, you’ll either have to stick it in MacReady’s back or mine.”
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      Throbbing. Stinging. Burning.

      Three flavors of hell flooded Ash’s hand as the surgical drugs wore off. A headache prickled above her eyebrow. Her throat was dry, her eyes salty. Across from the cot she lay on, her guitar case sat on an exam room chair like a concerned family member. Without looking away from it, she asked the nurse, a cheeky guy named Eric, how long it would take to finish wrapping her cast.

      “Almost done,” he said. “I’m being extra careful not to disturb any of the pins and screws they implanted.”

      “Pins?” Ash winced. A tear fell to her check. It tickled and burned before it salted the corner of her lip. “Screws?”

      The nurse cleared his throat.

      Following the surgery, she’d forced herself not to look at her hand. If she looked, it would become real. Too real. At least for now she could convince herself that the nurse was kidding about the pins and screws. And maybe he was. Maybe he got his kicks by stuffing worst-case scenarios into patients’ heads. Besides, pins and screws belonged inside the Frankenstein monster, not her. All she probably needed was an ice pack and enough painkillers to tough out Friday’s gig.

      “Done!” the nurse said. “How’s it look?”

      Ash inhaled deeply. She shut her eyes, exhaled, and turned her head toward the hand. Then she looked.

      And laughed.

      She laughed until she realized nothing was funny. At the end of the long white cast was an opening. Her fingers poked through. They were bent and purple, like the heads of a dying hydra. Splotches of black blood had dried underneath the fingernails. The thumb was so red and swollen it could’ve passed for cooked kielbasa.

      The longer she looked, the emptier she felt. Her hopes and dreams drained out of her. The Deathgrip gig, her tour dates, her upcoming recording sessions—all were impossible now. Her future became a flipping calendar full of blank white squares. No plans, no purpose, no life.

      Tears stung her eyes.

      The nurse handed her a tissue. By the time she finished dabbing her eyes, an oily-nosed doctor entered the room and squatted in front of her. First thing out of his smiling mouth was, “Don’t worry. That hand’ll look better after your next surgery.”

      She gulped back a scream.

      The doc spoke for what seemed like centuries, his words grating. The phrase “surgery and rehab” kept repeating like the chorus of an annoying pop song. All she could think about was her hand and how to fix it. She knew of one way, far from conventional. It would require a trip to her hometown of Hollow Hills, just twenty minutes away.

      Something the doc said broke her trance.

      “Wait,” she interrupted. “Could you repeat that?”

      “Hmm? Oh, that’s merely a worst-case scenario.”

      “What is?”

      “Well, if you don’t heal properly, we may have to consider…well, amputation.”

      She started to laugh again.
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        * * *

      

      Ash wandered out of the ER and visited the hospital pharmacy. She scored a two-week supply of painkillers, but doubted the pain wouldn’t be an issue for long. She had a plan, a solid one that involved a certain creek in her hometown. Snare Creek had to fix her. Otherwise, according to the doctor, it might take months before she could make a fist or grab an apple. That wouldn’t cut it. She needed her fingers wrapped around a guitar neck by Friday.

      She took out her phone to call an Uber. Her screen popped with text messages—twenty from Cheeto, as well as some from the other bandmates, including Flanny. Everybody asked where she was, whether she was okay. Thankfully, they didn’t know the specifics about her admittance. At her request the hospital staff had kept things hush-hush. Even the detective she spoke with agreed to suppress the finer details. At first she’d kept everything private out of embarrassment—what would her bandmates think of her without her hand?—but now she needed to stay silent for practical reasons. Once the creek gave her a new hand, she intended to return to her bandmates, no questions asked.

      As her Uber pulled up to the curb, she realized she herself had a question.

      What if the left hand was already taken?
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      Mountains swelled thick and purple in the distance. They stretched for miles, topped with snow and flanked by highways like the one Ash traveled on now. The good and bad news was that she was heading home. Good because Hollow Hills held the miracle cure for her hand. Bad because her Uber driver drove the most rickety fucking pickup on the planet. Even the smoothest parts of I-81 North sent it quaking, and every bounce, shake, and rumble set off firecrackers inside her new fiberglass cast. Then there were the potholes and his knack for nailing them. Direct hits every time. She barely lasted three minutes before dry swallowing another Vicodin.

      The ride eventually became smoother. Somewhat. With the heater blasting her face, she dozed. One minute she eyed the mileage signs and rock walls; the next she dreamed about handsome ER doctors who gushed about the amazing recovery rate of her hand.

      The driver nudged her knee and broke her trance. He yipped about Hollow Hills being dead ahead. Rather than driving down the steep exit ramp, he parked on the shoulder and told her to leave. Apparently his brakes were due to give out soon.

      Groaning, she grabbed her guitar case and trudged off on foot.

      Beyond the exit ramp the road forked. She passed an egg-shaped sign proclaiming Welcome to the Borough of Hollow Hills in cheeky white lettering. Ahead lay Snare Creek Bridge, its guardrails streaked with rust. The metal bridge clicked under the weight of an outgoing SUV; the tremor continued as Ash crossed. She trudged through a stretch of barren forest and entered the muddy heart of her hometown.

      At first she thought she’d reached the wrong place. The houses looked shorter, as if they’d spent the past ten years sinking into soggy earth. The air reeked of grime and tasted of woodsmoke. She hadn’t had anything to drink since before surgery, and her throat itched from the smoke. It triggered a series of lung-busting coughs that made her hand throb mercilessly.

      Welcome fucking home.

      The rough return continued as she passed her hometown’s restaurants. Seeing the How’ve Ya Bean burrito shop triggered some teenage baggage. Same with the Downhill Diner, which still dominated the street corner with its gaudy blue fluorescents. When the front door opened, she caught a nauseating whiff of butter-slathered omelets and home fries. People in the window seats leered at her neck tattoos and elbow-length dreadlocks. In cities like Philly, she looked like any other guitar freak, but here the locals gawked like she was covered in someone else’s blood.

      Though she’d intended to continue past, she took a detour and approached the diner’s rear parking lot. The closer she got, the shakier her steps became. Her stomach floated up into her neck. She considered turning back. She hesitated.

      At the edge of the building, she took a deep breath and shut her eyes. She pictured the lot empty and harmless, with nothing there aside from cracked blacktop and faded paint. If that were the case, she might finally stop resenting this town.

      With a confident stride, she rounded the corner and opened her eyes.

      Fuck.

      The dumpster was still there, parked between the diner and burrito shop. Thirty years strong and counting. Aside from some fresh graffiti, the scuffed brown exterior hadn’t changed. No new paint, decals, nothing. Its slanted plastic lid hung partway open, leaking a stench that burned her sinuses even from the sidewalk. That stench, in a way, always lingered with her.

      She backed away, wishing she hadn’t looked.

      Her stomach in knots, she returned to the main road. It snaked through the forest and spat her out at Candace Lapinski’s banquet hall. Ash missed Candace. The woman had been like an aunt to her, sometimes even like a mother.

      Beyond the banquet hall parking lot was a dirt trail that climbed into the woods. The trail made for a slippery, painful hike. Ash’s combat boots were built for image, not traction, and she spent more time stumbling than standing. The wind flung her around like a tattered flag until she somehow reached the cover of the barren oaks above.

      Her phone buzzed.

      Cheeto again.

      She ignored it.

      The second level wove deeper into the woods. Bone-pale tree trunks blocked out the sun. Melted snow dripped from overhead, splashing her neck with shocking cold. Dead leaves crunched underfoot. The terrain steepened. Her sides ached, and her stomach roiled from the lack of food and excess of pain meds.

      When she topped the final hill, she heard the creek. Its crackling was magic to her ears, like hearing Hendrix for the first time. She spotted its sloppy banks and followed the direction of its flow. Candace had once mentioned that her Traders followed the creek to a bend where the oaks met the pines. Ash picked her way through leafless oaks, staggered past an enormous tree stump, and spotted a wall of evergreens.

      Her heart rate tripled.

      Hand throbbing, she pushed through the thicket until she popped out in a muddy clearing. To her right, the creek wove around a jutting rock cliff.

      This had to be it.

      The bend.

      She set her guitar case down and hurried over.

      Light poked through the treetops and shimmered over the surface of the water. Where it wasn’t shining, she saw her reflection. The waters were supposed to reflect your ideal physical self, yet right now they mirrored the same baggy eyes, janky teeth, and stiff shoulders as in reality.

      Carefully, she peeled off her jacket, her hand exploding with every movement. The November breeze triggered gooseflesh along her tattooed arms. She stretched her hand over the water. Nothing ideal appeared in the reflection, just her mummified hand and ballooning purple fingers.

      This wasn’t working. Maybe she’d done something wrong.

      “My left hand,” she said. “I want to trade it.”

      The creek trickled along.

      Nothing.

      There had to be a way. She tried remembering what her father said about the creek. Something about the water tugging him under. If that were the case, he had to have been partially submerged.

      Kneeling, she dipped her purple fingers into the water. It swallowed them cold, relaying icy jolts of pain. Gritting her teeth, she submerged her arm to the elbow.

      “Trade me a new hand.”

      She pushed deeper.

      “C’mon, trade.”

      Still nothing.

      “Trade already!”

      The creek sped up. It whirlpooled around her arm like bathwater around a drain. Her hand ached and pounded from the pressure. She tried pulling her hand free.

      It wouldn’t budge.

      “The fuck? Let go!”

      Something tugged on her cast. Some force in the water she couldn’t see. She tried tugging back, but, like a Chinese finger trap, it only made things worse.

      She shrieked in pain, louder and louder, until her face smashed the surface.
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      Karl parked his patrol car beside St. Raphael’s Church. Not for police work, but because he didn’t know where else to go. Candace might’ve been right about Mac being brain-fried and them having to protect the group’s secrecy, but it didn’t make Karl feel any better. Of all the no-good, shaky decisions he’d made throughout his police career, both in Pittsburgh and Hollow Hills, none were more unforgivable than this. He should’ve called it in. Requested an ambulance. Played dumb until doctors guessed where Mac’s kidneys had gone.

      Instead, he let a friend die. Murder by omission. Then he and Candace had bagged the body and dragged it through the woods, where it would soon be buried.

      Happy Thanksgiving, Mac.

      Karl slumped in his seat. Wind gusts struck his patrol car, making noises like ice cracking. Eventually he’d have to contact Mac’s family, ask if they’d seen him. The thought tightened his throat.

      Something else bothered him: traded parts only disappeared for two reasons. Either the Trader died or they left the ten-mile radius surrounding town. Mac didn’t have his kidneys this morning, but he wasn’t dead. That meant he’d left the local limits—and most definitely not by choice. Someone must’ve kidnapped him, driven him out, and brought him back.

      Someone who wanted the kidneys to be available again.

      But who?

      A Trader? No. Wouldn’t work. Any Trader who drove Mac outta the zone would lose their own traded parts in the process. Only an outsider could safely make that trip. But the only way an outsider could know anything about this was if a Trader told them.

      Karl buried his face in his hands. This was bad. It was hard enough keeping secrets when everybody played by the rules. If someone had betrayed the group, everything could unravel.

      He grabbed his phone. He needed to ask Candace if anyone had expressed interest in the kidneys recently. He could build a suspect list from there. But the moment he dialed her, he realized something. The abductor would’ve targeted Mac only if they knew for certain he had the kidneys. But knowing for certain was difficult because info on traded parts was kept private. The only people who knew about Mac’s kidneys would be Mac himself, anyone he might’ve confided in, and Candace, who kept a master list of everyone’s trades.

      Karl cancelled the call.

      Good God. Candace might be involved. She knew Mac had the kidneys. She was also the first to find him this morning. Heck, she’d even asked Mac to work late last night. That added up ugly.

      Then again, it was possible Mac had told others about his kidneys. Or perhaps the Trader who’d invited Mac into the group betrayed him. That happened once before. Fella had invited a lady with lung cancer into the group and killed her two years later when his own lungs developed stage four. What a mess that had been.

      Karl exhaled. Looking up at the church steeple, he prayed that Candace wasn’t involved. That would not only tear apart the group but Karl as well. Deep down, though, he knew it wasn’t her. Even if she had kidney issues, they could be managed. She’d have to be extremely reckless to kill a Trader over them.

      Besides, she prided herself on protecting the Traders. It’d been that way ever since her husband was murdered for his traded heart fifteen years ago. She swore on his grave that it wouldn’t happen again. Not to anyone.

      Karl’s phone buzzed.

      Candace.

      “Hello?” he answered.

      “You called, Karl? I was in the shower.”

      “Had a question. An important one.”

      “I see. Take an early lunch. Stop by the house.”

      He notified dispatch, drove over, and rang the doorbell.

      Candace answered in seconds.

      She was in her bathrobe, the blue one he’d bought her for her birthday last winter. Her blond hair was wet from the shower. She smelled of citrus and morning energy, nothing like the sweat she’d accumulated earlier while they moved Mac’s body.

      “Any news on Mac?” he asked, stepping inside.

      She shook her head. “Scoured the banquet hall but couldn’t find anything. Then again, I’m no Columbo.”

      Karl rubbed his eyes. “I’ll double-check later, after you close up tonight.”

      “Thanks.”

      He hung his head and sighed. God, could he use a drink.

      “What’s wrong, big man?”

      “Been thinking,” he said, meeting her eyes. “Anybody come to you asking about kidneys?”

      “Not recently.” Nothing in her demeanor suggested she was hiding anything. She didn’t avoid eye contact or fidget or stammer. “Everybody knew the kidneys were taken, so they stopped asking.”

      “Tell me, who invited Mac into the group?”

      She squinted, deep in thought. “Bill Werner.”

      “Oh boy.” Bill Werner co-owned the burrito shop on Main Street. He was a penny-pinching fella who thought the Traders owed him everything. The only thing he loved more than demanding favors was getting them. “Maybe Werner’s our guy. If he brought Mac into the group, he’d know about the kidneys.”

      “He would, but…” Her head drooped in frustration. “Christ, I hope you’re wrong. The moment we question Werner, he’ll play the victim and paint us as the bad guys. He’ll rip the entire group apart.”

      “We’ll think of something.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t Bill.”

      “But who else would know? I mean, other than people Mac confided in and…” Karl hesitated. “And you.”

      She frowned. “Look, you don’t have to coddle me. I understand. I found Mac on my property, so I’m a suspect.”

      “Yeah.” He scratched behind his ear. “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be.” She tightened her robe’s fuzzy belt. “Honestly, after this morning I deserve worse. I still can’t believe what we did. I mean, we had to, but it’s horrible.”

      “Yeah.” His throat lumped up. “Tell you the truth, I keep wanting to turn myself in.”

      “Don’t,” she said. Her eyes met his. “Remember, this is bigger than you and me. You turn yourself in and all sixty-six Traders go down with you.”

      “Sixty-five now.”

      She sighed. “Ugh. What a mess.”

      Karl stepped closer and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight. “We’ll keep a close eye on Werner.”

      “Right,” she said, returning the hug. Her arms felt warm and secure around his sides. “I’ll drop by the burrito shop sometime this week. Friends close, enemies closer—that sort of thing. If Werner’s behind this, I’ll make an example of him.”

      For some time, they stood there holding each other. Then she stepped back.

      He sighed.

      “You look beat.” Her hands squeezed his shoulders then slid down his arms to his wrists. “When’s your lunch over?”

      “Forty-five minutes, give or take.”

      “My son’s at the gym.” Her eyes held his. “It’s been a rough morning. Think we need some stress relief?”

      Part of him wanted to agree. The rest of him felt too rotten about Mac. The last thing Karl deserved right now was—

      He jumped as her hand cupped his crotch.

      When he looked up, her face was mighty close to his. He could really smell that citrus shampoo now. Like he’d wandered into a Florida orange grove.

      If only he could move south. Heck, vacation south.

      But a trip upstairs wasn’t so bad either.
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      Once the bedroom lights were out and the blinds were drawn, Karl undressed. His duty belt hit the floor with a thud. His pants followed. In his excitement he’d forgotten to take his shoes off first. He hopped on one foot, tugging at a shoe, and bumped a photo frame on the wall. Candace, sitting on the bed, grumbled about the delay. He reminded her he usually wasn’t in uniform when these situations arose.

      His clothes set aside, he moved through the darkness toward her. Pitch darkness was part of their ritual. They needed it. If the lights were on, he’d think too much. He’d beat himself up about the weight he’d put on, or that Candace was his buddy’s widow, or that he was black and she was white, which even nowadays could draw some funny looks in Hollow Hills. If the lights were on, he could feel the town watching him, silly as that sounded.

      “What’s the holdup?” The mattress creaked as she leaned closer. “You need a map?”

      He laughed and climbed onto the bed. Her hands cupped his shoulders before gliding down to his rump. She squeezed each cheek, pulling him toward her sweet, sunny scent.

      He reached out, brushing her terry bathrobe. He found the fuzzy belt and unknotted it in a nervous hurry. Her body radiated warmth underneath. The skin lay smooth in some spots, flabby in others—not that he was complaining. Despite her age, her breasts still had a springy quality to them, particularly the left one. His thumb flicked across her nipple and she moaned.

      He didn’t realize he was hard until her hand gripped him. She must’ve licked her palm, because it greased along his shaft with slick rhythm. Heat rose to his cheeks as she guided him into her. For a moment his world was Candace and nothing but. Then his mind ran elsewhere, to Mac. To fresh, ugly memories.

      Carrying him out to the woods.

      Jamming the knife into his lower back.

      Watching him bleed.

      Fitting him into the garbage bag.

      Sealing him away.

      Candace’s palm slapped his chest, knocking him back to reality. Time to switch. Her turn on top. He pulled away, leaving her, the only woman who could hold him together. Six years ago she’d gotten him off the bottle and had kept him sober ever since. After this morning, he needed her more than ever.

      With a satisfied moan, she climbed onto him, her slippery tightness hugging him. Her thighs, warm and thick, straddled his sides. Karl held his breath as she rocked against him, her weight pressing down comfortably. They worked toward each other’s rhythm, but he couldn’t quite connect. Not with Mac haunting his mind.

      Karl finished first. She kept going. And going.

      Once she was content, she climbed off, grabbed her robe, and disappeared into the bathroom.

      “You were right,” he said, pulling his trousers on. “About the stress relief.”

      “When am I ever wrong?” Her voice sounded muted behind the door. “Make sure you don’t forget your undershirt like last time. If Mickey comes up here and sees it, I’ll stroke.”

      He frowned. He didn’t understand why they still had to keep everything secret after six years. Her son Mick was a young man now. He’d seen them eat many lunches together. Some dinners, too. Then again, maybe she wanted their relationship kept secret from the Traders. If the group found out, they might accuse her of divulging secrets to Karl. That could cause an uproar.

      After he dressed and donned his duty belt, he turned the lights on. The wedding photo he’d bumped earlier hung off-kilter. He lifted it from its hook and flinched when he saw a wall safe. Its green digital display read LOCKED. There was a number pad beneath. He could probably guess the code. More importantly, he could probably find Trader records in there. Maybe something he could use against Werner.

      But robbing his lover’s bedroom wasn’t wise. Not when he was stuck in town for life.

      “I’m heading out,” he yelled after hanging the photo. “We finished with ten minutes to spare.”

      “You need to build that stamina,” she called.

      He laughed. Stood there wondering if she might come out for a goodbye kiss. Even a hug.

      “Candy, uh—”

      “Don’t call me Candy. That junk fattens you.”

      “Candace, are we doing anything for Thanksgiving?”

      “Isn’t Trent coming in?”

      “He is.”

      “Then let’s—holy shit!”

      He hurried for the bathroom door. “You okay?”

      The door opened. Candace looked at him wide-eyed.

      “I just checked the creek cameras.” She turned her phone toward him. “Someone’s up there.”
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        * * *

      

      Without stopping to breathe, they ran to their vehicles and headed for the banquet hall parking lot. Candace parked her Jeep at the far end, next to the dirt trail leading up into the woods. Karl parked his cruiser beside her and got out, pausing at the sight of MacReady’s empty Toyota behind the building.

      Candace exited her Jeep wearing a denim jacket and sweatpants. She tugged on a pair of hiking boots and started up the trail. “Hurry, Karl!”

      “That girl at the creek, has she moved?”

      “Nope. Still lying there.”

      “Any clue who she is?” Tightness seized his chest. “Think she knew Mac?”

      “Not sure.” Candace checked her phone again. “Looks like a college girl, maybe older. Hope she didn’t drown.”

      “Did she trade?”

      “Of course not,” Candace said. “That’s impossible with the cameras on.”

      “Right, right.” He wasn’t thinking straight. “Let’s see what she knows.”

      They hurried uptrail, their boots crunching twigs and squelching through mud. Karl kept close to Candace, checking his sides and rear every chance he got. Until they found this girl, they needed to stay alert. Mac losing his kidneys and a stranger showing up at the creek couldn’t be coincidence.

      He drew his pistol.

      They climbed deeper into the woods. The exertion sent Karl’s senses into overdrive. Upon reaching the third level, his ears caught every splash of the creek, every whistle of the wind.

      Bare oaks gave way to pines. He charged through the thicket and into the creek clearing. There he saw the girl lying prone, covered in shadow. Behind her the water glimmered.

      Gripping his gun, he stepped forward, checking his surroundings in case someone tried jumping him.

      The creek trickled. Snow dripped from high branches. Something stirred nearby.

      He spun toward the sound.

      Just a squirrel. The rodent hopped off the ground and onto, of all things, a guitar case. The sight of it reminded him of Ashlee. What if—no.

      No, it had been ten years.

      He stepped closer.

      Spotted the dreadlocks, the tattoos.

      Heart pounding, he ran to her.

      “Ashlee!”

      He dropped to his knees and flipped her over. She hung limp in his grasp, her freckled cheeks pale as powder. A grimy cast covered her arm, misshapen purple fingers poking out. Something terrible had happened.

      Candace ran over. “Karl?”

      “It’s Ashlee!”

      “What? You’re shitting me.”

      Karl cupped a hand into the stream and splashed Ashlee’s face. Her left eye twitched. He splashed her again. This time her nose scrunched.

      His heart swelled. He didn’t know what to feel. He never expected their reunion to happen like this, with her lying half-dead in his arms.

      “C’mon. Wake up.”

      Her eyelids parted. She blinked then gazed blankly at him. It reminded him of thirty years ago. Back when he first held her. Back before he adopted her.

      Squinting, she croaked, “Dad?”
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      Something was burning. No, not burning. Cooking. Ash could smell melted butter on burnt toast. Breakfast.

      She blinked and squinted through blurred sunlight. She realized she was lying on her back, dressed in a tank top and a pair of baggy gym shorts. But she didn’t own any gym shorts. That was creepy. Her scalp tingled as she tried to remember where she slept last night. The van? A motel? She didn’t know what day it was or what gig they had tonight. Philly? Allentown? Harrisburg?

      Slowly she realized she was lying in bed. In the house she grew up in. In the upstairs master bedroom.

      Sunlight sliced through the blinds, glinting off decade-old photos of her with her twin brother Trent. The pictures hung beside an open closet stuffed with pressed police uniforms. Nearby dressers and bureaus were topped with coupons, TV Guides, DVD cases, and—please, no—her silver trophy from a Battle of the Bands competition ten years ago. That was the night she got wasted, drove her van off the road, and nearly killed her brother.

      Groaning, she sat up against the headboard. As she reached up to tie back her dreads, her left hand erupted in fiery protest. She thought she was imagining it until she saw the cast.

      Oh, fuck.

      Now she remembered.

      The bedroom door creaked open. Dad stepped in with a quiet smile and a plate of eggs and toast. “Morning, darling.”

      He’d fried the eggs hard, just how she liked them. But remembering her dining preferences wouldn’t repair the tension between them. She clenched her jaw, not bothering to disguise her annoyance. “Morning, officer.”

      His smile faded. “Sleep okay?”

      “What time is it?”

      “Food time. When’d you last eat?”

      Her stomach gurgled. He set the plate on her lap and handed her a glass of water. She sipped. Her dry mouth welcomed it, but the liquid settled funny in her empty stomach. She took a bite of toast. Grimaced. He still torched his toast until it was a scratching pain to chew it. Some things never changed.

      “Glad to have you home,” he said. “Just in time for Thanksgiving.”

      She frowned. He was being too nice. This wouldn’t last. Sooner or later he’d screw this up. Or she would.

      “How’s things, Ashlee?”

      “Don’t ask.”

      “Too late.” He forced a laugh. “Already did.”

      She swallowed the bite of charred toast.

      “Oh, guess what,” he said. “I bought your band’s albums. Got them on my computer.”

      She cut her eggs with a fork, averting her eyes from the deep wrinkles on his kind face. “Following my career, huh?”

      “Yep. Always Googling you and your band.”

      “Ah.” Didn’t surprise her. Didn’t move her either. “Thanks, Officer.”

      “Please stop calling me that.”

      “What time is it?” she asked again.

      He checked his watch. “Seven thirty.”

      “AM? Shit, it’s Wednesday?”

      “Got somewhere to be?”

      “Yeah. Florida.” She set the plate on the nightstand next to her painkillers. She vaguely remembered waking up last night and downing two of them. “Got a monster gig on Friday.”

      He eyed her cast. “What happened to the hand?”

      “Got drunk and punched a wall,” she lied. “Was planning to trade it to the creek like you did with your knees.”

      “Ashlee…” His eyes widened. He set a hand on her shoulder. “Whatever’s wrong, the creek is no way to fix it.”

      “Career-ending damage is what’s wrong.” She tried to flex her fingers. The pain made her flinch.

      “Darling, even if you trade for a new hand, you can’t leave the area with it.”

      “I can’t?”

      “If you leave town, the hand’ll start buzzing, then burning. Ten miles out, you’re in a real pickle.”

      Nobody had told her this. Then again, when she left a decade ago, she was in too much of a hurry to pay attention to details.

      “Ten miles out?”

      “Yep. Can’t drive past Clarks Summit if you’re going north. And if you’re heading south, you won’t get much farther than Wilkes-Barre.”

      “What if I did? Would my hand revert back to its damaged self?”

      “No, Ashlee. You’d lose it. Permanently.”

      She felt herself sinking into the mattress. A trade was her only chance of getting healthy for the Deathgrip show. But now he was telling her that even if she replaced her hand, she wouldn’t be able to take it beyond the local area. That couldn’t be true. She wouldn’t accept it.

      “So, wait,” she said, trying to reason out a solution. “It sounds like there’s this invisible fence surrounding the area. And if you try leaving, your part gets snagged on it. Is that right? What if there’s a gap in the fence?”

      “Nope. No gaps.” He frowned. “We already checked.”

      Why would anyone bother to trade if this was the cost? There had to be a way around it. Had to be.

      “What if the barrier is only so high? Bet I could fly over it.”

      “Few years ago somebody tried flying out in a chopper. Her traded part buzzed and burned till she begged the pilot to turn back.”

      “Planes fly higher than choppers.”

      He sighed and patted her unbroken hand.

      She pulled it away.

      “The doctors said I won’t play guitar again.” Wet heat prickled behind her eyes. “I have to trade. When I do, I’ll escape somehow.”

      “What if you can’t? You okay spending your life here?”

      Tough question. Staying local would severely limit her choice of recording studios. It would mean no touring, no gigs beyond the ten-mile radius. Keeping Bad Parts together would be impossible. Post-breakup, she’d at best have a solo career with guest appearances on other albums. Then again, it’d be hard to network while she was stranded here.

      Bad as that sounded, she needed guitar in her life. And it wasn’t like she had other options. Job interviews got awkward when she showed up covered in tattoos and had to explain why she quit school. Besides, desk jockey wasn’t her thing, and she sure as shit wasn’t gonna become five-oh like her father.

      “Fuck it,” she said. “I’m trading.”

      “Listen.” He stared out the window. “When I first visited that creek, I saw things I shouldn’t have. Things that still haunt me.”

      “Yet you traded your knees.”

      “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Bullshit.” She sat up more. “You had a choice.”

      “Ashlee, I got kneecapped!” He snatched her plate away. “My choice was between a wheelchair and walking. And that was in the early days of the trades. We didn’t understand Snare then like we do now.”

      “Snare?”

      “The creek demon, or whatever it is. We named it after the creek. Now, don’t—”

      “Dad.” Her eyes burned with moisture. “I live my life through my left hand.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have punched that wall.” It came out snarky, knowing.

      “I didn’t! I—” She stopped herself. If she told him, he’d go all cop-mode. Probably try to hunt down whoever did it. She wanted to kill the prick herself, but revenge wouldn’t fix her hand. “Just tell me how to make Snare appear.”

      He frowned.

      “Dad.”

      “No.”

      Her fist slammed the mattress. “See? This is why I don’t return your calls or texts. It’s always secrets with you. Just like with that corpse you buried ten years ago.”

      His tone went sharp. “That had to be done. Otherwise the Traders—”

      “I don’t want an explanation. I want you to trust me. I’m supposed to be your daughter, right?”

      For a moment he looked hurt, then narrowed his eyes. “You want honesty? Fine. Truth is, I don’t want you near that creek. Last thing I want is you upset because you can’t leave here without your hand disappearing off your arm.”

      “My hand’s useless anyway—hell, I’m useless!” She hadn’t meant to sound desperate, but she was. She needed her hand back. Needed her life back. “Dad, please.”

      “You try fixing the unfixable, bad things happen. It’s not worth it.”

      “The hell it isn’t.” She met his eyes. “Please. It’s the least you could do after all those years of prioritizing the Traders over me.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed. He turned, headed for the door.

      “Where you going?”

      “To take care of something.” He sounded tired. His hand squeezed the doorknob so hard it rattled. “Thought we could catch up today. Guess I was wrong.”

      “Dad…”

      “Talk to Candace about trading,” he said. “She’s probably eating breakfast at the burrito shop. Pretty sure you’re still banned there, though.”

      He slammed the door and thumped down the steps.
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      Ash checked her bedroom, hoping Dad hadn’t thrown out her old shit. She expected the worst, but everything looked exactly the way she’d left it years ago—her sun-faded Metallica posters, her acoustic guitar lineup, even the chipped bongs and goat skulls littering her bookcase. Aside from dusting and vacuuming, Dad had preserved her room like a crime scene.

      Flitting through her closet, she found a bulky leather purse and slung it across her shoulder. She adjusted the strap till the bag rested against her hip. It made a solid hiding place for her cast.

      None of her old clothes fit, so she dressed in her muddy jeans and jacket from yesterday. The pants were stiff with dirt, but they loosened up as she rushed out into the morning cold.

      On her way to meet Candace, Ash checked the ninety-two text messages clogging her inbox. Her bandmates were more worried than ever, especially Cheeto. Since being attacked, she’d done everything she could to prevent him from seeing her like this, even going as far as arranging separate rides to the hospital. Now she needed to keep him in the dark a little longer.

      With her good thumb she texted back.

      ASH: Relax, Cheets. I’m fine. Hitched a ride to Hollow Hills. Visiting the fam.

      CHEETO: You ok? The detective I talked to said you were admitted at the ER. Same place as Flanny.

      ASH: I’m good. Just landed in some broken glass during the fight. Had to get some bits removed from my hand.

      CHEETO: Your hand? Shit! Can you play Friday?

      ASH: Yeah. Need a day to heal.

      CHEETO: You ok otherwise? That asshole didn’t hurt you, did he?

      ASH: Hell no. One kick to his nuts sent him running. You’re welcome for avenging you.

      CHEETO: LMAO! Wish I’d been awake to see that.

      ASH: You missed a show. How’s your busted ass doing?

      CHEETO: Got a swollen lip and a bruised noggin. Think I need Nurse Ash and her top-notch care LOL.

      ASH: How’s Flanny?

      CHEETO: Pretty rough. We’re driving to Philly for a second opinion. Leaving at noon.

      Noon. Shit. That didn’t give her much time to make this creek trade. She pocketed her phone and hurried.

      After picking her way through backyards and driveways, she reached the main road. Cars crammed both sides of the tire-beaten street. At this early hour the Downhill Diner attracted its share of coffee slurpers while the burrito shop caught the fast-food crowd. Ash headed for the burrito shop. Its door decal—an animated laughing cactus—mocked her by giving a thumbs-up. In a nearby speech balloon, the cactus asked, “How’ve Ya Bean?”

      “Terrific,” Ash muttered.

      Waves of nervous nostalgia tossed inside her stomach as she squinted through the glass. Behind the register Bill Werner, who co-owned the shop with his wife Rosita, wrapped a burrito in foil and took a customer’s money. Werner was a grumpy walrus of a man, complete with a massive mustache and blubbery chest. The second Ash opened the door, he looked up, but didn’t seem to recognize her.

      Inside, talk buzzed at every table. Mariachi music jingled while salsa bottles clicked and staffers shouted back and forth. The air reeked of spilled grease and cheap steak, along with the lemony scent of mopped floor tiles.

      Ash took two steps before Werner stormed out from behind the counter, apron flapping against his knees.

      “Get outta my shop.”

      The seated customers pretended not to notice.

      “Bill? What’s wrong?” said a voice from the kitchen. Rosita Werner burst through the door hugging two massive bags of lettuce to her sides. She slammed them down next to the tortilla presser and hurried to her husband’s side. “Ash? Ash Hudson? Get out, now! You’re not welcome here.”

      “I’m looking for Candace,” Ash said, her cheeks burning.

      “Look elsewhere.” Bill Werner spread his thick arms, blocking her path forward. “Get going.”

      “But—”

      “Last time you were here,” Rosita said, her voice cracking, “we had to call the fire department and remodel. Now leave!”

      “Last warning,” Werner added.

      “I need to see Candace.”

      “That’s it!” Werner grabbed his phone. “I’m calling the cops—real cops, not half-wits like your father. I won’t have any tattooed terrorists in my shop.”

      “Shut it, the both of you,” a voice snapped from the back of the restaurant.

      That voice. Candace.

      She rose from the back booth, her face gray and shriveled. Goddamn, did she look like hell. Wrapped in a bulky denim jacket, her upper body resembled an overstuffed beanbag as she approached. She stepped alongside Werner and whispered something in his ear. His outstretched arm drooped. He steered his wife behind the counter as Candace added, “That kitchen fire was fourteen years ago. Get over it.”

      Ash couldn’t be happier to see her.

      Candace gave her a hug that could crack stone. “Great having you back, girlie.”

      “Missed you,” Ash said, squeezing with her good arm.

      They went to the back booth and sat across from Mick, Candace’s shaved-headed giant of a son. Last time Ash saw him, he’d been a skinny fifth grader. Now he was the size of a soda machine.

      “Damn, Mick,” Ash said, gawking at his wide, bulging shoulders. “You shrank.”

      “Shrank?” Mick snorted, a grin spreading between his scruffy cheeks. He looked nothing like his namesake, Mick Jagger. “What, you drink yourself blind out on tour?”

      “No, the booze keeps me sharp,” she said. “Which reminds me, did you grow a brain since I left? Last I saw you, you were flossing with one of my guitar strings.”

      Candace laughed into her napkin. “God, you two. Ash, if you ever want your babysitting gig back, say the word. Hell, maybe you can get Mickey’s grades up.”

      “Failing outta middle school, are we?” she asked him.

      “Pssh. I’m forty credits from graduating.”

      “He’s a starting linebacker at Penn State,” Candace said, her tone proud. “Even got a vote for All-Conference last year.”

      “All-Conference?” Ash asked.

      “It means he’s one of the best,” Candace said. “And not just in my eyes.”

      “Ma…” Mick whined. For a huge dude, he had a nasal, nerdy voice.

      “Ma, what?” Candace said. She turned to Ash. “Speaking of the best, I bought multiple copies of your albums. I want them signed.”

      Ash frowned. “Listen, I need to talk to you about something.” She lifted her hand from her purse but kept it beneath the table where only Candace could see.

      Candace set her jaw. She jingled her keys out of her pocket and slapped them on the table. “Mickey, since you’re not eating, head to the banquet hall and start moving those tables.” She looked to Ash. “We’re shampooing the carpets for the holidays.”

      With a grunt, Mick took the keys and left the booth.

      “Want his burrito bowl?” Candace asked, gesturing at it. “He didn’t even touch it. Athletes and their oddball diets.”

      “I just ate.”

      Candace frowned, scratching her scalp. “So, your hand. How bad?”

      “If it were a mutt, you’d put it to sleep.”

      “Poor puppy. Can’t do surgery?”

      “It won’t save my career.”

      “Neither will the creek.”

      “Bullshit,” Ash said, clenching her fist. “Did my father tell you to say that?”

      “Ash, the left hand was claimed years ago. And there’s only one of each part.”

      A void widened in Ash’s chest. “Is that why I couldn’t see my better self in the water yesterday?”

      “No, that was the cameras.” She lowered her voice as a busboy wiped down the adjacent table. “Snare only appears if you’re alone. The ghost gets stage fright if any extra eyes—including cameras—are looking.”

      “Who has the left hand?”

      “That’s private.”

      “You can trust me.”

      “I can’t trust anyone,” Candace said, poking at her rice. “Otherwise we’d have people killing each other for parts. Would you like it if some cripple shot your father to free up the knees?”

      “No, but…” Her throat turned to sand. “Can I at least try to trade? Maybe Snare has extra hands.”

      “That’s not how it works. Besides, I’ve got a busy day ahead. Can’t be prancing through the woods.”

      “Then shut off the cameras. I’ll go alone.”

      “You went alone yesterday. How’d that work out?”

      Ash slammed her fist on the table. Silverware jumped.

      Werner glared disapprovingly from behind the counter.

      She lowered her voice. “I need that hand. If I can’t get it, at least let me have closure. Let me walk away knowing I tried everything I could to fix it.”

      “You already have.”

      “For fuck’s sake, I’m nothing without my hand.”

      “Now you’re being childish.”

      “Candace.” She bit her lip to keep from yelling. “Please.”

      Scooping her rice, Candace sighed. “Tell you what. Since Mickey’s already moving those tables, I guess we can make a quick trip up there. For closure.”

      Ash sighed with relief. “Thanks.”

      “One condition.” Candace tapped the table. “Promise me you’ll start texting your father again.”

      “Pick another condition.”

      “Ash, he needs you in his life.”

      “Not as much as he needed to bury that lady in the woods.”

      “Cut him a break. That was forever ago. Besides, he dug that grave to protect us Traders.”

      “He didn’t even tell me about the Traders till I caught him playing undertaker.”

      “He didn’t know how to tell you.” She stirred her rice. “You were a kid, Ash.”

      “A kid who kept getting ignored. Whenever a Trader called, he was out the door. Didn’t matter if I needed dinner, advice, a ride to rehearsal, anything. He was never there for me.”

      “Sure he was. He saved your ass big time.” Candace nodded at the kitchen. “Remember when he showed up here after the fire? Saved you a trip to juvie. Plus, he got you off easy that night you drunk-drove your brother home.”

      “He also made me feel extra shitty afterwards.” Ash realized she was sweating. “I mean, I felt bad enough about Trent. Then Dad kept hammering away.”

      “Oh, drop it. You’re what, thirty now? Move on. Give your father a chance.”

      “He had twenty years’ worth of chances.”

      “Followed by ten years of punishment. You should’ve seen him destroy himself after you left. God, they could’ve named a gin label after him. It was ugly. One time he pulled me over while he was trashed.”

      Ash raised an eyebrow. “He sober now?”

      “Yeah. Thankfully.”

      “If he’s better, then he doesn’t need me.”

      “You’d be surprised.” She frowned. “It’s sad. He thinks you hate him to his core. The things he tells me sometimes… Christ, he blames himself for everything. For being a boring old cop. For not being your birth father. For being black while you’re white. The list goes on.”

      “Jesus.” Ash’s stomach flipped. “That had nothing to do with me leaving.”

      “I know that, and you know that. But your father, you know how he is—always overthinking, always beating himself up. With you, he goes into overdrive.” She gave a tired smile. “Whatever he said, whatever he did to let you down…forgive him, okay?”

      Ash sighed.

      “Girlie? You hear me?”

      “Fine. Let’s go see Snare.”
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      “Ready, girlie?”

      Candace parked at the rear of the banquet hall lot and wasted no time climbing the soggy forest trail. She moved with the vigor of someone half her age and size. Ash rushed to keep up, her hand pulsing inside its cast.

      The climb came easier today, no doubt thanks to sleep and breakfast. Not only that, the forest seemed to welcome her. Soft dirt cushioned her steps while the wind pushed leaves from her path. Whereas yesterday she’d arrived desperate, today she came demanding. She wanted a new hand and she intended to get one.

      Before long they neared the thicket outside the creek clearing. Candace approached a massive tree stump and sat down. She tapped something into her phone.

      “You’re set,” she said. “Cameras are off.”

      “Cool.”

      “Don’t be disappointed when—”

      “I won’t.”

      Ash entered the clearing. A floaty sensation filled her chest, not unlike the nerves that came prior to taking the stage. At the bend she kicked some rocks away, carved out a soft spot in the mud, and dropped to her knees. The creek clicked and splashed. Water spritzed her jeans.

      This was it. Time to reach in and take what was hers.

      As she peered over the water, her reflection appeared.

      No. Not her reflection. Not exactly.

      The woman in the water shared her features, facial structure, and skin tone. But the rest was…beautiful. Dark elegant hair. High, sharp cheekbones. Burning brown irises. Bulging lips. Smooth firm skin—and no bags under the eyes, either. Everything about her looked stunning.

      Or at least her reflection looked stunning.

      The water-twin wore the same leather jacket. When Ash unzipped, she gawked at a model-caliber rack resting atop a camera-friendly frame. Buh-bye love handles, hello six-pack. Better yet, some of her older, cut-rate tattoos were missing from her neck and shoulders. Everything Ash could’ve wanted, Snare Creek offered.

      Now for the real test.

      Holding her breath, she stretched her hand over the water.

      Through the stream’s rivulets she saw pale, unbroken fingers poking from the cast. Slender, yet sturdy. As a bonus, the fingertips bore calluses for withstanding the friction of guitar strings. Everything she needed.

      Still holding her breath, she lowered her hand and touched her swollen, purple fingers to the cold surface. A chill wrapped her sore flesh. She exhaled nervously.

      “I want to trade,” she said.

      Moisture rose to her face. It tingled over her cheeks. Misted into her mouth. Slathered her tongue. Then, without her consent or control, her lips moved.

      In a strange voice she said, “So do I.”

      “What the fuck!”

      “I can offer you—”

      “Get off, get off!” Ash slapped at her cheeks and spat the moisture away as if it were poison. In her panic, she toppled sideways, rolling frantically in the mud.

      “Ash!” Candace ran to her, phone clutched in her white-knuckled grasp. “What’s wrong?”

      Ash bounced to her feet, chest heaving as she swatted mud off her legs. Still shaken, she got up and paced till her pulse settled. “That thing. It talked. The me in the water—it talked through me.”

      Candace squinted at her. “It doesn’t talk.”

      “Bullshit it doesn’t. My mouth got misty and started moving like I was someone’s puppet.”

      “You need to lay off those pills.” Candace tugged her elbow. “Let’s head back.”

      Ash shrugged her off. “It said it had an offer.”

      “An offer? You’re joking.”

      “I’m not.” Deep breaths, deep breaths. She couldn’t let this chance slide. “Give me another minute.”

      “I’m scared to give you another second.”

      “You want me talking to my father or not?”

      “Fine.” Candace backed away. “Be careful.”

      Alone again, Ash knelt in the slop. Cold overtook her knees as she leaned in. Her watery reflection appeared, the same as before. Stunning. Gorgeous. Ideal. It tempted and spooked her.

      Clearing her throat, she asked, “What offer?”

      The mist rose, sliding between her lips like an unseen tongue. Her vocal cords thrummed while her mouth formed words that weren’t her own.

      “I can offer you a new hand.”

      The moisture left her mouth. She interpreted it as her turn to speak. Trembling, she asked, “Isn’t the left hand taken?”

      “I’ll produce another. Soon as you complete me.”

      “Complete you?”

      “Five parts. Kidneys. Jaw. Skin. Lower leg. Ribcage.”

      “Ribcage?” She touched her side. “You want my ribcage?”

      “Your ribs are too healthy. Bring sick or injured parts. What you might call…Bad Parts.”

      Gooseflesh popped along her neck. “H-how do you know my band’s name?”

      “Our encounter from before.”

      Her hand pulsed at the thought. Earlier, she tried rationalizing yesterday’s encounter as a pill-induced hallucination. Now it appeared to be more. And this…thing could apparently read her mind.

      “Bring those five parts. Afterwards, everyone’s free to leave.”

      “Wait!” She latched onto that final sentence. “Leave? You mean every Trader can leave the ten-mile area?”

      “Yes.”

      “With our parts? We can keep our traded parts?”

      “Yes.”

      She almost didn’t want to ask. “What’s the catch?”

      “Must be done by sunset tomorrow. Before the blizzard.”

      Ash’s heart sputtered. She couldn’t believe it. Tomorrow’s sunset worked perfectly. That would give her enough time to drive to Florida and catch a nap before the Deathgrip show. This was exactly what she needed.

      And for that reason, she hesitated. The music industry had taught her not to trust. She’d been scammed by bogus talent agencies and shifty managers before. They promised exactly what she wanted and burned her after she committed to their offers. Snare appeared to be running the same scheme.

      Yet something prickled within her chest, right under the skin between her tits. She wanted that hand. Needed it. And not just for Friday but for the rest of her life. Refusing a new hand was like refusing a deathbed cure. She couldn’t refuse. But she wouldn’t accept either. Not until she adjusted the terms.

      “Here’s the deal,” Ash said, meeting her reflection’s eyes. “I’ll help you, but not on your terms.”

      The mist thinned from her cheeks. “Do you decline?”

      “What? No! I just need a reason to trust you.”

      “Submerge your hand.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ll trust.”

      Her face went numb. Despite how badly she needed to grip a guitar, this demand terrified her. Just yesterday she’d been slammed unconscious in the same scenario.

      But how could she ignore what she wanted most?

      She dipped her broken fingers into the frigid water. They ached brutally. She dunked the entire cast, wincing at the cold. Beneath the surface, something changed. The purple bruises faded from her fingertips. The puffiness drained.

      It had to be a trick.

      Then she flexed her fingers.

      Her normal, unbroken, pain-free fingers.

      “Remember,” Snare said. “Kidneys, jaw, skin, lower leg, ribcage. Then this becomes your permanent reality.”

      Catching her breath, Ash said, “Please. Can I keep this hand?”

      “Five parts.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Tomorrow’s sunset.”

      “Answer me! Otherwise, why should I trust you?”

      After an uncomfortably long pause, Snare responded. “I need you as much as you need me.”

      “How so?”

      “I need to see my son again. I was a mother once, and I’ll be one again after leaving this creek.”

      “You have a son? Who?”

      “Five parts.” The mist faded, grew weak on her tongue. “Tomorrow’s sunset.”

      “Wait!”

      The mist vanished. Her mouth felt dry in its absence.

      Beneath the surface her hand remained unbroken. She flexed her fingers, moving them quickly as if tapping out a solo on the lower frets of her Gibson. The muscle memory remained. Unbelievable. Though the cast limited her range, she felt like she could play right now.

      Eyeing the creek, she wondered if she could pull her hand out in perfect condition. It was worth a try. In one swift, desperate motion, she yanked her hand free with a splash.

      “Fuck!”

      It was like the Dark Diamond parking lot all over again. Bombs went off in each finger, and a firestorm spun inside her palm. Clenching her teeth, she studied her purple fingers. They looked every bit as horrible as they felt.

      Water dripped from her cast onto her pants. She held it over the creek while it drained.

      The splashes on the surface sounded like laughter.
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      The sight of the Welcome to Hollow Hills sign sent a cramp to Trent’s leg, a nasty spasm that turned his calf muscles to stone. He couldn’t wait to exit the passenger seat, stretch his leg, and collapse with relief. This cramp was the worst of the month, maybe the year. Not that it surprised him. His hometown never failed to make him feel shittier.

      As his wife’s Subaru Legacy rumbled over the entry bridge, the tightness in his leg worsened. Sweat slicked his brow as he gritted his teeth, begging his nerve-damaged muscles to settle. Sometimes he got lucky, but not now.

      “You okay?” his wife Lauren asked from the driver’s seat.

      “Best I’ve ever been,” Trent muttered.

      “Should I pull over?”

      “Screw it,” he said. “We’re almost there.”

      Hoping to distract himself from the pain, he turned toward the backseat, where his eight-year-old son sat in moody silence.

      “Hey, Jake,” Trent said, softening his tone. “Champ, we’re almost there. Ready to see Grampa?”

      If Jake was ready, he didn’t show it. He sat in the middle seat with his sunglasses on, his aluminum baseball bat lying across his lap. Four months ago, Jake hit a game-winning double at his second-grade all-star game with that bat. Nowadays it went everywhere with him, although not for baseball reasons.

      “Jake? You excited?”

      Jake turned away, facing the window. He hadn’t said a word since they’d left New Jersey that morning.

      “Trent, don’t force it,” Lauren whispered. She adjusted her glasses and checked on their son in the rearview. “He’ll warm up eventually.”

      Eventually. Easy for her to say. Jake actually talked to her. Trent, on the other hand, hadn’t got more than a yes or no out of Jake since the lake incident back in August.

      “You’re doing great,” Lauren whispered. With one hand on the wheel, she buttoned her plain-Jane white cardigan and smoothed out a wrinkle in her long turkey-patterned skirt. Though she was only five years older than Trent, she dressed like someone entering retirement. “Jake will cheer up soon. We all will. A nice family weekend will make everything better. You’ll see.”

      Trent wished he had her optimism.

      They passed the hometown eateries. Narducci’s Pizza nabbed his attention. He could almost taste their signature sauce. Soon as the place opened, he would order their chicken-bacon-ranch pie. Jake loved those. And it wasn’t like he lost his sense of taste.

      “Hey, Jake,” Trent said. “Wanna get Narducci’s for lunch?”

      Silence.

      “Oh, Jaaake,” Lauren said, her voice commanding yet sweet. “Your father asked you a question.”

      “I don’t care, Mom.”

      “But it’s Thanksgiving. We’re a family. Don’t you think you should talk to your dad, pumpkin?”

      “I’m not a pumpkin,” he muttered.

      “I’ll stop calling you pumpkin if you answer your dad.”

      No answer came. Apparently, being called pumpkin was more tolerable than talking to Trent.

      They turned onto Winterbrook Ave. The townhouses popped into view. Seeing the surrounding woods triggered fond teenage memories of guzzling Keystone Light with his buddies, as well as that time Brittany Hoyer shagged him beside a campfire to spite her ex-boyfriend. Glorious times. Sadly, those memories clashed with ones of his twatty twin sister Ash. He still hated her for ditching town just weeks after wrecking his leg.

      “We’re here!” Lauren chirped. She parked in the empty spot across from Dad’s place. “Out you go, boys!”

      Trent shoved open the door. Twisting in his seat, he stretched his bad leg outside. He pressed his foot to the pavement, tried putting weight on it, and winced. Times like these, he pictured a clump of steel wool scrubbing vigorously between his calf muscles.

      Shifting his weight onto his good foot, he lurched out of the car. He boosted himself up and pressed his cane to the ground. Standing felt good. He stood there, absorbing the solace of unbent knees.

      “Welcome home, fella!” a voice called out. Dad jogged over, his mustache wide with a smile. When he got close enough, he pulled Trent in for a hearty hug. There were plenty of things Trent hated about Hollow Hills, but Dad wasn’t one of them. “Looks like you three survived the traffic.”

      “Somehow,” Trent said, hugging back with his free arm. “Good seeing you, Dad. Would’ve visited for Labor Day, but…”

      “The little fella. Yeah.” Dad’s good humor faded. “How is he? He talking to you yet?”

      Trent broke the hug. Shook his head.

      Dad frowned. “I know the feeling. In fact, I got a surprise for you.”

      “A surprise?”

      “Yeah, your—”

      “Morning, Karl!” Lauren waved from behind the trunk. “Hope you made your sweet potato casserole. Last year’s was delish.”

      “Made extra,” Dad said. “Figured you’ll take the leftovers home.”

      “Hear that, Jake?” Trent said, opening the back door. “Your grampa—”

      The opposite door opened, and Jake climbed out the other side. A metallic thud was audible as he tapped his bat against the blacktop. A prolonged scrape followed as he guided himself toward the sidewalk. His bat bumped the curb, and he paused before carefully stepping onto it.

      “Morning, little fella.” Dad squatted to hug his grandson. When they broke the hug, he patted the Phillies logo on Jake’s bright red jacket. “Phillies, huh? Still a fan?”

      “Yep.”

      “We gotta do something about that. Think I’ll buy you some Pittsburgh Pirates gear for Christmas. Get you rooting for a real team.”

      Jake shrugged. He used to get defensive about the Phillies, but now he didn’t seem to care.

      Dad forced a laugh. “What say we go inside where it’s warm? You can sit in the den, maybe watch some TV—”

      “I can’t, Grampa!” Jake snapped. “I can’t watch TV! I can’t watch anything!”

      Trent felt his stomach shrivel like a raisin.

      “Jacob!” Lauren hollered. “Don’t yell at your grampa.”

      “It’s all right,” Dad said with a sheepish grin. “Should’ve picked my words better.”

      Lauren took Jake’s hand and pulled him toward the house. He insisted he didn’t need her to guide him, but she dragged him along. Trent followed. Dad carried a suitcase in each hand.

      Someone honked behind them. Trent turned his head and saw Candace’s Jeep. He lifted his hand to wave to her until he saw who was in the passenger’s seat.

      “Ash?” Trent said in disbelief. The mere sight of her intensified his leg cramp. He looked at Dad. “Ash is here?”

      “That was the surprise,” Dad said. “Your sister’s home.”
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      The moment Ash saw her brother as they drove up, she froze. She’d been bitching at Candace the whole ride over, but now she stared at Trent’s leg and the cane supporting it. For ten years, her conscience assaulted her because of what she’d done to him. It’d been an accident, sure, but not entirely. That night she knew she was wasted. She’d been in a hurry to get home and feel sorry for herself after losing a stupid band competition. Finishing second crushed her—and the aftermath ended up crushing her brother’s leg.

      Now, however, things could change. Snare needed a bad leg. Trent needed a good one. All Ash had to do was play matchmaker. Then ten years of regret would be flushed down the creek.

      She lowered the window.

      “Trent!”

      He must’ve heard her, because he gimped faster toward the house. By the time Candace stopped the Jeep, he was inside, the door slapping shut behind him.

      Dad hurried to her window. “Ashlee, hold off. He’s…surprised you’re here.”

      “I’ve got a bigger surprise. The lower leg’s available.”

      “He ain’t interested.” Dad shook his head. “Already asked him years back. He doesn’t wanna be stuck here.”

      “He won’t have to be. I talked to Snare and—”

      “No, Ash!” Candace snatched her left arm, yanking Ash toward the driver’s seat. “That stays between us.”

      “What’s going on?” Dad said. “What’s this about Snare?”

      The pressure on Ash’s arm tightened. Her hand throbbed with fresh bursts of agony, but it wasn’t enough to silence her. Straining, she told her father everything, watching him absorb the details with a horrified scowl that soon morphed into an excited smile.

      “Wait, Ashlee. You’re saying everyone can leave? Not just you?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Too good to be true,” Candace said. “Think about it. Snare doesn’t make a peep for over thirty years. Then today, a desperate girl requests a part that’s unavailable, and suddenly we got chatty waters.”

      “When you put it that way,” Dad said, scratching behind his ear, “it is kinda fishy.”

      “Maybe Snare genuinely wants to help.” Ash glanced back at Candace. “I mean, for fuck’s sake, she’s kept you Traders alive and healthy.”

      “Don’t kid yourself, Ash.” Candace squeezed her elbow harder. “Snare’s parts always came with a catch.”

      “Is it so hard to believe that Snare wants out as bad as you do?” Ash looked to her father for support. “I talked to her. She’s a mother. She wants to see her son again.”

      “She could be lying,” Candace said. “Most likely, she’s out to screw us over. Probably wants to complete her so-called ‘collection’ so she can skip town and take our parts with her.”

      Dad rubbed his chin.

      “Don’t listen to her, Dad,” Ash said. “She’s not the one who talked to Snare.”

      “I heard your conversation,” Candace said. “Every word. And might I remind you, Ash, that you kept asking for more clarification. Did you get any?”

      “No, but—”

      “Don’t make excuses.”

      “I’m not. But you gotta admit, this is huge. This is life changing. You can’t just piss this away.”

      Candace released Ash’s elbow with a slight shove. She gripped the steering wheel and stared into the trees ahead, her wrinkled face taking on a stony grayness. “I’ll think about it. In the meantime, stay on my good side. If you breathe a word about what happened to anyone, you’re cut off from the creek. Period.” Candace looked to Dad. “Karl, meet me at the house ASAP. Important business we need to square away.”

      “Of course,” he said, opening the passenger door.

      Ash glanced at Candace, whose expression looked impenetrable enough to deflect gunfire. If Ash had any chance of swaying her, arguing now wouldn’t help.

      Cradling her cast against her stomach, she stepped down from the passenger seat. The moment the door shut, Candace turned the Jeep around and drove off.

      “Dad, this is it,” she said, hoping to stoke his enthusiasm. “It’s everything we need—my hand, Trent’s leg, and your ticket outta town.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “That’s what scares me.”
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      Ash shoved open the front door and called out to Trent. In the kitchen she spotted a doe-eyed woman with glasses and a frumpy haircut sitting at the table. The woman, who appeared to be in her forties, forced a smile and rose from her chair. She pinched at her crucifix necklace, clutching it as though Ash were Satan’s envoy.

      “Hi, there!” the woman said in a fake-nice voice. She offered her hand. “You must be Ash.”

      Ash shook the woman’s hand. It was moist with sweat.

      “I’m Lauren.” She cleared her throat. Her breath smelled of peppermint. “Nice to meet you, sister-in-law.”

      “Sister-in… Oh. Wow.” Ash vaguely remembered Dad texting her years ago about Trent having a kid. This appeared to be the baby mama. “Where’s Trent?”

      “Listen,” Lauren whispered, “you should probably give him some space. He’s not rea—”

      “Trent? Trent! Where you at?” Ash checked the den, expecting to see him lounging with his leg propped up. Instead a kid was lying on the couch. He was kinda cute, like a mini-Trent with sunglasses. Headphones plugged his ears, and clutched to his chest was an old-school iPod, one with a click wheel. She opened her mouth to ask what he was listening to when the back door rattled open.

      Trent limped inside.

      Though she tried not to look, her eyes gravitated toward the cane he hunched over. He spotted her and immediately shifted his weight onto his good leg and stood tall, throwing his shoulders back. He scowled beneath his shaggy black hair, his eyes burning. Ash swallowed, feeling the room’s temperature rise.

      With a sideways nod, Trent signaled her to join him outside.

      She followed him out, her hand concealed in her purse. They stood in the rocky mud beside the door, their designated smoking spot back in high school. As if reading her mind, he offered her a crumpled pack of Newports.

      “I quit,” she said.

      “So did I,” he said.

      He shook the cigs at her. She felt too guilty to refuse and poked one between her lips. He lit it and she took a pull, making sure not to inhale. The smoke was dry and harsh but welcome.

      “Why’d you quit?” he asked.

      “Couldn’t afford it,” she said, tapping her cig over the dirt. Smoking out here was undeniably nostalgic. Almost like adulthood had never happened. “These days I invest everything in my band.”

      “Yeah? How’s that going?” His tone was edgy, jealous.

      “Good.” She swallowed. “We’re opening for Deathgrip on Friday.”

      “Really? You flying me down?”

      She couldn’t tell if he was joking. To be safe, she took him literally. “Wish I could.”

      “Don’t bullshit me.” Trent dropped his cig and stomped it out with his cane. “You’d sooner cancel the show than have me anywhere near that place.”

      “You couldn’t be more wrong.”

      “Oh yeah? Then why haven’t I heard anything from you in a decade? Not a call, not a text, not a card on our fucking birthday. Ever since you skipped town like a little crybaby, it’s been all silence.”

      She opened her mouth and closed it again. She couldn’t find the right words.

      “Know what? Don’t bother answering.” He turned, facing the woods beyond the backyard. “Just get outta here, okay? You ditched me and Dad once before. Do us a favor and do it again.”

      “I never ditched you.”

      “Hah. Right.”

      “I left because I caught Dad burying a corpse. It freaked me out.”

      “Bullshit. You got sick of taking care of me. That’s the reason. Driving me to physical therapy, helping me rehab my leg—that shit cut into your guitar time. God knows, nothing’s more important than that.”

      That last part stung. When he put it that way, she felt like a callus bitch. He wasn’t entirely wrong either. Back then, she had wanted to escape the rehab routine. Not because she wanted to strum chords but because seeing him like that every day—crippled and miserable—made her want to smash herself to pieces.

      “I fucked up my hand,” she said abruptly.

      He blinked. “What?”

      She lifted it from her purse. The palm throbbed inside the cast as she held it out to him. The scowl melted off his face.

      “Jesus,” he said, studying the damage. “What happened?”

      She told him everything, starting with Ski-mask and ending with Snare’s offer.

      Meanwhile, Trent burned through another cig and tapped his cane in anxious anticipation. When she finished, he blew out a long, smoky sigh. “Sounds like you’re taking Snare’s deal.”

      “Yeah.” She chewed her lip. “Gotta find someone for the leg.”

      “Good luck.”

      “I was thinking you, Trent.”

      “Yeah, no shit,” he snapped. “But I’m not doing it.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not getting stuck in this town like Dad.”

      “You won’t be stuck if this deal’s legit.”

      “That’s a big if.”

      “Trent—”

      “Face it, Ash. You’ve already ruined my life once. Let’s not go for two.”

      Her cheeks burned. “I’m trying to make up for it.”

      “By setting me up with some demon that enslaves people? Wow, you’re too good to me.”

      When he put it that way, she no longer felt so sure about the deal. Snare indeed had a shaky track record. Still, Ash had no other options if she wanted to take the stage on Friday. Maybe Trent could ignore the offer, but she couldn’t.

      “If you change your mind, hit me up.”

      She moved toward the door.

      “Hang on.” He lifted his cane, blocking her. “Did Snare mention eyes?”

      “Eyes?”

      “Yeah.” He lowered his voice. “If it has an extra hand, what about extra eyes?”

      “What for?”

      “My kid.”

      For a moment she didn’t understand. Then it hit her. Those sunglasses on the kid’s face—he didn’t wear them to be cool. He needed them for the same reason Stevie Wonder needed them.

      “Wait,” she said, “your son’s blind?”

      Trent nodded.

      “Was he born like that?”

      He shook his head.

      “Then how’d he go blind?”

      “Can you get extra eyes or not?”

      “I…can try.”

      “Try hard,” he said, tossing his cig. “Otherwise I’m not sticking my leg in that creek.”
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      Karl stabbed his shovel at the cold hard dirt. Maybe it had something to do with the massive pines surrounding him, but he felt small. Too small for the task ahead. He set his feet and struck the soil repeatedly, working up a sweat before he finally produced a dent. Once the dent widened to a crack, he wedged the spade inside and pushed down hard. His arms burned and his back ached, but with enough pressure, the soil budged.

      Finally.

      What a day to dig. Up till now, Traders had only died in the milder months. Digging graves was no picnic in any season, but today Karl struggled big time.

      After a dozen scoops, he wiped his brow and glanced at the body bag lying behind him. The faint stench of death made his heart heavy. Things would only get worse once Mac’s family called to ask about him. Karl would have to stage a pretend search, follow pretend leads, and ask pretend questions. Fake, fake, fake. Nobody would find the body—not this deep in the woods—and he’d eventually declare Mac a missing person.

      Then life would return to normal.

      Normal.

      Karl hated normal. Normal had worn him down for thirty years, and aside from Candace and the Downhill Diner’s great coffee, normal gave him little to look forward to. Normal meant keeping secrets, losing sleep, and rarely seeing his kids. Even now, with Trent and Ashlee both home for the first time in forever, here he was, separated from them. That’s normal for you.

      As he shoveled, Karl wondered what would happen when he himself died. He might be discovered by a non-Trader, someone who’d be baffled by his vanished knees. More likely, though, a Trader would find him. Then someone would haul him out here, dig a grave, and dump him like a sack of potato skins.

      No funeral, no blessing, no headstone.

      The thought chilled him. He dropped the shovel. His hands shook as he reached for it.

      He didn’t want to die in Hollow Hills. Not even with Candace at his side. He wanted out. Thirty years was enough. And while Candace was right that Snare’s offer was suspicious, Karl had a hunch that Snare wanted out as badly as he did.

      A crunching noise alerted him. He spun in anxious circles, worried that Bill Werner—or whoever’d abducted Mac—was closing in.

      The pines shook. Karl held still and listened to a rustling breeze.

      Probably rodents, he told himself. Besides, what would Mac’s killer gain by being out here? The sooner I put Mac’s body in the ground, the better off the killer is.

      Karl resumed digging, but at a slower pace.

      The Traders were getting older, he realized, and there would soon be more burials. No telling how many more missing persons they could afford to report before somebody opened an investigation.

      “Might be time to pack up and leave,” he said, glancing at the bag. “What do you say, Mac?”

      Mac, of course, didn’t reply. A breeze crinkled the plastic, but Karl didn’t regard a flapping body bag as a special sign, just sad reality. He wished he’d stood up to Candace and sent Mac to the hospital. Maybe she was right about the man’s brain being fried beyond saving, but it still felt wrong.

      More wrong than usual.

      “Sorry, fella,” he said with a lump in his throat. “Should’ve called it in. Should’ve—”

      That crunching sounded again. Louder this time.

      Karl spun around, clutching his shovel.

      Eyes wide, he crept through the woods. Every time he rounded the edge of a tree, his heart raced. Joggers never came out this far, so it had to be someone familiar with the Traders. Possibly someone who knew about Mac. Whoever it was should’ve announced themselves by now. The lingering silence was bothering him. Eating him. If he spotted a stranger, he would drop them with a smack to the head. No hesitation.

      Assuming they didn’t see him first.

      He kept his ears open. Every drip of melted snow turned his head. Suddenly a crunch sounded behind him. Over by the grave.

      He lifted the shovel, ready to strike the unseen trespasser. He darted from behind a shaggy pine, gripped the handle with both hands, and chopped sideways, cutting through the air with a hiss. As his arms followed through, he recognized his target’s leather sleeve and the cast poking out from it.

      He pulled short like an MLB slugger checking his swing. Thank God. He sighed, half-relieved and half-mortified at the sight of his daughter.

      Ashlee turned from the grave to face him. “Thought I’d find you here.”

      The last time she saw a body bag in these woods, she’d screamed at him, skipped town, and bunked with an ex-bandmate in Philly. He didn’t hear from her for ten years. Now, staring at Mac’s body bag, she seemed unmoved. Maybe it was maturity. Maybe she was desensitized. Most likely, though, she was behaving because she wanted something.

      Karl cleared his throat. “You shouldn’t be out here.”

      “Who’s in the bag?” she asked.

      “John MacReady.” He checked between the pines, hoping nobody followed her. “Fella worked at the banquet hall. Candace found him dead in his car yesterday morning.”

      “Dead from what?”

      Karl met her eyes. “This stays between us, but Candace and me think somebody drove Mac outta the zone for his parts.”

      “Ouch. What did he trade?”

      “His kidneys.”

      “Kidneys?” Ashlee’s jaw fell. “Dad, Snare requested them.”

      “I know.” All that talk about Snare requesting parts made him both curious and uneasy. He hated thinking about it. “Listen, Ashlee. You should head back. Don’t want you getting caught out here.”

      “I don’t want you getting caught out here,” she said. Her concern lifted his heart. “Seriously, Dad. How many more of these graves can you get away with?”

      Good question. He’d been asking himself roughly the same thing minutes ago. He still didn’t have an answer.

      “You can’t keep this up forever,” she said.

      “Won’t argue there.”

      It dawned on him that this passed for civil conversation. Big milestone for them. All it took was an unlawful burial to bring them together.

      “You talk to Trent?” he asked.

      “He said he’ll trade his leg only if his kid gets new eyes. By the way, what happened to the kid?”

      “Long story.”

      “Well, when I visit Snare, I’ll ask for extra eyes.” She paused, waiting for his reaction.

      He swallowed hard. If they could somehow restore little Jake’s vision, that might be worth the gamble of trusting Snare. Plus, Trent and Ashlee could get new parts, and Karl himself could pound the gas pedal all the way home to Pittsburgh.

      “I see.” He pried at the earth, rocking his shovel back and forth. He’d barely made progress. “Be careful.”

      “Will you help me?”

      “Help you?”

      “Candace is ignoring my calls like a bitchy old diva. Could you convince her to shut down the cameras?”

      He tossed a shovelful. Chewing his lip, he stared at the grave. “Best not to bother Candace.”

      “Please, Dad. She’ll listen to you.”

      “She won’t.” He set his shovel aside. “But that’s okay.”

      Her eyebrow rose. “How so?”

      “You don’t need her permission.” He grabbed his phone. “She’s not the only one with access to them cameras.”
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      Ash stood over the creek bend. This time she refused to kneel. The waters clicked along, reflecting her normal, everyday self. That would change once Dad killed the cameras. Then her big moment would come. She would make a counteroffer. Since Snare needed her, Ash deserved a signing bonus upfront. The bonus would be her hand. Only when she had five fretboard-ready fingers would she gather Snare’s requested parts. There would be no deal otherwise.

      “Ashlee, you’re set!” Dad yelled from behind the thicket. “Careful now.”

      Below, her reflection changed. Average-Ash rippled away, revealing her stunning, ideal self. Once again, the sight mesmerized her. If she could look like that, her face would dominate every music website and magazine in existence. Goddess-level looks to match goddess-level talent. But she didn’t need looks. Just her hand.

      This is it. Showtime.

      “Snare,” she said. “Let’s talk.”

      Ash waited for the mist to take her tongue. None came. She parted her lips but felt nothing. The silence irritated her. She didn’t buy the idea that Snare was too weak for conversation.

      “Talk.”

      No answer.

      The muscles in her neck tightened. Her heart galloped. She wondered if Snare’s mist had limited range. Though she didn’t want to kneel like a beggar, she might have to. Lowering herself to one knee, she repeated her demand and got the same result. She leaned closer, nose-to-nose with her reflection. Dirty vapor clogged her nostrils, but no magic mist.

      “Wake up!” Ash called, growing impatient. The creek remained silent. She worried that Snare might’ve decided their previous conversation was final. If that were the case, she’d be stuck with the original offer. But she reminded herself of one thing—Snare needed her help. And where there was need, there was negotiation. “Listen, I want to help you, but my hand is killing me. If you replace it now, I’ll have an easier time gathering Traders.”

      The creek flowed by.

      “Snare? You listening? I want my hand upfront. It’s only fair.”

      No response.

      “Do you want to complete your collection or not? I’m here to help, but you gotta give me my hand upfront. Also, I want extra eyes for my brother’s kid.”

      Still nothing.

      As the silence flowed on, dark mounds of fear filled her stomach. Ash couldn’t tell if Snare was playing games or genuinely couldn’t speak. And if Snare couldn’t speak, did that mean the ghost couldn’t hear Ash’s offer?

      “Snare! Are you listening?”

      Wind shook the pines. The November sun paled as clouds crept across the sky. It made her wonder if Snare controlled anything beyond this creek curve. The only thing Snare controlled for sure was this conversation, and that needed to change.

      “If you’re not talking, I’m out. The way things are going, I’m better off rehabbing my hand.”

      Mist tickled her lips. Finally.

      “There you are,” Ash said, masking her anxiety with a calm tone. “Why so quiet?”

      “Weak.”

      “You’re weak? If you can’t hold a conversation, how are you supposed to make me a new hand?”

      The mist dropped from Ash’s mouth, leaving dryness behind.

      Along the water’s surface a whirlpool the size of a drink coaster stirred. It lined up evenly with her left arm, which she guessed was an invitation.

      Her pulse thrumming in her ears, Ash stretched her busted hand over the water. Below, her reflected fingers looked healthy. Incredible. She never thought much about her hand, at least not aesthetically, but now it resembled something sculpted by Michelangelo. She couldn’t wait to wrap those fingers around a fretboard.

      With a nervous breath, she slid her hand through the water.

      The cold jolted her. At first the pain intensified. It felt like each finger was suffocating to death. Then the pain faded. Outright vanished. By the light of the late-morning sun, she watched her busted fingers shed their bruises. The ugly reds and purples became flesh-toned again. The swelling subsided. Skin hugged bone. All remaining discomfort flushed out with a euphoric whoosh.

      Ash exhaled.

      Shutting her eyes, she slowly withdrew her hand. The water level inside her cast dipped. It bubbled down to her wrist. Her next move would decide it. Either her hand would leave the water painlessly or the agony would surge back like last time.

      With a deep breath, she mentally braced herself.

      Then pulled her arm free.

      And felt nothing.

      No pain.

      No fucking pain!

      Laughing, she opened her eyes. Tears flushed from their sockets. Her right hand trembled with excitement as she wiped the tears, trying to clear her vision.

      She was still rubbing her eyes when something struck her as odd. She tried wiggling the fingers on her left hand but couldn’t. Her thumb wasn’t responding either. Then she noticed the weight of her arm felt strange—floaty.

      Heart racing, she lifted the cast.

      She couldn’t believe it.

      No. Impossible.

      She wiped her eyes again to be sure, but nothing changed.

      Her cast contained only darkness.

      The pain was gone. So was her hand.
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      Screaming, Ash twisted away from the creek and ripped her cast off like a loose glove. At first she didn’t comprehend what she saw. Her forearm ended at the wrist—no hand, fingers, nothing. Just a rounded bulge covered in seamless skin. Reluctantly she reached toward it. Her fingertips brushed the smooth surface. The flesh tingled as if touched by a stranger.

      She squirmed as her gorge rose.

      “Ashlee, what’s wrong?” Dad burst through the thicket, slowing when he saw her. “Good God…”

      She looked at him, her eyes pleading, as if he could somehow help her.

      Kneeling beside her, he rubbed the empty wrist. “It’s like when Mr. Simmons left the zone. Except that was his foot.”

      “Wh-what’re you talking about?” Her thoughts ricocheted wildly. “Dad, what the hell just happened?”

      “This,” he said, brushing her unbroken skin, “is how it looks when someone trades a limb and leaves the zone.”

      “But I didn’t leave! I didn’t even get anything!” A sense of betrayal took over. She lunged toward the creek and screamed at the surface, “Give me back my hand, you bitch! I swear, if you don’t, I’ll dam this creek dry! You’ll be nothing!”

      The waters bubbled, trembling like a bully facing an unprecedented threat. She asked Dad to close his eyes. When he did, her ideal reflection shimmered, complete with a left hand.

      “You stole my hand!” She shook her empty wrist over the water. “This wasn’t our deal. Do you honestly expect my help after this?”

      The creek flowed on.

      Ash hung her head. She couldn’t believe she’d let herself get duped. She shut her eyes, which moments ago had been leaking tears of triumph. Now they stung with powerlessness. Much as she hated to accept it, Snare had her by the ass.

      “Look,” she said, swallowing her pride. “We need each other, right? I feel like you’re too smart to rob me upfront. Please tell me you did this for a reason—a good one.”

      Vapor tickled her lips, barely grazing her tongue, and only for a second. Long enough for one word.

      “Pain.”

      “What do you mean, pain?” Ash asked. But it soon made sense to her. Now that the initial shock was wearing off, she realized that in a twisted way Snare had done her a favor. By removing her hand, Snare had eliminated the pain that would otherwise hassle her while she rounded up the five prospective Traders.

      But the loss of her hand didn’t exactly comfort her. The hand was gone, with nothing to show for it. She’d rather have her hand—unbearable throbbing included—than nothing at all.

      “Can I have it back?” she asked. “I don’t care what shape it’s in.”

      When the creek didn’t respond, Ash wondered if Snare needed her busted hand for some legitimate reason, maybe as a blueprint for the finished product. Demon, ghost, whatever—there was no telling how powerful Snare was, but chances were she couldn’t easily create an extra hand. If Snare’s creative process was anything like Ash’s songwriting, it could take time.

      That led to her final question.

      “My hand… Will it be ready soon?”

      For the longest time, the creek trickled silently.
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      Karl buckled himself into his truck and watched Ashlee climb one-handed into the passenger’s seat. It mortified him, seeing her like this. Busted dreams were bad enough. Now, unless Snare honored her end of the deal, Ashlee would never be able to tie her bootlaces, let alone play her music.

      “We’ll make this happen,” he said, patting her knee. “We will.”

      They headed home. Trent, Lauren, and Jake were out food shopping, so Karl and Ashlee had the place to themselves. He suggested lunch. She showed no interest in eating until he pulled some cold pizza from the fridge. She ate slowly, hiding her half-empty cast beneath the table. After a few bites, she paused, staring into space.

      “It’s really gone,” she whispered, on the verge of tears. He wanted to hug her, to hold her, but was afraid she’d scream if he so much as brushed her cheek. “My hand… I can’t feel anything. No pain, no sensation, nothing.”

      “It’ll be okay. We’ll collect those parts.”

      “Where do we start?” Her chair squeaked as she pulled herself closer to the table. “You know anybody?”

      Being a town cop with two ears, Karl knew plenty about the locals. He grabbed a napkin and jotted down names. Then he pulled his Trader list from his wallet. He put checkmarks next to people with family members who might need parts. When he finished, he slid both lists across the table.

      “Hopefully we can talk your brother into the leg,” he said, watching her skim the names. “For kidneys, you can try the priest at St. Raphael’s. That should be easy. The lower jaw might be tough, though. Can’t think of anybody who needs one.”

      “We could always drive up to Scranton and start a bar fight.”

      “God, no. Last thing we need is total strangers involved.”

      “What about the ribcage and skin?”

      “Ribcage, I got a guy in mind.”

      “Skin oughta be easy,” she said, patting her tattooed neck. “Tats are technically scars, so that’s damaged skin. Some of my older ones are kinda embarrassing anyway.”

      “They all are if you ask me.”

      “Here we go.” She rolled her eyes. “Unless you got somebody in mind, I’ll trade for a fresh canvas.”

      He frowned. He had some scars of his own. “Know what? Hold off on that.”

      “Wow. Who are you? Years ago you wanted to erase my tats with sandpaper.”

      “Much as I’d like them gone, hold off.”

      “Why, know somebody with skin cancer? Melanoma?”

      “Something like that,” he said.
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      Once they finalized their list, they decided to shoot across town and visit Candace. The sight of her house made Ash nostalgic for the summer when Candace had first placed a guitar in her hands. She’d spent months on the porch swing, rocking back and forth, while Candace taught her everything from scales to power chords. Music became a lifelong love. Now she marched up the sidewalk and noticed a new swing on the porch, a nicer one with a striped canopy. It put a crimp in her nostalgia trip. Her empty wrist ached.

      Before they could ring the bell, the front door opened. Candace’s son Mick greeted them, along with the nose-clogging stench of his Axe body spray. A tired smile formed inside his corn-colored beard.

      “Morning, Mick,” Dad said, shaking his hand. “Say, where’s your mother?”

      “Yo, Ma!” Mick shouted. “Ash and Karl are here.”

      They stepped into the high-ceilinged foyer.

      Candace thumped along the second-floor hallway and leaned over the banister. “What now?”

      “Nothing much,” Ash said, voice hollow. As she looked up, the blinding glint from a chandelier forced her to squint. “We’re wondering if you know anybody with a busted jaw.”

      “Not this again.”

      “Well, do you?”

      “Get out. We’re done talking about Snare. I don’t trust that thing.”

      “Ma?” Mick scrunched his nose. “What’s going on?”

      “Mickey, this doesn’t concern you. It’s Trader stuff.”

      “Actually, it does concern you,” Ash said, turning to Mick. “Your mom can finally leave town and watch your games in person.”

      “Enough!” Candace spoke through gritted teeth. “It’s not happening.”

      “Candace, hear us out,” Dad said.

      “I’m not putting my Traders at risk.” She looked at Ash. “Sorry, but you’ll have to rehab your hand.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Sure you can.”

      “No. Really. I can’t.” Ash removed her cast. She tucked it beneath her armpit so she could pull the sleeve back.

      When the empty stump poked into view, Candace gasped as though Ash had pulled a gun on her. “What the hell happened?”

      “Snare and I made a deal.”

      “At the creek? Impossible. The cameras are on.”

      “I turned them off.” Dad stepped forward, shoulder to shoulder with Ash. He looked up at Candace. “Wanted to help Ashlee.”

      “Goddammit, Karl!” Candace slapped the banister. The sound echoed through the high-ceilinged foyer. “I trusted you with that passcode. Now I have to change it. And you, Ash—I warned you. But instead of listening you went up there and got robbed.”

      “I wasn’t robbed,” Ash said, trying to convince both herself and Candace. “Snare took my hand so I wouldn’t be in pain. Once we trade—”

      “The trades stop here,” Candace said, her tone final. “If you think anyone’s trading after that creek swallowed your hand, think again.” She looked at Dad. “And Karl, don’t ever go behind my back again. Remember what we did to the last person who betrayed me? That’ll be you, but twice as bad.”

      “Whoa, whoa.” He held up his hands as if shielding himself. “Can’t we talk this over?”

      “We just did,” Candace said. “Now both of you, scram.”

      Instead, Ash marched across the foyer, toward the staircase behind Candace’s polished grand piano. She climbed the carpeted steps two at a time, growing lightheaded as she neared the top.

      Candace cleared her throat in the same mucus-hacking way she’d done when Ash acted up as a child. To this day, it rattled Ash, made her feel like a criminal.

      “Go home. Now.”

      Ash fought the temptation to turn back and instead held up her smooth stump. “You expect me to live with this?”

      “I expect you to find closure and move on.”

      “You’re the one who needs to move on, Candace. I’m trying to tell you—this is our chance to free everyone.”

      “More likely, you’ll get everyone killed.”

      “We can save what’s left of their lives.”

      “My decision’s final.”

      “Who made it your decision? What about the other Traders? Don’t they get a say?”

      “Stop pretending you care about them. It’s always been about you, Ash. Always. I’m not letting you throw my Traders around like money at the horse track.”

      “At least give them a choice.”

      “Choice?” Candace smirked. “Here’s a choice: either walk downstairs or roll down. Go on, make your selection.”

      “Ashlee, please,” Dad called.

      Meeting Candace’s eyes, Ash said, “The Traders deserve to hear this offer. They should have a say. You said it’s all about me? Wrong. It’s all about you. You just want to keep playing queen in your cozy little kingdom.”

      Candace folded her thick arms. Though the chandelier gleamed nearby, it did nothing to brighten her hard gray face. “This is about protecting lives.” She lowered her voice, speaking through gritted teeth. “Fifteen years ago my husband was murdered for his traded part. You remember that, don’t you?”

      A lump formed in Ash’s throat. She nodded.

      “Good. Then you know why I take this shit seriously. Why I do what I do. Because fifteen years ago I got robbed of the greatest man I’ve ever known. And I won’t…” Candace looked away, her eyes glossy. She took a breath. “I won’t let anyone else be at risk.”

      “They’ll always be at risk.” Ash steeled herself, clutching the banister. “I bet if you asked John MacReady, he’d tell you to take Snare’s offer.”

      Candace narrowed her eyes. “I don’t appreciate you using his death as a debate tactic.”

      “I’m just saying. You can’t protect everyone. Nobody can.” Again, Ash fought the urge to retreat downstairs. “All I’m asking is that you give the Traders a say.”

      “I speak for them. And the answer is no.”

      “At least tell them about the offer.”

      Candace glared back, but Ash matched her, eye for eye.

      “If you don’t,” Ash said, squeezing the wooden banister till it creaked, “I will.”
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      When they returned home, Ash headed straight for the fridge. Holy fuck, do I need a drink. When she was growing up, only one person on earth terrified her, and that was Candace. Even now, as a grown woman, Ash felt small in her presence. Imposing as Candace was, what truly worried Ash was the woman’s conviction. Candace showed no sign of wavering. With Snare’s deadline looming, Ash needed Candace to wise up fast.

      In the fridge Ash found nothing harder than club soda. Dad going sober turned out to be good for him but bad for her. She checked the stove clock. She’d have to wait another hour before Narducci’s opened for lunch at noon. For now, she could start recruiting Traders and mellow out with a six-pack afterwards.

      Five parts, she thought. Jaw, ribs, leg, kidneys, skin.

      It seemed easy enough, but she had to be careful. Telling the wrong person could expose Traders. And if that happened, Candace would push harder against her.

      The doorbell rang. Probably Trent. Maybe they picked up wine while they were shopping. Ash hurried to the door. When she opened it, she stifled a gasp.

      “Yo, Ashes!”

      “Cheeto?” For a moment she was relieved to see him on the porch. Then she remembered her missing hand. She flung her arm behind her back. “What’re you doing here?”

      “Just popping in.” He lifted a bulging plastic bag with the Downhill Diner logo on it. “Grabbed us some buffalo turkey subs.”

      “How’d you know I live here?”

      “I asked at the diner. You told me Hollow Hills, and I figured, hey, small town, maybe somebody knows.” He grinned. “Yo, there’s some really friendly people around here. Even this one guy who was giving me weird looks ended up shooting the shit with me for ten minutes. He bought our album too! How cool is that?”

      “Great.” Her wrist felt emptier than ever. She needed him gone. He couldn’t see her like this. If he did, he’d freak out. Then he’d tell their bandmates, the music bloggers, and eventually the whole civilized world. “Cheets, now’s a bad time.”

      “Oh, come on!” he said, playfully shoving the door. “Don’t worry about having no makeup on. I like you natural.”

      Her cheeks burned. “Seriously, you can’t be here.”

      He made a comically sad face, then lifted the bag. “But, Miss Hudson, I brought you a spicy, high-calorie lunch.”

      “I can see that.” She forced a smile. “And I appreciate it. But now’s a bad time.”

      “Why? What’s up?”

      “Some family shit.”

      “Oh? They home? I’m sure they’d love to meet me.”

      “Look, let’s eat later.” She went to shut the door, but he slid his foot inside. He laughed as she tried kicking the toe of his shoe. With her hand hidden behind her back, she was off balance. She stumbled, giving him an opening.

      He stepped inside.

      “Cheeto, fuck off!” Her voice rose to a shriek, and he froze. She exhaled and tried to calm herself as a chilly breeze blew in. “Look, I didn’t mean to snap. How about we eat later?”

      Cheeto frowned. The bag of subs dangled at his side. He looked her up and down, not in a sexual way, but as if he were trying to diagnose something wrong with her. He squinted for a moment, chewing on his lower lip. “Can I say something?”

      “What?”

      “I’m worried about you.”

      “Me?” She fake-laughed. “I’m fine. Just lots of shit going on.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, my…”

      Hand. That’s what’s she wanted to tell him about. If she sat him down and explained things, everything would get easier. Assuming he didn’t freak out. He was never good at keeping secrets. Plus, it was humiliating. She didn’t want him seeing her like this. He’d always known her to kick ass onstage and manage the band with attitude. She didn’t want him to think of her as an amputee. Even temporarily.

      “My…one neighbor died.” It was the first thing that came to mind. “The guy babysat me when I was younger.”

      “Oh, shit,” Cheeto said, and before she could back away, he threw his arms around her and squeezed tight. She didn’t resist. She always liked his hugs, even the annoying surprise ones when he snuck up on her. They made her believe he could hold her together.

      Like right now.

      Slowly and carefully, she reached behind him and hugged back. She made sure not to let her empty cast touch him. The smell of his ocean-scented shampoo soothed her. The way her chin rested on his shoulder felt great. Felt normal.

      “I was worried about you,” he said. “Your texts sounded strange. Plus, you forgot to update our Twitter. I didn’t know what to think.”

      She snorted. “Twitter can fuck off.”

      He laughed. “That sounds like the Ashes I know.”

      “I’m okay. Really. Sorry for being a twat just now.”

      “You? A twat? Never.”

      “Pssh. Suck-up.” She carefully pulled back. “How’s Flanny?”

      “Recovering. But they don’t want him doing anything strenuous.”

      “Sounds like we’ll need to borrow a rhythm guitarist.”

      “What about me?” Cheeto said. “I can step it up.”

      “Thought you hated double duty?”

      He laughed. “Not as much as I hate letting you down.”

      His words made her scalp tingle. He could be a doofus, and he always showed up late to rehearsals and recordings, but otherwise he was a hell of a guy. If he were in any band other than her own, she’d have her tongue in his mouth right now. But bands were delicate systems. All it took was one careless hookup to upset the chemistry, the songwriting, everything. Get too close and you’ll push everyone permanently apart.

      “Thanks.” She released him and tucked her cast behind her. “Make sure you get some practice in.”

      “Sure, but on one condition.” There was a glint in his green eyes. “Promise me, is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Aside from my neighbor, yeah.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”
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      After Cheeto drove off, Ash knocked on doors to lukewarm responses. But what had she expected? She was soliciting organs, not selling Thin Mints. To make matters worse, some of the residents on Dad’s marked-up napkin weren’t the least bit familiar with Snare. When she hinted at details, she got funny looks and slammed doors. One guy told her to lay off the drugs. Another barked with laughter. Others threatened to call the cops.

      Without a vehicle, she wandered the town on foot. There was no escaping the pre-blizzard cold. It swallowed her like Snare had swallowed her hand. As chills slithered beneath her jacket and jeans, she worried about getting sick. That would be her luck—getting her hand back only to catch a nasty virus before the big show.

      Next on her list was Father McKagan, the priest from St. Raphael’s Church on Main Street. She didn’t like her chances of swaying him. Not if he remembered the time she’d vandalized the place.

      Wiping her nose, she jogged toward the church’s brick steeple. Three stories high, it was impossible to miss among the ranch houses scattered nearby. She tried the front entrance, but it denied her. The rectory next door seemed like her best bet until she heard hammering from behind the church. There she found Father McKagan hunched over a folding table beating nails through plywood. On the ground next to him appeared to be the base for a tiny wooden house. Probably the beginnings of a manger display for Christmas.

      He paused, sensing her behind him. When he turned around, she saw he’d gone gray in odd, unattractive patches. His head reminded her of a globe: dark continents scattered across pale oceans. His eyebrows scrunched together when he recognized her.

      “What,” he said, sneering, “no spray-paint this time?”

      Back in high school she’d spray-painted a trio of inverted crosses on the side of the church that faced I-81. At the time she’d been going through a satanic phase both musically and emotionally. When Father McKagan, a grouchy Vietnam vet, caught her in the act, he’d pinned her to the ground and roared till the neighbors across the street ran out to restrain him. Dad showed up shortly after and forced her to scrub the building till dawn. The priest supervised her, glaring the whole time like he wanted to drown her in holy water.

      “Bygones, bygones,” Ash said. “Thought you priests were supposed to be the forgiving type.”

      “We are. But you always struck me as the repeat-offender type.” He finished hammering a nail and wiped his brow. “Any reason why you’re interrupting me?”

      “Shits and giggles mostly.” She plucked a nail from a nearby bucket and offered it to him. “That, plus I’m wondering if you’d like to be saved.”

      Father snorted. “I believe that’s my line.”

      “Not today. Heard you’re having kidney trouble.”

      “Trouble’s an understatement.” He took the nail and pounded it through a board. “Dialysis five days a week, a diet full of lentils… It’s a real picnic.”

      “Interested in a replacement?”

      He perked up. “What’re you, type O?”

      “No, but I know a certain someone who is.”

      “A certain someone. Hmph. Would this certain someone swim through the woods?”

      Ash raised an eyebrow. “How’d you know?”

      “I hear confessions.”

      “Great, then you’re up to speed. You interested?”

      “Absolutely not.” He continued hammering. “I don’t deal with creek demons.”

      “Demon? Snare’s been healing your neighbors for decades.”

      “From what I understand, they’ve been held hostage for decades.”

      “That’s about to change. Once Snare gets five more parts, everyone’s free to go.”

      “Hmph. Sounds awfully convenient.” He hammered twice. “Though, to be fair, John’s Gospel mentions the Pool of Bethesda, which had similar healing powers.”

      “How similar?”

      “Not similar enough for my taste,” he said. “Besides, I can’t risk being tethered to Hollow Hills. The bishop can have me reassigned to a different church at the drop of his staff. Plus, I have an old friend, a combat buddy from Nam, who I visit when I’m not hooked up to a dialysis machine. He lives north of Clarks Summit, outside the demon’s range. I’m the only person he has at this point. If I don’t visit him, he’s alone with his nightmares.”

      “Imagine being able to visit him seven days a week.”

      “You’re awfully pushy.” He glared over his shoulder at her. “What do you get out of this?”

      “My old man’s been stuck here forever,” she said, her empty wrist tucked away in her pocket. “He’s due for a vacation.”

      “Can’t argue there.” He set down his hammer. “If anyone needs an escape from this life, it’s Karl Hudson.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I hear his confessions, remember?”

      “Ah.” Ash could only imagine. “If you want to help him escape, sunset tomorrow is the deadline.”

      The old priest nodded. “I’ll pray for him and the others.”

      “Pray for yourself,” she said. “That you wise up by tomorrow.”
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      Never had Karl been happier to be on patrol duty. Usually the noon-to-eight shift dogged him, but after an eventful morning, he welcomed his usual routines: sipping coffee, writing speeding tickets, and settling petty disputes over property limits—that much he could handle. In fact, he felt like a man who’d just received CPR. A man who could breathe again.

      Around one o’clock he checked the parking meters near the restaurants on Main. The spaces were occupied with cars he didn’t recognize, which meant the outta-towners were in for the holiday. He wrote up three tickets before he spotted Donnie Adler leaving the burrito shop.

      And just like that, Karl struggled to breathe again.

      But now was no time to be choking on his own air. If anyone in town needed new skin, it was Donnie Adler. Though the man wasn’t a Trader, he was the first name Karl jotted on his list of candidates. A man like him was hard to forget. One look at his face stuck with you forever.

      “Mr. Adler!” Karl waved him down. “How was your meal?”

      “Had the five-alarm burrito,” Adler said, rubbing his gut. “Hottest thing to hit me since, heh, you know.”

      Karl did know. Two summers ago Adler, who drank like a rain gutter, got himself sloshed one night while listening to the Phillies game near his backyard firepit. The Phils blew a ninth-inning lead and Adler threw a drunken tantrum that landed him in the fire. By the time he untangled himself, the left side of his face and neck had been cooked to leather. Without insurance, he couldn’t afford any cosmetic surgery, and ever since he’d been walking around town scaring kids and adults alike.

      “Funny you mention that,” Karl said, gesturing at his own cheek. “Still thinking about surgery?”

      “Nah.” Adler tugged his scarf up around his burnt cheek. “Not unless I can convince Bridget to sell the house. Hell, she barely lets me live in the house these days.”

      Karl knew the feeling. His own marriage hadn’t been much cozier. “Listen, Mr. Alder. You got a minute? I know a doctor who can help you for cheap.”

      Adler waved him off. “Gotta be heading home. They have me on graveyard shift these days. If I hit the pillow now, I can wake up for Wheel of Fortune.”

      “You don’t want your skin fixed for free?”

      “Free?” Alder wiped his lips. “What’s the catch?”

      Karl hesitated. Partly because that was a tough question to answer, but also because he didn’t want to convince Adler. Not entirely. When Karl traded his knees, he’d received new internal parts, but the flesh around the site remained scarred to this day. Nothing as ugly as Alder’s damage, but Karl wanted the scars gone. One final dip in the creek could solve his problems.

      Still, Alder needed it more. The way his cheek looked, someone might’ve thought he regularly used a lit grill for a pillow.

      “One catch,” Karl said. “You won’t be able to leave town till after sunset tomorrow.”

      “Huh.” Adler wiped his lips again. “This isn’t one of those shady black-market operations, is it? Like when they give you a donkey’s liver or something?”

      “No, nothing like that.” A bell jingled, and Karl checked over his shoulder. Someone exited the diner. He lowered his voice. “This doctor’s a pro. Been practicing thirty-two years.”

      “Huh. What’s the doc’s name?”

      “Doctor…Snare.”

      “Snare, huh? Anybody around here get treated by him?”

      “Her, actually. And she treated my knees years back.”

      “Same lady does knees and skin?” Adler squinted. His thinning hair danced in the breeze. “Aren’t docs supposed to specialize?”

      “Not when they’re this good.”

      “Yeah? Can anybody else vouch for her?”

      Here was the tricky part. Karl could drop names, including the man’s next-door neighbor, but it was risky. These people might notify Candace. Until further notice, he needed to gather trade candidates in secret.

      “I can’t name names. It’s a privacy thing.”

      The door to How’ve Ya Bean swung open. Bill Werner stormed out, scowling. “What you doing in front of my shop, Karl?”

      Karl cleared his throat. “My job, Bill.”

      “You’re killing business. People see cops and get scared away. They think of tickets and arrests when they should be thinking about our $8.99 lunch special.” Werner marched over, fists on hips. Karl wondered if either of those fists had struck John MacReady’s face the other night. “How about you scram? Let Donnie Boy head home. He just ate. It won’t settle right in his stomach with you harassing him.”

      “It’s okay,” Adler said, yawning. “Karl was telling me about this—”

      “Parking ticket,” Karl interrupted, meeting Werner’s eyes. With a click of his pen he drew an X on the top sheet of his ticket pad. “We were discussing a parking ticket, and Mr. Adler talked himself out of it.”

      “Right. Thanks, Karl.” Adler headed toward a Ford Bronco that looked as rough as he did. Before climbing in, he added, “We should grab a beer later. Tonight after Wheel of Fortune.”

      “Sure,” Karl said. “But make it a club soda.”

      Werner grunted. His eyes, two narrow slits, were fixed on Karl. In the years since Ashlee set fire to the restaurant’s kitchen, Karl had received many angry looks from Bill Werner.

      This time, however, there was no anger in his eyes.

      Only suspicion.
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      By two o’clock, Ash had nothing to show for her efforts other than a runny nose and a crumpled list of trade candidates. With nobody left to bother, she headed down the Main Road toward Narducci’s Pizza, the only place in walking distance that sold booze. Though she was freezing, she wanted nothing more than an ice cold beer. She couldn’t wait to head home, share a drink with Trent, and talk him into trading his leg.

      The lunch crowd stuffed the pizzeria. Ash waited in line, her mouth watering from the smell of melted cheese and signature sauce. At the podium a perky Asian girl with cheek-length hair asked if Ash wanted the buffet or a sit-down meal.

      “Just a six-pack to go.”

      “Oh, okay!” The girl hurried behind the counter. “What kind?”

      “Blue Moon. Make it two six-packs.”

      The girl slid open the fridge and grabbed a pair. She set them on the counter. Rather than ringing up the register, she tilted her head and stared at Ash as if transfixed.

      “Got a problem with me?”

      “What? No. I—I like your hair. It looks cool. Real edgy.”

      “Oh.” Ash brushed her dreads. “Thanks.”

      The girl rang her up and took her cash.

      “Is your boss here?” Ash asked, recalling that Gina Narducci was a Trader. Given that the woman had kids, she might be interested in Snare’s offer—especially if those kids planned on moving out someday. Narducci might even be compelled to name some prospective Traders. “Mind grabbing her?”

      The girl disappeared into the kitchen. Ash looked at the pair of six-packs and wondered how she’d carry them home. She could only grab one by the handle. The other she’d have to hug to her side. Realizing this made her stomach turn hollow. She’d be in serious trouble if Snare didn’t deliver that new hand.

      Gina Narducci exited the kitchen with grace despite her sauce-spattered apron. For a woman in her fifties, she looked like a walking miracle. Ash might’ve guessed that Narducci had traded her whole body, given how slim and fit she was. As she approached the counter, her wiry hair glimmered beneath a neon-green Rolling Rock sign. Her fiery black eyes met Ash’s.

      “Yes?” She sounded irritated.

      “Need to talk to you,” Ash said.

      “We’re not hiring.”

      “Hell no, not that.” Ash winced at the thought of waiting tables. She’d worked at an Italian joint outside Philly for three years. The free food rocked, but the tips were shit, and her boss pressured her into wearing turtlenecks to hide her tattoos, even on summer days. “Would you like to leave town?”

      Narducci’s eyes narrowed. “Is this a joke?”

      “It’s regarding, you know, the Traders.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Relax, I’m Ash Hudson. Karl’s daughter.”

      Narducci’s mouth rounded into an O of understanding. “I see. Well, Ash, I was under the impression that Candace forbade you from making those trades.”

      Ash flinched. “Candace told you?”

      “We just wrapped up an emergency meeting. She said we weren’t taking that thing’s offer. And for good reason. If Snare were to double-cross us, my two bambinos would grow up without their mother.”

      “Wait, I talked to Snare. That’s not—”

      Narducci held up a hand. “Save your breath. I’m not interested.”

      “You’d rather be stuck here? How old are your kids?”

      “Thirteen and twelve.”

      “How do you plan on visiting them in college?”

      “I don’t. Trust me, I knew what I was getting into when I traded. And I have zero regrets.” The bell jingled above the door. Narducci flashed a bright smile. “Hello! Table or booth?”

      Ash saw no point in sticking around. With a sigh she gathered her six-packs and headed outside. Behind her the door slapped shut, then jingled open again.

      Someone chirped behind her.

      “Wait up!” It was the hostess. She joined Ash outside and looked around before saying, “I’m Berke. Berke Toyama. I’m a Trader. Can we really leave? Like for real?”

      Ash gave her the cliff notes. When she finished, Berke’s face lit up.

      “Holy craps!” Berke jittered in place as if trying to stomp out an ant colony. “If Snare lets us leave, I can drive my dad’s Mustang on the highway. And I can visit Alex at Penn State. And I’ll finally be free.”

      “Sounds like you’re on board.”

      Berke nodded enthusiastically. “Listen, I get off work at four. Meet me back here then.”

      “Why?”

      “So we can take down the cameras.”
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      “Quit your bitching and hurry up,” Candace said, smacking her shovel off the bark of a dead pine. “If this doesn’t get done, you three’ll be shoveling here during your Thanksgiving dinners. Now move it.”

      That shut them up. Briefly. Karl, who’d sacrificed his lunch break to be here, hadn’t been complaining, but Bill and Rosita Werner kept running their mouths. Since entering the woods, their tongues outpaced their legs. Normally Karl would tune them out, but right now every word mattered. Sooner or later, if the Werners had indeed abducted Mac, they would slip up and reveal themselves.

      Hopefully.

      “I don’t see why I have to be out here,” Rosita said, trudging between the pines. She hunched, carrying her shovel like it weighed five hundred pounds. “Karl’s supposed to do the digging. If he can’t finish, how is it my fault?”

      “That lazy bum probably slacked off this morning,” Werner said, talking as if Karl wasn’t there. That warmed Karl’s blood to a slow boil. “Next thing you know he’ll have us running patrol duty. Doing all his jobs for him.”

      “Ground’s rock solid, Bill.” Much as Karl wanted to tell him off, he needed to keep his tone civil. More than that, he needed to catch them off guard. “Plus, it’s hard digging with a heavy heart. You’ll see. You and Mac were close, right?”

      “Not really,” Werner said, twigs snapping underfoot. “Been a long while since we drove trucks together.”

      “How can you act so callous?” Candace said, double-teaming Werner. “For Christ’s sake, you invited Mac into the group.”

      “So what? Doesn’t mean I wanna be out here freezing my handsome face off. Especially when it’s your job, Karl. What good are you?”

      “More good than you,” Karl muttered.

      “What’d you say?” Werner said, veering toward him. “Say it again!”

      “Keep moving,” Candace said, marching between them. “Both of you.”

      They trekked further into the woods. Karl studied the Werners’ faces. All these years he’d known them to be a bitter, grumbling pair. For the moment they stayed in character. No telltale signs of guilt. He wondered if that would change once they reached the grave site.

      As the terrain steepened, Werner grew short of breath. He paused to gulp air and grumble about overexerting himself. That was Karl’s fault, of course. Further along, Rosita tripped over a tree root. She hit the ground and dirtied her white peacoat. That was Karl’s fault, too. Everything was.

      Everything but Mac’s abduction.

      Upon reaching the burial site, Rosita groaned. Not at the sight of the body bag beneath the pines, but at the lack of progress on the grave.

      “That’s all you did, Karl?” She dropped her shovel at her feet. “Forget it. I’m not digging. Why should I, when clearly you didn’t?”

      “You said it, Rose.” Werner tossed his shovel beside hers. “Karl basically scraped the dirt and called it a day.”

      “I told you, the ground’s hard.” Karl stabbed the dirt to demonstrate. His shovel barely nicked the surface. “See? Now if you don’t mind, let’s start. I only got forty minutes left on my break.”

      “Oh, great.” Rosita brushed dirt from her peacoat. “That means we’ll have to pick up the slack. By the way, Karl, you owe me a new coat. This was three hundred dollars.”

      “Whoa, now,” he said. “I didn’t tell you to wear white in the woods.”

      Rosita made a flustered clucking noise. Karl and Candace traded a glance and tried hard not to laugh.

      Everyone started shoveling. Karl focused on the Werners. Neither seemed upset about digging Mac’s grave. He wanted to call them out on it, but he held his tongue until they stopped to wipe their brows. Werner caught Karl looking at him and glared back.

      “What’s the matter, Karl? Got a thing for me, you sicko?”

      “Nothing of the sort.” Karl glanced over at the body bag. “Just wondering how you find the strength to dig at a time like this.”

      “Easy. I actually try, unlike you.”

      “Doesn’t Mac’s death bother you?”

      “Course it does.” Werner leaned on the handle of his shovel and scowled. “When we find the asshole who did this, I’m gonna dig him a grave right where he’s standing.”

      “That so?” Karl asked, his tone dubious.

      “I ain’t kidding.” Werner’s voice cracked a bit. He stabbed his shovel through the dirt. “This pisses me off. Mac was one of us. And what happened to him, getting killed for his kidneys, that’s sick. Downright sick.”

      “Say, Bill,” Karl said, approaching him. “Anyone you know need kidneys?”

      “No.”

      Karl met his eyes. “You sure?”

      “Am I sure?” Werner scoffed. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      Karl held his stare.

      “What?” Werner said. “You saying I had something to do with this?”

      Karl shrugged. “Only asked if you knew someone who needed kidneys.”

      “Do you, Bill?” Candace asked, tossing a shovelful. Her eyes darted from one Werner to the other. “What about you, Rosita?”

      “Wait, so that’s why we’re here?” Rosita asked, offended. “You think we’d stoop that low?”

      “Your husband has before,” Candace said, drawing near. “Let’s not forget the time he lost his temper with you. Then you had no choice but to join the Traders.”

      “That was different!” Rosita snapped.

      Karl furrowed his brow. This was news to him. When Rosita joined, he assumed it was an unfortunate health issue. But if Bill had harmed her, why should he hesitate to harm an old man? Especially if he needed the man’s kidneys.

      “Lost your temper, huh?” Karl said. “What happened?”

      “Stay outta this, Karl!” Werner slapped his spade down. “We didn’t touch Mac. Stop trying to pin it on us.”

      “I’ve had enough,” Rosita said. “Bill, we’re leaving.”

      “Stay put,” Karl said, dropping his hand to his gun. “Until we get our facts straight.”

      “We didn’t take him!” Werner said. “Fact!”

      “Settle down,” Candace said. “We need to make sure you’re not a threat to the group.”

      “A threat?” Werner said, his face turning sriracha-sauce red. “I’m not out to get nobody. You want to see a threat, look no further than this goon.” He poked a finger at Karl. “Earlier I caught him chit-chatting with Donnie Adler, of all people.”

      Karl’s stomach flipped. He was supposed to be exposing the Werners, not the other way around. He racked his brain, desperate to change the subject.

      “Donnie Adler?” Candace said, turning to Karl. “Isn’t he the one who got trashed one night and cooked his face in a firepit?”

      Karl stood numb. Candace was too sharp not to connect Snare’s offer to Adler’s ruined flesh. “Yeah, that’s him.”

      “Why were you talking to him?”

      “Parking ticket,” he said, mouth dry.

      “You wrote him a ticket?”

      “Nope. Let him off easy.” He drove his shovel down. “Holiday spirit, y’know?”

      “Thought the borough needed those fees,” Werner said.

      “That’s right,” Karl said. “But Alder’s had it rough.”

      Candace cleared her throat. “You mean with his burnt skin?”

      “That,” Karl said, choosing his words carefully, “and at home. Said the wife’s been giving him a hard time. Been there myself, so I gave him a pass.”

      “A pass,” Candace said. “Did you give him anything else?”

      “Anything else?” Karl sensed the forest closing around him like a big green fist. He wanted to run but couldn’t. Not without looking guilty. If Candace decided he had attempted to recruit Adler for a trade, she could accuse him of betraying the group. The punishment for that would put him out of the picture till after Snare’s deadline. Possibly longer. “No, nothing else.”

      “You sure? No neighborly advice?”

      “No.” His voice sounded small. “Nothing.”

      Candace frowned. Her silence left his ears thirsty. He’d rather she yell at him, call him a liar, or even threaten something awful. Silence was worse. It stirred with possibilities. Ugly ones.

      The moment passed and they resumed shoveling. At one point, Karl noticed Mac’s body bag under the nearby pine.

      With the way Candace kept looking at him, he wondered if he’d be joining his old friend.
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      When Ash finally returned home, Trent’s car was back in its spot. Just the guy she needed to speak with. She marched up the sidewalk, gripping one six-pack and hugging the other against her side. She elbowed the doorbell twice before hearing the slap of feet inside. The door opened. She expected Trent but instead got the kid. At his side he held a baseball bat, its scuffed tip touching the floor. The bat served as his cane, it seemed, which was both cute and heartbreaking.

      “Who’s there?” he asked, turning his ear.

      “Me. Your…dad’s sister.” She almost said aunt but didn’t. Too weird. Plus, the title reeked of responsibility, like she’d have to send him money on his birthday. She stepped in, her nose catching the smell of chopped onions. “Your dad around?”

      “Yeah.” The kid didn’t sound enthused. He faced her now, and she noticed the glossy pink scars around his sunglasses. She hated to think what had done such damage. The kid must’ve sensed her staring, because he turned away and guided himself toward the kitchen doorway, bat scraping the floor.

      “That bat seems handy,” she said. She didn’t know what else to say. Normally she didn’t talk to kids, unless you counted Cheeto. “You big into baseball?”

      “Yeah.” He turned his head. His lips trembled. “I was real good.”

      Something broke inside her. She didn’t know a damn thing about this kid, but she could tell from his tone that baseball meant everything to him. She knew the feeling. Knew it too well. Since losing her hand, she’d felt isolated. Trapped within a body that couldn’t chase her desires. It wasn’t just her hand that was crushed under her Gibson but her true self. And, like her, this kid had lost more than a body part. More than sight. He’d lost the person he wanted to become.

      “How good?” she asked, balancing a six-pack against her ribs. The bottles jingled. “Win any awards?”

      “I made the all-star team.” The kid perked up, his shoes squeaking on the tiles. “I had more hits than anyone on my regular-season team. Like a lot more. We only won six games, but without me we might not have won any.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing.” She smiled for the first time in what felt like forever. “Sounds like you were their MVP.”

      “I was real good at batting, but not at outfield. Still, one time I dove in front of a grounder and stopped it with my belly. That saved two runs. You should’ve seen me!”

      Ash laughed. He reminded her of herself after a big show. Post-game pride apparently ran strong in the Hudson family.

      Down the hall a toilet flushed. Trent rounded the corner, stumbling like a three-legged giraffe. The moment he saw her and the kid laughing together, his teeth clamped shut in disgust. “Ash, get away from him.”

      “What? Why?” she asked. “Relax, I just asked him about baseball. He was telling me about making the all-star team.”

      “He—wait, he talked to you?” Trent gawked. “Jake, she’s the one who wrecked my leg!”

      Jake only shrugged, and Trent winced as if he’d been jabbed in the nuts. When he regained his composure, he banged his cane like a judge’s gavel. “Get over here, Jake.”

      Jake grunted.

      “Get away from her. Now.”

      “The hell, Trent?” Ash said. “We were just talking.”

      “Now, Jake.” Trent hammered his cane. “Don’t make me take your iPod away.”

      Jake dropped his shoulders in boyish frustration. Guided by his bat, he approached Trent. But instead of taking Trent’s outstretched hand, he rushed into the kitchen.

      “Champ, wait!” Trent said. Before he could turn around, the kid disappeared into the den and slammed the door. Trent tried the knob and found it locked. Fuming, he turned to Ash. “The hell you think you’re doing?”

      “I think I’m…watching whatever I just watched.”

      Trent glared back. “Oh, you think you’re funny?”

      “The kid did nothing wrong.”

      “He talked to you.”

      “So?”

      “He doesn’t talk to me. Not anymore.”

      “Seriously?” She eyed Trent. When he didn’t answer, she set her six-packs on the table. Using her elbow to steady a bottle, she twisted the cap off. She gulped away, the beer hitting her throat like heaven. “Want a drink?”

      “I want you gone.”

      “Makes two of us,” she said. “You want the leg or not?”

      “It really doesn’t matter.”

      “So you’re content to limp around?”

      “You should’ve asked me that ten years ago before you got wasted and crashed the van.”

      The comment stung like a scorpion’s tail. The fact that she was drinking right now only made her feel guiltier.

      “Honestly, Ash, I don’t give a shit anymore.” His face turned redder by the word. “Limp, no limp, who cares?”

      “It’d be easier to help your kid with two good legs.”

      “Even easier if Snare could trade him some eyes.”

      “I’m working on it, okay?”

      “Not hard enough.” He tapped his cane impatiently. “You know what? Count me out.”

      “Fine. Another guy in town needs a leg anyway.” She waited for him to take the bait, but he went to the counter, grabbed a fresh onion, and slammed it on a cutting board. Sighing, she followed him. “Trent, I want the leg to be yours.”

      “Course you do.” He cut the onion down the middle. “If I get it, you don’t have to feel bad anymore.”

      “So you’re refusing the leg to spite me?”

      “I’m refusing because I have responsibilities.” He kept slicing. Her eyes prickled. The way he dragged the blade made her wonder if he pictured her throat beneath it. “Y’see, Ash, parents have to give a shit about someone other than themselves. Maybe that’s a mindblow for you, so give it a minute to sink in.”

      “Real funny.”

      “It’s the truth. Now, say I take Snare’s deal, get a new leg, and dance for joy. Woo-fucking-hoo.” He bobbled his head in mock celebration. “But later when I try leaving town, my leg starts buzzing. Then what? Then I’m stuck here for life. Just like Dad.”

      “Snare’s letting us leave.”

      “What if Snare’s lying?”

      “Snare isn’t lying.” She knew what she’d heard at the creek—a desperate soul yearning for freedom. “Call it gut instinct.”

      “I’d sooner call it horseshit.”

      “Then why insist on your kid trading his eyes?”

      “First of all, my ‘kid’ has a name.” He pushed the blade down, dicing the onion. Her eyes stung. “Second, if Jake and me both get stuck in Hollow Hills, I can live with that. But if it’s just me, that fucks up everything. We already have a special school lined up for him in Jersey. He starts soon, and I gotta be there for him.”

      “You will.” She understood his logic. She really did. But at the same time, she thought he was an idiot for ignoring this opportunity. “Trent, don’t blow this.”

      Sighing, he swept the diced onions onto a plate. He set the knife down and pressed both palms on the counter, steadying himself. For the longest time he stared down at his leg.

      “Trent—”

      “Stop pretending you give a shit, all right?”

      “What, you think I don’t? You think I just moved on and forgot you?” Her eyes burned. It had nothing to do with the onions. “Trent, it eats through me like acid. Every day. Every night. I feel it in my head, my heart, my stomach—”

      “I know.”

      “You’re not letting me finish.”

      “Don’t need to,” he said. “I know the feeling. Maybe not for as long as you have, but…however shitty you feel, multiply it by the largest number you can think of. That’s how bad I feel about what I did to Jake.”

      “What…what happened?”

      Trent took a deep breath. Exhaled. Ran a hand through his shaggy hair. “This past summer I took Jake to a cabin I rented in north Jersey. There was a lake, so I borrowed some fishing rods and planned a father-son weekend. While we were casting lines off a rocky peninsula, this old man in a Mets cap yelled over. Jake and me were wearing Phillies gear, so I figured the guy was a ball-buster. Turned out he was a doctor. A neurologist.

      “He asked about my leg, what was damaged, what treatments I’d received, everything. Then he mentioned this experimental program and asked if I’d like to be a candidate.

      “I couldn’t wait to sign up. The doc invited me out to New York for eligibility tests, but I couldn’t wait that long. I didn’t want to spend two weeks getting my hopes up only to find out my nerves were too fried to qualify. So the doc invited Jake and me back to his cabin. Next thing I knew, I was Skyping this guy in a white coat while Dr. Mets Fan applied pressure to a thousand different spots on my leg.

      “After about fifteen minutes, Jake got bored and asked if he could go swimming. I told him no, but he kept complaining. Between the tests and Jake’s moaning, I was getting super anxious. Then the doc tucked two fingers behind my calf and frowned. I could tell by the look in his eyes that my chances were shot. Right then Jake announced he was gonna dive into the lake and catch fish with his bare hands. I didn’t stop him. I didn’t want him to see me cry.

      “He was out the door before it dawned on me. I knew there was only one spot where Jake could dive from—that rocky peninsula, the one we were fishing off. I also knew if he dove off the edge, there’d be more rocks waiting beneath the water.

      “Without thinking twice, I rushed out of the cabin. Didn’t even grab my cane. I flat-out ran on my bum leg until it gave out. Then I panic-crawled like a wounded animal. Somehow I reached the lake. It was shining in the sunlight. It looked fucking beautiful, like something that could never hurt my son.

      “I still remember it, Ash. Frame by frame like a bad movie I’ve seen a million times. Jake was there, shirtless and shoeless, bending his knees at the edge of the rock, bouncing in place. Then he jumped straight up. At some point his body tipped forward like a dolphin and he dove face-first through the surface. Head, shoulders, waist—all of it went through cleanly. I thought he was okay.

      “Then everything jolted.

      “His feet flinched. It was as though time had stopped.

      “But time hadn’t. He had.

      “I rushed into the lake and swam after him. By the time I got there, he was floating face down, like a dead boy. When I dragged him ashore, I flipped him over and saw his eyes. They were more red than white. He wasn’t moving. Later, I found out that when his face struck the jagged rocks, the impact sent enough pressure back to his brain to knock him out. Thank God for that. If he were awake…”

      Trent sniffled. Wiped his eyes with a knuckle.

      Ash stood there, her throat dry despite the taste of beer in her mouth. She waited for him to finish, but he never did. He only shook his head, slowly at first, then faster, as if trying to shake the memory from his brain.
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      Before she completely lost her shit, Ash ran upstairs and locked herself in the bathroom. She turned the fan on and paced back and forth between the door and toilet. The pressure inside her kept building until she slammed her fist off the sink.

      That felt good. Real good.

      Looking up at the mirror, she wanted to smash it. She’d done that before. Many times. Broke at least a dozen motel mirrors before learning her lesson when a shard of glass got stuck between her second and third knuckle. That happened after a show in Toledo when the bar owner refused to pay her because their music scared away half the customers.

      “Goddammit!” she roared at her reflection.

      Instead of breaking the glass, she dropped onto the toilet. She couldn’t believe her bad luck. Coming home just now, she’d been hoping to recruit Trent and bury her guilt for good. Instead, he unleashed a story about him being unable to save his kid from going blind—all because he couldn’t run fast enough. Like it was her fault he couldn’t save the kid in time.

      Launching to her feet, she charged the mirror again. Couldn’t wait to shatter it. Soon as the shards hit the sink, she’d feel better. Something about breaking glass put her at ease.

      She drew her fist back.

      Hesitated.

      No. Bad idea. Getting a new left hand wouldn’t mean shit if she fucked up the right one.

      Breathing heavily, she gripped the sink’s edge. Her cheeks were burning. She felt sticky all over.

      Time for a shower, she thought. Time to flush the sweat away. Loosen some muscles. Feel human again.

      She worked the shower faucet. Water spritzed the tub, ice cold at first. She wanted a hot shower, but lukewarm seemed like her best option. She undressed, held her breath, and climbed in.

      Once she got past the cool shock of the spray, the water felt good. Not cozy, but refreshing. She grabbed a bar of soap and lathered it in her palm. She closed her eyes, washed her face, and carefully leaned under the spray, making sure to keep her hair dry. Soap rolled down her face and stung her eyes. On instinct, she lifted her empty wrist to wipe it away.

      Something scratched her cheek. It felt like a thumbnail.

      No. It can’t be.

      But then, what was it?

      She opened her eyes and screamed.

      Screamed with joy.

      At the end of her left wrist, under the spray, was a hand. A ghostly, see-through hand. Droplets rolled over it, painting it into view, tracing the dimensions of her fingers. The bumps of her knuckles. The flat of her palm.

      Breathless, she bent the fingers. They curled into a soft fist. With nervous excitement she air-guitared under the spray, pantomiming power chords, hammer-ons, and her favorite solos.

      The muscle memory was there.

      Her heart thumped like an arena-sized speaker. Her knees shook. She started to slip on the soapy tub until she grabbed the curtain rod, removing her watery hand from the spray.

      In that instant it disappeared. Trickled down the drain.

      “No. Come back!” Panic rose in her throat. She thrust her empty wrist under the showerhead. The hand returned.

      She took the longest shower of her life.
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      Ash waved her wrist beneath the running water in Candace’s kitchen sink. Her phantom hand took form again. Parts of it trickled away, but there was no mistaking the shape beneath the water. And judging from Candace’s silence, Ash wasn’t seeing things.

      “See?” Ash closed her fist. “Snare didn’t steal my hand!”

      “I don’t see flesh and bone,” Candace said. She reeked of cigs, a whole carton of them.

      “Go on, touch it,” Ash said. “It’s there.”

      Candace reached under the spout and squeezed the watery hand. Her grip felt hard and hostile. Ash returned the squeeze and managed a clumsy handshake until Candace shut the water off.

      The hand dripped away.

      “Why’d you do that?”

      “I pay utility bills around here.” Candace handed her a paper towel roll. “Dry off and head home.”

      “Are we making those trades or not?”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “What is there to think about?” As Ash toweled her phantom hand, it disintegrated. Despair clouded her chest. “Earlier you said Snare robbed me. Clearly I got something back.”

      “You sure did. If you find a waterproof guitar, you’ll be more famous than McCartney.”

      “Candace, watch.” Ash squeezed the wet paper towel over her wrist and her palm reappeared under the trickle of water. “What more proof do you need?”

      “That doesn’t prove Snare’s intentions. It’s a magic trick.”

      “It’s a preview.”

      “Oh, it is. Particularly the part where it vanishes after you get your hopes up.” Candace went into the living room, a wide room with floor-to-ceiling windows looking out on the backyard. When Ash was younger, it had been an awesome spot to hang out on warm summer afternoons. Now the room was frigid. Atop the coffee table a cinnamon candle burned, seemingly the only heat source.

      Candace sat on her couch and pulled a blanket over her legs. She grabbed a laptop off the floor. Nine rectangular boxes appeared on her screen: video feeds from the creek cams. Pine branches shook in some of them. Ash could tell by Candace’s brooding demeanor that she wouldn’t be powering them down anytime soon.

      “What are you afraid of?” Ash asked.

      “I’ve already made myself clear. Now get going. I’m hosting two dinners at the banquet hall tomorrow. I don’t have time to consider gambling with people’s lives.”

      “Fine. I’ll go up there myself and rip down your fucking cameras.”

      Candace threw her blanket aside, rising to loom over Ash, making her feel half her size. “You go near that creek without my permission and you’ll spend the rest of your life wishing you hadn’t. I’ve taken it easy on you today, but my forgiveness has limits.”

      Ash set her jaw.

      “This is your last strike, Ash. I suggest you stop swinging.”
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      Trent and Lauren were sitting at the table peeling potatoes when the doorbell rang. Has to be Ash, he thought. With a grunt he lifted himself from his chair and stretched his leg out, slowly rotating the ankle until his muscles slid into place. The doorbell rang again. Lauren offered to get it, but Trent insisted. He needed to get his leg moving one way or another. Plus, he hoped Ash had news about Snare’s eyes.

      When he opened the door, he saw frizzy orange hair. Underneath it stood a rocker dude wearing a leather jacket with a green bandanna knotted around his neck. His thumbs were hooked inside the pockets. Dude must’ve been at least twenty-five, but he dressed like a thirteen-year-old who’d just bought his first music mag.

      “Let me guess,” Trent said. “You’re looking for Ash.”

      “Yeah, man.” The guy pushed his hair back and outstretched a hand. “Name’s Cheeto. And you are…?”

      “Trent.” He refused the handshake. “Ash just left.”

      “Wait… Trent?” Cheeto squinted as if thinking hard. The guy was probably drugged out of his mind. What a life. “Trent… Trent… You’re the twin brother!”

      “Right.”

      “Dude!” The weirdo gave him a friendly punch on the shoulder. “Ash talks about you all the time. Usually when she’s drunk, but still, that’s pretty often.”

      Trent allowed himself a smile. “I can imagine.”

      “Yeah, man, sorry about your leg. That’s rough shit.” Despite touring with Ash, Cheeto seemed pretty chill. “Yo, can I come in? It’s freezing out here.”

      Trent stepped aside.

      The guy swaggered in and unzipped his jacket. He wore an Overkill t-shirt with a winged-bat logo on it. About a thousand necklaces jangled from his neck. When he yawned, Trent smelled cigs and Big Red.

      “So where’s Ashes?”

      Lauren called from the kitchen. “Trent? Who is it?”

      “Just one of Ash’s boy-toys.”

      “I wish,” Cheeto said. Surprisingly, he could take a joke. Jesus. Ash normally surrounded herself with bandmates as morbid as she was.

      “Want a beer?” Trent asked.

      “Would love one.”

      Trent grabbed a couple Blue Moons and led Cheeto into the living room. They sat on the couch and clinked bottles.

      “You know,” Trent said, “I’m surprised Ash tours with you.”

      Cheeto grinned. “Why’s that?”

      “You’re actually likable.”

      Cheeto cracked up. “Wow. Thanks, I guess.”

      “Back when I played bass with Ash, I couldn’t stand our bandmates.” Trent sipped his beer. “Bunch of morbid fucks. Legit devil-worshipping goons. I only put up with them for the extra cash.” He nodded to his leg. “Then this shit happened.”

      “Heard the story,” Cheeto said soberly. “Ash is really sorry about it. For what that’s worth.”

      “Nothing—that’s what it’s worth.”

      “Dude, it legit bothers her. Pains her.”

      “It’s the guilt that pains her, not my suffering. She just hates being responsible.”

      “I don’t think it’s that.”

      “Then you don’t know her.” Trent gulped his beer. He decided it was time Cheeto saw his lead guitarist in a different light. “My sister only gives a shit about herself. Even right after the accident, while she was visiting me in the hospital, she bitched about having to cancel upcoming shows.”

      Cheeto shifted uncomfortably. “This is just my guess, but I think you’re why she guitars as hard as she does. Like she wants to hit it big to make up for what she did to you.”

      “That’s not it.” Trent shook his head. “Sounds like she never told you the real reason.”

      “Reason for what?”

      “Her guitar obsession.” With his thumb Trent smothered a water drop streaking down his bottle. “She ever mention the nickname ‘Trashlee’?”

      “Trashlee? What’s that?”

      “Ash and me are adopted.” Trent drank. “You know that, right?”

      Cheeto nodded.

      “For whatever reason, our biological parents didn’t want Ash.” Trent frowned. The next part always gave him a case of survivor’s guilt. “Me, they kept. But her, they got rid of.”

      “What do you mean ‘got rid of’?”

      “You know what they do to unwanted babies in China?”

      Cheeto squinted. “Dude, you can’t be serious.”

      “I’m not lying,” Trent said. “Our parents left her in a dumpster. Right behind the diner on Main Street.”

      Cheeto cringed.

      “I never got the full story,” Trent said, setting his beer down. “Only the basic details, like how we were taken from our biological parents and adopted. We didn’t hear the dumpster story till our Aunt Candace got wasted one night. We were twelve at the time. Later the kids at school found out and started calling my sister Trashlee. It drove her nuts. Ever since, she’s been out to prove the world wrong.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Cheeto said.

      “Sure is,” Trent said, glaring at him. “Her ambition, her obsession…it cost me my leg. I’m telling you, Cheeto, watch out. If you don’t, you’ll get fucked over sooner or later.”

      “No way,” Cheeto said, his green eyes burning. He slammed his bottle down next to Trent’s. “Look, it sucks what happened to your leg, but that was ten years ago. She’s different now. Still kinda self-absorbed, but the other night she stopped our show so two of our fans wouldn’t get squashed against the railing.”

      “What if they were someone else’s fans? Think she’d still do it?”

      Cheeto hesitated. “Yeah. Yeah, I do. You said I don’t know her, but you’re wrong, man. I know Ash Hudson. I’d follow her onto any stage, anywhere. And you know what? We got a huge gig on Friday. We’re gonna nail it thanks to her.”

      “If I were you,” Trent said, lifting his beer, “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”

      “Why not?”

      Trent swigged. “Have you seen her hand lately?”
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      After sending Cheeto on his merry way, Trent returned to the kitchen table and cheerfully skinned the remaining potatoes. He hummed Mötley Crüe’s “Don’t Go Away Mad” as he worked. Lauren, stirring gravy at the stove, asked why he was all smiles. After eight tepid years of marriage, she’d finally caught him in the act of being happy.

      “Can’t believe what I’m seeing,” she said, removing her glasses and squinting. “Is this really you, Trent?”

      “For the moment, yeah,” Trent said, sweeping potato peels into a garbage bag. “Had fun chatting with that Cheeto character.”

      “He sounded nice.”

      “He is. Good guy, means well… Kinda reminds me of myself before the accident.” Trent winced as his calf muscle spasmed. “Guy’s too trusting, though. I warned him to watch himself around Ash. Might’ve just saved his life.”

      “Saint Trent at work,” Lauren said with an amused smile. She tapped her stirring rod on the edge of the pot. The aroma of buttery gravy made his mouth water. “Hey, mind grabbing Jake? I want his opinion on the gravy.”

      Trent limped over to the den door. Jake hadn’t made a peep in over an hour, not since Ash brought the beer home. To think Jake enjoyed talking with her… It made Trent sick. Made him furious, too. He couldn’t fathom how his sister had earned Cheeto’s loyalty and Jake’s laughter. She deserved neither.

      “Hey, Jake.” Trent knocked. “Mom needs to borrow your tongue.”

      Silence. As usual.

      “Jake?” Trent tried the knob. Still locked. “Open the door or your iPod’s mine. No more Goosebumps audiobooks till we get back to Jersey.”

      Still nothing.

      He pressed his ear to the door and heard a scratching, brushing sound but nothing else. Maybe Jake had headphones in. Wasn’t fair to punish him if he couldn’t hear.

      “Last chance!” Trent pounded on the door. “Open up!”

      Still nothing.

      In the kitchen Trent opened the junk drawer, pushed aside some pens and rubber bands, and found a tarnished key ring. He unlocked the den and flinched at the temperature inside. Jesus, it’s cold. Someone needs to start a GoFundMe for Dad’s heating bill. It’s getting ridiculous. Trent noticed the iPod lying abandoned on the couch armrest, the headphones dangling inches above the floor. He scanned the den, unamused by this impromptu hide-and-seek game. Then he noticed the headphones were swinging.

      Swinging in the breeze.

      Trent turned to the window. The curtains fluttered. He rushed over, holding his breath as he yanked them aside.

      The window hung open.

      Wide open.

      Wide enough for an eight-year-old to crawl through.
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      Berke got off work at four, right when the sky fell dim and the wind blew frigid. Ash found her texting outside Narducci’s Pizza. The girl didn’t seem cold, even though she was wearing nothing warmer than a faded blue Pittston Area hoodie. Ash, meanwhile, shivered beneath her zipped jacket and knotted scarf.

      “Ready to hunt some cameras?” Berke asked.

      “Let’s do this,” Ash said, hugging herself for warmth. She smelled warm sauce coming from inside and wished someone would dump it on her. “I was over Candace’s earlier. Saw nine camera feeds on her laptop.”

      “Nine, huh?” Berke led her around the Downhill Diner, toward the rear parking lot. “I know where most of them are. Last summer I camped near the creek a few times. In the mornings Candace went up there to change the batteries. Her and Mick.” Berke spat his name like it contained E. coli.

      “Not a fan of Mick?”

      “We went to the same high school.” Berke paused on the sidewalk, fists clenched. “When I was a freshman, he dated my one friend on the varsity basketball team. Then he cheated on her with girls from three other schools. When she played those teams, they reminded her every time she went to the free throw line.”

      Ash cringed. “Ouch.”

      Berke resumed walking. “Karma got him back, though. Couple weeks ago he got demolished during a football game. Did you see it? The running back from the other team lowered his helmet and—bam!” Berke knocked her fist against her palm. “Mick went down and stayed down. Got a nasty concussion and had to leave the game.”

      “Camera question,” Ash said, trying to avoid the subject of brutal injuries. “Are they all within easy reach?”

      “Most are hidden within the thicket surrounding the clearing. But one’s above the ledge. We’ll take this trail behind my house and—”

      They entered the parking lot and Ash lost track of the conversation. Lost track of everything. She spotted the dumpster. The one her so-called parents left her in. Rusted and dented, the thing had been her cradle thirty years ago. Almost her casket. Seeing it now turned her insides to dust. Her brain knocked against her skull like a madwoman hurling herself around a padded cell.

      “Ash?” Berke waved a hand before her eyes. “Hellooo?”

      “Y-yeah.” Ash inhaled and turned to face Berke. “You mentioned a ledge?”

      “Right. One camera’s above the ledge overlooking the creek.” Berke tugged open the driver’s door on an ancient white Volvo. “We’ll get that one first. I know a great route through the woods from behind my house. If we hurry, we might reach the creek while it’s still light out.”

      They got in the car.

      A few minutes later Berke pulled into a concrete driveway on Peak Ave, just seven houses down from Candace’s place. They parked alongside a two-story colonial already decorated with Christmas lights. Berke thumbed her keychain, and the garage door rose to reveal a sweet Mustang Boss.

      “Killer ride,” Ash said.

      “My dad lets me drive it during the warmer months, but obviously I can’t go far. By the time I hit sixty on the highway, my spine’s buzzing wild.”

      “Your spine? I thought traded parts were strict secrets.”

      “Crap! Pretend you didn’t hear that.”

      “Relax.” Ash waved it off. “Won’t matter after tomorrow anyway.”

      Berke climbed out. She went inside the garage and pulled a pair of camo pants from a metal cabinet. Without hesitation, she removed her slacks, showing off toned thighs and strong calves that Ash could only envy. She herself never wore shorts in public and preferred to fuck with the lights off. After Berke dressed, she donned a pair of dirt-caked hiking boots.

      “Ready, Ash?”

      Behind the house, the woods rose steeply. After topping just one hill, Ash worried her Achilles might snap like an overtuned guitar string. Her knees and thighs roared. When the terrain leveled out, she hugged a birch tree and slid to the ground like a passed-out pole dancer.

      “What’s wrong?” Berke asked.

      “I’m thirty, that’s what’s wrong.”

      Berke laughed. “You’re just outta shape.”

      “Bullshit. You should see me onstage.” Ash rubbed her thigh, wincing. “Give me a minute.”

      “Up you go!” Berke clapped her hands until her phone vibrated. She checked it. “Uh-oh. A kid went missing.”

      “Who?” Ash climbed to her feet, her thigh muscles throbbing as she walked. “Anyone you know?”

      “Some little boy. The town’s messenger app is going nuts.”

      “People overreact to that shit. I used to run away all the time when I was younger. It’s a small town. They’ll find him.”

      “Maybe. Still, they’re worried because the kid’s blind.”

      Ash stopped short.

      “Did…did you say blind?”
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      By the time Berke dropped off Ash at the townhouse, the area was overrun with people hollering Jake’s name. They stalked across lawns and sidewalks, waving LED lanterns through the dusk darkness. In the backyard she found her father. His flashlight beam strafed the edge of the woods, sweeping back and forth as if painting the tree trunks. When she called to him, he jumped.

      “Ashlee, Jake’s gone missing!”

      “I know. Any idea where he might’ve gone?”

      Trembling, he pointed his flashlight at the back window. “He crawled out from there. Trent said the little fella locked the door on him and snuck out. Keep your eyes open. He couldn’t have gone far.”

      Ash rushed along the woods, squinting through the dusk. Her legs were killing her, but newfound urgency kept her moving. She hated the fact that the kid had snuck out not long after the incident with Trent. She couldn’t help but feel partially responsible.

      “Ash!”

      She turned and saw Trent hobbling toward her, angry as a Pantera song. He shined a light in her eyes.

      “Why the fuck are you looking around here?” He slammed his cane off a nearby toolshed. “We already got people searching the woods!”

      “Fuck off, Trent, I’m trying to help.”

      “Then look where nobody’s looking.”

      “Okay, okay.” Her heart was spazzing. “Before you guys moved to Jersey, did Jake have any favorite spots around town? Hideouts, hangouts, anything?”

      “Nothing nearby.” Trent lowered his light. He stank of nervous sweat. “Ash, if Jake gets pneumonia or something, I’m gonna—shit, I don’t know what I’m gonna do.”

      “Calm down.” Ash squeezed his shoulder. “Think. Where did Jake and his friends hang out?”

      “His cousins—Lauren’s nephews—live down the street. Jake used to play in the woods behind their house, but that’s too far off.”

      “It’s walking distance.”

      “Ash, he’s blind!”

      “Right, he’s blind, not crippled.”

      Trent shoved her back. “Fuck you, Ash. My son’s missing and you’re taking cheap shots at me. I don’t need this.” He stormed off.

      Nearby, people scrambled among the townhouses, frantically checking between bushes and under porches. They yelled, they searched, they came up empty.

      Her gut told her to check the cousins’ house and the woods beyond it. There were campsites out there, spots where, as a teenager, she’d experimented with everything from French kissing to Jim Beam. It wasn’t that far. If the kid found the sidewalk with his baseball bat, it was a straight shot to the end of the street.

      She ran.

      By the time she reached the house at the end of the street, she no longer heard people hollering. Doubt sunk into her stomach, but she pressed on.

      The woods looked nothing like she remembered. Years ago, she used to party out here—high school keggers, clumsy hookups, the occasional scuffle. She thought she remembered her way around, but the once-familiar trails were now hidden by underbrush. Every time she followed a path, she soon lost it and found herself backtracking.

      Finally she reached a familiar egg-shaped clearing. Her flashlight beam fell upon a set of faint footprints in the dirt. They led past a dead campfire, toward a rotted tree stump on the far end. Something caught her eye, and she jumped when she spotted a pale face lying in the underbrush.

      “Jake!” She ran to him. As she got closer, her hopes crumbled. The face belonged to a toppled statue. Probably one stolen from the local church on a dare.

      She checked the footprints. They led deeper into the woods. The only thing beyond this campsite was an old treehouse. As a little girl she used to play there with Trent and their friends. Back then they spent entire summer afternoons goofing off at the treehouse. If it still remained, it had to be in tatters.

      Even so, it was worth a look.

      A nearby deer trail led her into familiar territory. The air stank of soggy mud, and before long she heard faint splashing; the lower end of Snare Creek wasn’t far off. At this point she didn’t need light to guide her, just childhood instinct. It was simple. Follow the clicking waters, take a left at the oversized sycamore, and enter the treehouse clearing.

      Sure enough, there it was.

      Looking up, she saw the treehouse suspended in the early dark. It hung there like a sad memory, the shadows working hard to disguise its age. A lifetime ago, it had felt like a vast cabin that could house every kid in the neighborhood. Now it looked no larger than a discarded cardboard box.

      Following her phone’s light, she approached the tree. Boards nailed to the trunk served as a ladder. She pocketed her phone and pressed her toe on the bottom board. One-handed climbing proved awkward, but her head soon poked above the floorboards.

      “Jake?” She squinted into the darkness. “You here?”

      No reply.

      Fuck.

      Then came a scratching sound. Could be the wind. She grabbed her phone. Shining its light, she spotted an old burn mark on the back wall. The wood around it had rotted to an ugly gray color. She tilted the light downward on a bright red Phillies jacket.

      “Jake!” She laughed with relief. “Holy shit, the whole town’s looking for you.”

      The kid stood. Said nothing. He walked toward her, his bat stretched outward.

      “Let’s go,” she said. “Come on, your dad’s worried. He—”

      A whoosh cut through the air. Then the floor smashed right in front of her. Splinters flew. In a panic, Ash shifted backward. Lost her balance.

      For a moment, she was in freefall, her stomach rising.

      Then she landed. Hard. Her tailbone caught the worst of the impact. As the pain registered, her momentum whipped her shoulders backward, slamming her head against the dirt. A nauseating dizziness flooded her.

      “Ah…fuck.”

      “Leave me alone!” Jake yelled. “I’m not going back.”

      Ash sat up, gently reaching between her dreads to feel the back of her head. It stung. She winced. When she stood, her tailbone throbbed. She drew breath through clenched teeth.

      “Go away!” Jake smashed his bat against the treehouse floor.

      “Cut that out!” she snapped. “You almost cracked my head open, you little shit!”

      “I don’t care!”

      “Well you should! Fuck!” As the pain faded, she realized yelling at the kid wouldn’t help. It only gave him an excuse to act up. Time for a new strategy. “Listen, tough guy. I’ll give you a pass this time. I’m normally pretty ruthless, but if you come down, I’ll let you off easy.”

      “I’m staying here!”

      “Fine, then.” She scooped up her phone. “I’ll call your dad.”

      “Wait, don’t!” The anger in his voice shifted to worry. “I don’t want him here. This is my spot.”

      Ash snickered despite her pain. His spot. How cute. Like he’s marked it with his piss or something. “Your spot, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re wrong. This has been my treehouse since before you were born.”

      “No it hasn’t.”

      “Sure has.” She approached the ladder. The boy turned his head and squatted, evidently listening as she drew closer. The bat trembled in his two-handed grasp. She aimed her light behind him. “You can’t see it, but there’s a burn mark on the back wall.”

      He paused. “I remember that mark. You put it there?”

      “Yep. Tried burning down the treehouse once.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Didn’t want to give it up. We used to play this game called Kings and Killers—me, your dad, and some kids from town. First one to climb the treehouse became king. Then the others would try to climb up and kill the king. We quit playing after I pushed your dad out one time.”

      “You did?”

      “Yeah, broke his wrist.”

      Jake’s nose wrinkled. “My dad’s stupid. My mom, too. They keep treating me like I’m too dumb to flush a toilet.”

      “That why you ran off?”

      “Yeah.” He frowned. “And my dad wouldn’t let me talk to you.”

      “We can go back now and talk.”

      “I don’t wanna go back.” Jake took a seat at the edge, his legs dangling. He tapped the bat against the ladder. “Ever since I went blind, it’s like everyone thinks I’m dead or something. Like I’m not me anymore.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “No you don’t.”

      “Actually, I do.” She popped her cast off. “Not sure if anyone told you, but I’m in a band. I play guitar. But I can’t right now.”

      “Why not?”

      “Here.” She raised her handless arm. “My arm is right in front of you. Touch it with your finger.”

      “You’re not gonna pull me down, are you?”

      “I couldn’t grab you with this arm if I wanted to.”

      He tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

      “Stick your finger out.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, he poked her forearm. With one finger, he traced her flesh all the way to the wrist. When he reached the stump, he paused, confused. Then he patted the forearm on both sides before gripping her stump.

      He gasped. “Wh-where’s your hand?”

      “Long story.” She sighed. “All you need to know is that right now I’m no guitarist. Hell, I’m nobody at all.”

      “Me neither.” He released his grip. “I miss baseball. I wanted to play for the Phillies someday. But now…”

      Ash could imagine his empty future. Poor kid couldn’t even watch baseball, let alone play it. She swore to herself that when she visited Snare, she would demand extra eyes for him.

      The wind picked up, drilling through her jacket. She hugged herself against the frigid gusts.

      “Sure you want to freeze out here?” she asked. “If you come down, I’ll let you lead the way back. I might even trust you to flush a toilet when we get home.”

      He smiled a little.

      “Seriously. You’re a smart kid. It’s gotta be hard to find this place without eyes.”

      “Not really. Me and my cousins played blindfold tag out here.”

      “Still, to remember where to go, and to get here without looking—you’d have to be super smart.”

      Now he grinned big.

      “Wow, is that a smile?”

      He laughed.

      “Thought so. Come on. Before my other hand freezes off.”

      Jake dropped his bat and started down the ladder.
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      Trent stared into the shadowy woods, wishing he could somehow command the tree branches to sweep the forest floor and find his son. At least ten neighbors were searching among the oaks and birches, but they needed more manpower. Earlier he’d ventured in himself, but the clumpy, uneven terrain dropped him flat. This goddamned leg. Jake’s in there somewhere, yet all I can do is stand around and watch others lead the search. Some father I am.

      “Is that him?” a woman yelled.

      Trent whirled around. Two silhouettes trotted down the sidewalk, one much shorter than the other. The moment they stepped under a streetlamp, Trent’s heart burst like a grenade in his chest—gunpowder, shrapnel, everything. He couldn’t believe it. Ash had found Jake.

      “Champ!” Trent stumbled toward them, dropped to his good knee, and wrapped his son in a crushing hug. Jake’s arms hung apathetically at his sides, but Trent held on, tight as he ever had. “Jake, you scared me. So much.”

      “Jake!” Lauren sprinted over and tackled the pair into the grass. Trent groaned as pain ravaged his leg. He lost his hold on Jake, and Lauren wrestled their son into her arms with a motherly squeal. She smothered him with kisses while neighbors cried out in celebration. Dad ran over and scooped Jake into his arms, laughing as they spun in a delirious circle.

      Trent sat there, regretting that he’d never been able to lift Jake like that. The sight hollowed his stomach. He sat there sulking until he noticed Ash heading away from the group, ditching them like a suspect fleeing a crime scene. Although Trent felt obligated to stay put, he wanted answers. He gimped after Ash and grabbed her elbow.

      “Where’d you find him?”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Where, Ash?”

      “Next street over.” Before he could comprehend the idea of Jake making such a trek, she added, “Hiding under an SUV.”

      “An SUV? A full street over?”

      “That’s right. Pretty sure Jake can manage without his parents hovering over him 24/7.”

      “Hey, don’t flip this on me. You don’t know Jake—you’re not there when he bumps into walls and coffee tables. He struggles getting around. He needs our help.”

      “That’s not what he told me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged. “Ask him.”

      “I can’t.” Trent clenched his teeth. “He won’t speak to me. He hasn’t in three months.”

      “Then grow a fucking set and convince him to.” She tore her arm from his grasp. “I got shit to take care of. That is, unless you plan on trading your leg.”

      Trent chewed his lip.

      “That’s what I thought,” she said.

      “You know what? Maybe I will!” His comment surprised her. Surprised himself too. Though it sounded like a heat-of-the-moment outburst, the past hour had him seriously reconsidering Snare’s offer. If he’d had a working leg earlier, he could’ve searched the whole town instead of uselessly standing around. “I might. Maybe.”

      “Maybe?” She shook her head. “Maybe’s not good enough.”

      She turned and headed for the house.

      Before long the entire Hudson family went inside. Lauren made Jake a TV dinner of SpongeBob-themed chicken nuggets. She, Trent, and Dad sat around the table telling Jake how worried they’d been. Dad mentioned that two Scranton cops had driven in to help with the search. He said those officers might’ve been needed elsewhere to stop crimes.

      Jake didn’t react.

      That set Lauren off.

      “Don’t you dare act like this is no big deal.” When Jake kept eating, she slammed both palms on the table. “Guess what, mister. No iPod for a month.”

      Jake dropped a nugget. “No!”

      “I mean it.”

      “You can’t take it away!”

      Lauren gave a humorless laugh. “Watch me.”

      “That’s not fair! There’s nothing for me to do around here—nothing I can do because you and Dad won’t let me do anything.”

      Her eyes widened behind her glasses. “That’s not true.”

      “It is!” Jake left his chair and charged down the hall without bumping anything. He rounded the staircase railing and thumped up the steps.

      Trent found him lying on the air mattress in the spare bedroom. When he entered, Jake pulled the sheets over his head.

      “Champ?” Trent leaned against the doorway. “Can I talk to you about something? It’s not about you running away, I promise.”

      No response. As usual.

      “There’s this doctor around here. Apparently she can heal anything, my leg included.” He let that sink in for a second. The bedsheets twitched. “I’ve thought about getting surgery, but if it doesn’t go well, I could be stuck here in town. Stuck for a long time.”

      Jake held still.

      “Maybe that doesn’t mean anything to you because you’re still mad at me. Hell, maybe you’d rather I stay behind.” Trent scratched his cheek scruff. “I don’t want to leave you, though. Not ever.”

      Nothing.

      Trent sighed. He remembered what Ash said about growing a set and convincing Jake to talk.

      Only one sure-fire way to do that.

      “Jake,” he said. “That doctor can fix your eyes.”

      The sheets twitched. Jake gasped.

      “If you want—”

      The sheet fell away. “I want to see again.”

      Five words. A new record.

      Trent entered the room and lowered himself to the floor. He knelt beside Jake, studying him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten this close without smacking into a hostile vibe. Now he received Jake’s curiosity. Warm, healthy curiosity. And hope.

      Jake leaned forward. “Can she really fix my eyes?”

      “Yeah.” Trent rubbed his son’s shoulder. Jake didn’t flinch, so Trent took the next step and wrapped both arms around him. The eyes might be off the market, but that wouldn’t stop Trent. If Ash couldn’t convince Snare to conjure up an extra pair, Trent would find another way.

      Somehow.

      “You’ll see again, champ.” When Jake returned the hug, he added, “I promise.”
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      Karl tossed a third consecutive cigarette as the front door opened behind him. Warm air rushed out, along with Ashlee, who shuffled down the porch steps without a word. After all the excitement following little Jake’s return, Karl never got a chance to thank her for finding him. God only knew how much longer the search would’ve lasted if she hadn’t.

      “Ashlee!” He called to her from the porch, but she was already halfway across the parking lot. “Wait up a sec.”

      “Make it quick.”

      “Wanted to thank you,” he said, rushing over. “Good thing you found Jake. How’d you know where to look?”

      She shrugged. “I used to run away all the time, remember?”

      Karl smiled. “Where you running to now?”

      “Berke Toyama’s house. We’re gonna take down the cameras.”

      “What?” The good humor flushed out of him. “Ashlee, Candace will notice. She checks that camera app of hers like it’s Facebook.”

      “Gotta get them down somehow. We can’t just hope she changes her mind.”

      “No. No, we can’t.”

      “Then I’m going.”

      “Hang on.” Karl raised a finger. When Ashlee was younger that always quieted her. He needed to think. Much as he hated to admit it, she was right. They couldn’t hope for a miracle. When Candace made a decision, she stuck to it like cement. Her resolve had held their group together all these years, but now he needed her to back down. Reasoning with her wouldn’t cut it. He needed to apply pressure somehow. “Might have an idea.”

      “Might? Either you do or you don’t.”

      “I do.” He grabbed his keys. “Trust me for once, will ya?”
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      Karl parked five houses down from Candace’s. Standard procedure. If he were on duty with his police cruiser it’d be a different story, but she didn’t like having his personal truck near her house at night. Didn’t want people getting the “wrong idea”—her words, not his. As he hiked the sidewalk, he eyed her bedroom window. It overlooked the town like a queen’s balcony. Looking at it now, he wondered what exactly waited inside her wall safe. More importantly, he wondered what he’d have to say, or do, to get up there alone.

      Simplest plan was to coax her upstairs into bed. She always showered afterwards, and a shower could buy him five or ten minutes. Trouble was, he couldn’t picture her being in the mood right now. Not after that look she gave him during Mac’s burial.

      He rang the doorbell. Mick answered and pointed him to the living room. Karl found Candace hunched over her laptop with a cup of coffee. On her screen were the camera feeds.

      “Evening, Candy.”

      “Don’t ‘Candy’ me.” Her eyes never left the screen. “What do you need? I’m busy here.”

      So much for her being in the mood.

      “I need someone to talk to.” He smiled. “My go-to gal.”

      She sipped her coffee. “This isn’t about Snare, is it?”

      “It’s about my grandson. Not sure if you heard the news…”

      “Christ above.” Candace slapped her forehead. “That was Jake? Is he okay?”

      “Thankfully, yeah. Ashlee found him.”

      “I should’ve been out there searching.” She shook her head, disgusted. “You should’ve called.”

      “Everything happened so fast.” He lowered himself onto the cushion next to her. Her orange-scented shampoo sent his pulse hopping. “Heck, I’m still wound up. I was at home just now and there were some Blue Moons in the fridge.”

      She turned to him, alarmed. “You didn’t drink them, did you?”

      “No. But I had to get outta the house. Had to see you.”

      “Smart move.” She patted his thigh. “Now relax. Your grandson’s okay. Nothing to get worked up over. Give it time, you’ll settle down.”

      “Hope so.” He put his hand over hers. Gently brushed her knuckles. Met her eyes and smiled. “You want to?”

      She flinched. “Right now? While Mickey’s home?”

      “Send him out on an errand.”

      “I could, but I’ve got things to take care of.”

      “Won’t take long.” He gave her hand a playful squeeze. “You know me.”

      She snorted. “Won’t take long to finish. But getting started…”

      “Whoa, now! That’s cold,” he said, fake-offended. “Ice cold.”

      “And yet,” she said, cupping his crotch, “you seem to be warming up.” She shut her laptop and called out, “Mickey!”

      While the two Lapinskis argued in the kitchen, Karl ventured upstairs. In the bedroom, he went straight for Candace’s wedding photo, hanging across from the bed. Usually he avoided looking at it out of respect for her late husband, but not now. Karl lifted it off its hook and spotted the polished steel safe underneath. Above the number pad, a digital display read LOCKED in neon green letters. Karl set the photo frame aside and punched in 1217—Mick’s birthday. When he hit enter, the safe beeped.

      Access denied.

      Uncomfortable heat pushed against his forehead. So much for that. He tried Mick’s birthday again, using all six digits instead of four.

      Access denied.

      A series of footfalls sounded from downstairs. Mick groaned in the foyer as Candace listed his chores. Her voice grew closer. Too close.

      “Now, Mickey!”

      “But, Ma, why can’t it wait?”

      “Because I’m your mother. Now get moving.”

      The front door slapped shut.

      Her feet thumped upstairs.

      Karl squatted to lift the picture. He almost had it on the hook when the doorbell rang. He heard Candace stomp downstairs, open the front door, and bicker with her son, unknowingly buying Karl extra time.

      Setting the picture aside, he tried her wedding anniversary. The safe beeped twice, followed by a metallic whirring sound. Access granted. Seemed Candace still wasn’t over her late husband. Karl could feel bad about that later. Once the steel door floated open, he reached inside and grabbed a bulky manila envelope sealed with tape.

      “Karl?” Her voice was nearby. The hallway floor creaked as she approached. “You ready or what?”

      No, no, no! He slid the envelope under the bed—not as far under as he’d like, but he had bigger concerns now. He shut the safe and grabbed the picture frame. He touched its upper end to the wall and dragged downward, trying to catch the hook. It missed. He scraped up and down till it finally latched on.

      “Hey!” Candace stood in the doorway, fists planted on her hips. “What’re you doing with that picture?”

      “I…” He stood there, hands frozen to the frame. No words came to him. He needed to think of something. Fast. Otherwise, he wouldn’t leave with his head, let alone the envelope. “It’s just…”

      “Just what?”

      “Just…” He stood back, holding the wedding photo at arm’s length. “The way you looked back then… It gets me going.”

      For a moment she paused. Then she crossed her arms. “So that’s it? I’ve lost my looks, have I?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Better not be.” She flashed a wicked grin. “Don’t worry, though. In the dark, I picture you the way you looked when you first moved here. Back when you had that lean build and those strong, muscular arms.”

      Smirking, she flicked the lights off.
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      Karl didn’t last long. Not under that much pressure. It felt like it was four-thousand degrees in the bedroom, and for once Candace’s presence didn’t bring him any comfort. He couldn’t get his mind off that envelope. It lay under the bed, but not far enough under. Her foot might bump it when she climbed out to use the bathroom. If that happened, he’d be a dead man.

      Nervously, he pulled out and lowered her legs onto the mattress.

      “That’s it?” She asked. Her disappointment clouded the room. “I sent Mickey out the door for this?”

      “Sorry, I fell a little short.”

      “Clearly.” Fuming, she sat up and grabbed her phone off the dresser. She swung her feet over the edge of the bed, right above the danger zone.

      “Whoa now!” Leaning forward, he hugged her around the stomach, twisting her until her feet were back on the bed. “Wait a sec.”

      “What for?”

      “I’m not finished.”

      “You sure seem finished.”

      “Lot on my mind is all.” He kissed her neck, making sure to tickle it with his mustache. She always liked that. Even now, it made her twitch. Still kissing her, he crawled across the bed, guarding the edge overlooking the envelope. “Another minute, I’ll be ready for an encore.”

      “Usually it’s the audience who requests an encore.”

      He sighed. “Hey, Candace?”

      “What?”

      “If you could leave town—”

      “No. Stop right there. We’re not taking Snare’s deal.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking.” He took her hands in his. “If we could leave, what would happen with us?”

      “Us? You mean the Traders?”

      “I mean you and me.”

      She cleared her throat. “Well, I’d go see Mickey’s games and you’d probably visit your family in Pittsburgh.”

      “Not that. I mean…” His cheeks burned. His lips trembled. “I’m talking about the two of us. Together.”

      “Oh.”

      The flat way she said it made him wish he hadn’t asked.

      “Listen, Karl.” Her hand cupped his cheek. “I really do enjoy our arrangement.”

      “Arrangement?”

      “You know what I mean. We’re up there in age, we’re comfortable with each other, we have our fun… It’s good.”

      “Just good?” he asked, his voice rising.

      “Shh, relax.” Her knuckle grazed his cheek. “You’ve had a rough week. Between your grandson going missing and Ash—”

      “How do you feel about me?” The words coming from his mouth sounded silly. He sounded like one of them soap opera floozies, the ones always trying to wrangle vacations out of their rich-doctor boyfriends. “I wanna know. Ever since you helped me get off the bottle, you’ve meant something to me. Then when we started this…this arrangement, it got me wondering.”

      She glanced sideways. No response.

      “Candace?”

      “I’m gonna grab a shower.” She hopped off the opposite end of the bed. He should’ve felt relieved, but he didn’t. Not entirely. “We can talk another time.”

      She shut the bathroom door behind her. The fans whirred, followed by the hiss of the shower spray.

      Karl dressed with a mix of sadness and frustration. For a moment he almost forgot about the envelope. He tucked it in his jacket and carried it out the door.

      Though he walked out a thief, he couldn’t help feeling like the one who’d been robbed.
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      Ash took the manila envelope, peeled away the Scotch tape, and lifted the flap. Her father stood beside her at the kitchen table, his arms folded. Since returning home, he seemed upset. Probably conflicted about robbing Candace and violating his policeman morals. He stared blankly ahead, sweating despite the fridge-like temps inside their house. Whatever was bothering him, she wanted to get his mind off it.

      “Dad,” she said, extending the envelope toward him, “want to do the honors?”

      He reached inside and pulled out two smaller envelopes. The first contained real estate papers, investment documents, and a signed will, in which Candace predictably bestowed her kingdom to Mick. In the second was a rubber-banded stack of hundred-dollar bills. Ash flipped between the bills, checking for secret notes. She found nothing. Dad studied the documents while she double-checked each envelope.

      “Anything we can blackmail her with?” she asked.

      “Hard to say. Papers look clean.”

      “Shit. I thought you said there’d be something Trader-related in here.”

      “Was hoping for that. Something like a master list of who traded what or a diary where Candace confessed everything.” He rubbed his eyes. “Should’ve known she wouldn’t keep Trader stuff in a household safe.”

      “Where would she keep shit like that?”

      “Beats me.”

      “Fuck.” Ash spread the bills atop the table. Never had the sight of Ben Franklin depressed her more. “So that’s it. A few thousand bucks, some legal docs, and a will.”

      “Looks like it.”

      “So much for gaining leverage.” She grabbed a few bills. “Maybe we can buy some shotguns and—”

      “Let’s not.” He snatched the money from her. “Remember, I gotta return all this.”

      As he gathered the bills, one fluttered off the table. Ash caught it and noticed something odd. On the back of the bill was an image of a colonial-era building on a lawn. Penciled into the lawn were five letters. BWSKU. The letters meant nothing to her, but her brain tingled. She recognized the handwriting.

      “Dad, check the backs of those.”

      “What? Why?”

      The others bore writing as well. Always five letters, though some included the number two at the end, such as GNHIP2. None of the codes unscrambled into any normal word, and some didn’t have vowels. Undeterred, she spread them across the table, looking for a pattern. She arranged them in alphabetical order, then grabbed a nearby notepad. As she jotted codes down, Dad clapped her shoulder.

      “Ashlee!” His face lit up. “There’s seventy-eight bills here. Seventy-eight!”

      Ash smiled, confused. “Did Candace owe money?”

      “No, but there are sixty-six Traders, and some folks traded twice. About a dozen people double-dipped at the creek. If each bill matches a trade, we’ve got something.”

      “Holy shit!”

      “What’re you guys yelling about?” Trent limped in with an empty beer bottle. His eyes popped when he saw the cash. “Christ, Ash, were you out running drugs?”

      “These are Candace’s,” Dad said. “They got codes written on them. Gotta be connected to the Traders.”

      “Codes?” Trent leaned over the table. “What do they mean?”

      “If they each correspond to a Trader,” Ash said, “they might hint at what was traded.”

      She studied her list:

      AJNOS

      AYNEC

      BTSPI

      Her pen stopped down at KHKNE2. She tapped each letter. K… H… K… N… E.

      K… H…

      Karl Hudson.

      She circled the two letters and looked to the remaining three. “KNE” had to mean something. She barely finished underlining the letters when she realized what. They were the first three letters in the word “knee.” If the number two on the end meant anything, it had to mean two knees.

      KHKNE2.

      Karl Hudson. Knees. Two.

      “Think I got it,” she said, her pen trembling above the list. “Look.”

      They leaned in.

      She circled the first two letters in each string, then underlined the next three. She stopped on JMKID2. That was the one that sealed the deal for her. “JM” meant John MacReady, the man who died the other day. The “KID2” part meant two kidneys. She wrote out his name and parts.

      “Ahh, I get it now,” Trent said. His finger landed beneath the one reading RWEYE2. “Looks like Rosita Werner has the eyes.”
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      By midnight they had deciphered most of the list. Trent contributed little more than brewing a pot of coffee while Dad and Ash scribbled diligently. They didn’t mind his lack of participation, so he made no effort to get more involved. Instead, his mind wandered. His heart pounded. His mug went empty. If Trent had another cup, he’d be up till sunrise, so he decided to call it a night. With a yawn he announced he was heading to bed. He rose from his seat, planted his cane, and put weight on his bad leg. Pain snagged it like a lobster claw.

      “Trent?” Ash said, her tone hopeful. “You in?”

      He grimaced. “For the leg, you mean?”

      She nodded.

      “We’ll see,” he said, limping off. “Let me get some sleep.”

      When he hit the pillow, he got none. He lay on his back, overheating beneath the sheets. His mind raced like a man on two good legs. Tomorrow, they would make the final trades, and he intended to participate—but only if Jake joined him. In order for that to happen, Trent needed to make the eyes available. And he would. Even if it meant Rosita would lose hers permanently.

      He had two options—murder her or remove her from the zone. Though he often said he’d kill to get Jake’s eyes back, that was, of course, hyperbole. Killing Rosita would land him in prison, and the whole point of replacing Jake’s eyes was so they could live normal lives together.

      That meant there was only one true option: stuff her in the trunk and drive ten miles north. Easy job. Fifteen or twenty minutes, tops. Then again, Trent wasn’t built for kidnapping; he could barely wrestle a shower curtain. And while Rosita was old, he didn’t have the strength or mobility to strong-arm her. He considered holding her at gunpoint, but he didn’t have a gun, and even if he did, he wasn’t sure he could coax her into the trunk of his car with one. If she called his bluff, he’d wuss out on shooting her, and Jake would remain blind.

      Forever.

      Nope, he thought. Can’t risk it. No room for error on this.

      He needed help.

      He needed Ash’s help.
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      It was nearly one o’clock in the morning when Ash noticed something odd about the coffee-stained list. Even with all the names and parts written out, she couldn’t wrap her sleep-deprived mind around one particular item: JMHIP.

      The only “JM” in Dad’s Trader directory was John MacReady, the dead guy. He surrendered two kidneys, which matched Snare’s request and made total sense. But if MacReady had also lost a hip, they had a problem.

      First of all, the code “GNHIP2” suggested the pizza shop owner Gina Narducci had already claimed both hips. The second, and more troubling, problem was that Snare had never requested a hip or any hip-related parts. MacReady’s kidneys had returned to Snare, which meant the “HIP” part should’ve returned too. But Snare hadn’t requested anything like it. Whatever body part it was, it had likely been claimed again—discreetly and not long before Ash’s first chat with Snare.

      “Think Candace had him killed?” she asked, feeling her gut drop. “She or somebody she knew could’ve needed a hip replacement. It would explain why she’s been so touchy about the creek today.”

      Dad frowned. “She’s never betrayed us before.”

      “Not that you know of,” she said. “Any way you can check?”

      “Not without admitting we robbed her.”

      “Hmm.” She circled GNHIP2. “Think Gina Narducci’s involved? Like maybe she traded a hip years ago and got the other this week?”

      “No. Narducci traded after a nasty car accident back in the nineties. It was in the papers. Both her hips were badly broken.”

      Ash tapped her pen against JMHIP. “This has to mean something.”

      Dad shrugged. “Could be overlapping parts. Snare’s always been flexible with that sort of thing. Like how I traded my knees and got some of the surrounding muscles fixed.”

      “In that case, it looks like there’s nothing we can use against Candace.” Sighing, Ash grabbed her phone. “Guess I’ll call Berke and take down those cameras.”

      “Hold off. Candace was watching the video feeds when I was over there.”

      “So? That was hours ago. It’s gotta be past her bedtime.”

      “She don’t sleep well. This situation could keep her up all night.”

      “We can’t just do nothing.”

      “Ashlee, wait till tomorrow. She’s hosting two meals at the banquet hall. She’ll have her hands full.”

      Ash considered, but if Dad was wrong, they’d be squeezed for time. “What if she lets Mick run the banquet hall while she babysits the creek? Then how we gonna kill the cameras?”

      He blinked.

      “Face it, Dad. It’s now or never.”

      “Fine.” He slid his chair back. “I’m going with you.”

      “You can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because.” She rose from her chair. “While I’m wrecking cameras, you gotta round up our would-be Traders and send them to the creek. Soon as the cameras are gone, we make our move. We get our lives back.”
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      Before leaving the townhouse lot, Ash noticed a crumpled tarp in the back of her father’s truck. She wondered if it could serve as a sort of privacy curtain up at the creek. Worth a shot, she figured. If she and Berke draped it along the bend, they might not need to destroy all nine cameras.

      Ash tucked the tarp under her arm and jogged north toward Berke’s house. She cut between neighbors’ lawns, flinching at the achingly cold bursts of late-night wind. Even with a hoodie beneath her jacket, the sub-freezing temps chewed through her. She quickened her pace in hopes of warming up, but she was all shivers by the time she reached Slope Ave.

      Someone honked behind her. She veered from the sidewalk onto a snow-dusted yard. The honk sounded again. She pretended not to hear and kept trudging uphill. After a third honk, she checked over her shoulder and caught glaring headlights.

      Her van’s headlights.

      Shit.

      She buried her cast in her jacket pocket.

      And not a moment too soon.

      Cheeto pulled up alongside her. He rolled down the passenger window, revealing his stupidly charming grin.

      “Hey, street walker, how much to hire you?”

      “Thirty mill.”

      “What a steal.”

      She snorted. “Shame you can’t afford it.”

      “You’d be surprised.” Cheeto leaned over to shove open the passenger door. “Want a ride?”

      “Nope. Need the exercise.”

      His grin faded. “What’s with the tarp? And why you marching around town after 2 am?”

      “Better question: Why are you following me after 2 am?”

      “I wasn’t. I decided to drive around and clear my head after the bars closed. Had a rough day, y’know? This chick promised she’d eat lunch with me but never texted back.”

      “Yeah, well, that chick had a rough day herself.” She kept walking as he drove alongside her, the van door still open. The idiot couldn’t take a hint. “Bet if you left her alone, she’d write you a rain check.”

      “Well, it’s gonna be a snow check at this rate. You hear about the blizzard? Like five hundred feet of snow tomorrow. Our van can barely handle dry roads, let alone slushy ones. We gotta head out ASAP.” He patted the passenger seat. “Come on, Ashes. Fort Lauderdale beckons.”

      “We’ll be fine. The weather stations overhype shit to scare people.”

      “Even if they’re half-right, we’ll be stranded.”

      “Then drive south tonight. I’ll catch a flight tomorrow.”

      “A flight? In a blizzard?”

      “I’ll rent a fucking snowmobile if I have to.” She slammed the van door shut and marched up the sidewalk. When she glanced back, she saw Cheeto smack his forehead against the steering wheel in frustration.

      Then the driver’s door clicked open and out he came. He raced over to her, hair tumbling over his face. He brushed it away, and his eyes met hers with concern. “Everything okay, Ash?”

      He never called her Ash. Not unless things were serious.

      “Yeah.” She buried her cast deeper into her pocket. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re being weird though.”

      “Weird?” She twisted uncomfortably at the waist. “How so?”

      “The way you have your hand buried in your pocket.”

      “It’s cold out, dumbass.”

      He shrugged. “If something’s wrong, you can tell me.”

      “Have you been snorting again? You sound paranoid.” She resumed walking and quickened her pace, but he grabbed her arm. Her left arm. She tried prying herself free but couldn’t. “Let go!”

      “I know about your hand.”

      Her stomach turned to stone. He knows. Somehow he’d figured it out. Or found out. But that didn’t mean she’d let him see it.

      “It’s in a cast, right?” he asked.

      “Right. A cast.” So he didn’t know the full truth. Good. “It’s only a precaution. I’ll be ready for Friday.”

      “Can I see?” He tilted his head. “Trent said—”

      “Trent? He told you?” She gritted her teeth. When she got back to the house, she was gonna grab her brother’s cane and feed it to him. “What’d he say?”

      “He asked if I’d seen your hand lately.”

      She blew out a sigh. “I’ll be fine, okay? I’m gonna see a specialist tomorrow, then I’ll head south and meet up with you guys.”

      His grip on her elbow loosened. He started rubbing his thumb along her forearm. It almost soothed her. “If it’s bad, we could talk to the promoters. See if they can reschedule us.”

      “You know they can’t. It’s a farewell tour. Friday’s the final show. We miss this chance, we’re not getting another.”

      “But if you can’t play—”

      “I will play. Now fuck off.”

      Ash pulled free and rushed uphill, practically running. Once she put enough distance between them, she turned around. There he stood in the middle of the sidewalk, the van parked several car-lengths behind him. His hair flapped against his face like fire in the wind. She wanted to apologize. Wanted to confess everything.

      When she opened her mouth, she remembered she couldn’t.
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      Thirty minutes, three steep hills, and two burning thighs later, Ash reached the highest level of the woods. She hunched over and panted beside Berke, who refused to stop for breathers. They picked their way through the darkness, sidestepping pines and leaping deadfalls until Ash thought she heard uninvited noise.

      “Wait,” she said, grabbing Berke’s sweatshirt. “Hear that?”

      “Oh, come on,” Berke said. “You’re just stalling.”

      “I’m not.” Ash hugged the tarp against her chest to quiet it. “I heard a crunch, like someone stepping on a twig.”

      “We both keep stepping on twigs.”

      “It was behind me. I know what I heard.”

      “Know what I’m hearing? Excuses.”

      Berke zipped ahead, nimble as a rabbit. She took shortcuts. Ducked under fallen trees. Hurdled rotten logs. Ash kept pace until her dreads got snagged on a branch. The sharp, sudden twist made her holler in pain. After untangling herself, she trudged on as if moving through waist-high mud.

      “Hurry up!” Berke clapped like a coach on the sidelines. “Fight through it. C’mon. Don’t you want your hand back?”

      “You have no idea. Guitar is my everything.”

      “What kind of music you play?”

      “Gritty, angry metal. It’ll knock your tits off the moment you push Play.”

      “Oh, wow. Alex loves that kind of stuff.”

      “Your boyfriend?”

      “Girlfriend.” Berke picked at her chin-length hair. “I look straight to you?”

      “Honestly, I had you pegged as a tomboy like me.”

      “Huh.” Berke shrugged. “I’ve been with Alex almost a year. She’s at PSU now. I wanted to go with her, but if I went…”

      “Bye-bye, spine.”

      “Yep.” Berke sighed. Started walking again. “I really gotta see her. She’s been acting weird lately. Like when I text her, she doesn’t respond for hours. Even on weekends. Especially on weekends, actually. She says she has tons of homework.”

      “What’s her major?”

      “Psych.”

      Ash couldn’t picture a college freshman studying that long and often. Not at a party school like PSU. “Does Alex know about Snare?”

      “Nope. Never told her about my trade. I was scared.”

      “Of Candace?”

      “No, of what Alex would think.”

      “Why, she uptight?”

      “Kinda. She’s a hardass, y’know? Compared to her, I’ll always be spineless. Just now, hiking these woods, I pretended I was her. Fearless bitch.” Berke bent her fingers like claws, made a scratching motion, then laughed. “Geez, I’m such a dork.”

      “Sounds like you two balance each other out.”

      “Kinda.” Berke ducked an eye-level branch. “What about you? Got a special guy?”

      “Married to music, actually.”

      “What about your bandmates? Any eligible bachelors?”

      “Nope.” As she said it, Cheeto danced through her mind. “It’s bad luck to fuck a bandmate. Creates all sorts of problems. Look at Fleetwood Mac.”

      “Who’s he?”

      Ash snorted. “Fleetwood Mac is a classic rock group. They went through lineup changes because their singer—”

      “Shh!” Berke turned her light off and drowned them in darkness. “You hear that?”

      “I fucking told you,” Ash whispered. She checked behind her. Listened closely. Heard the flushing creek. The scratching forest. The wave-like brush of wind through the pines.

      No crunching twigs though.

      “Hmm. Now I’m the one hearing things.” Berke flicked her light on again. “Anyway, we’re almost there! Watch your step.”

      They soon found the ledge. It ran straight for ten feet before jutting outward like a short, rounded diving board. At first Ash didn’t recognize the area. Then her ears caught a watery clicking. Now it made sense—the jutting cliff marked the creek bend. Pines fenced off the clearing below, and in the faint moonlight, they held a surreal quality, like a halo of shadow—something that would look sick on her next album cover.

      “Over here.” Berke approached a pine near the ledge. She grabbed at branches, counting them off before pulling one down with a grunt. “Check the end of this branch.”

      “For what?” Ash asked. But then she saw it, a hanging cylindrical black box. One of Candace’s wireless cameras. She grabbed it—barely thicker than a juice glass—and tried ripping it loose. It wouldn’t budge. Steel clips fastened it to the branch. “Damn. We’ll need to cut through somehow.”

      “Good thing I thought ahead.” Berke poked her flashlight between her teeth and reached into her pocket. She pulled out a hunting knife.

      Ash accepted it by its rubber handle. The custom grip made her feel like a born assassin. She removed the leather sheath with her teeth and touched the blade to the branch. It started bouncing as she applied pressure.

      “Hold the branch steady.”

      “Already am,” Berke said.

      Ash stood on tiptoes and curled her left elbow around the camera to stabilize her end. She dragged the blade back and forth, building momentum. Her shoulder grew hot and tight. Warm blisters formed along her palm as the blade powered through. It sank deeper until the branch cracked and bent loose, hanging by a thread of outer bark.

      Ash pocketed the knife and tore the branch free, camera included.

      “Got it!” She flung the device into the woods. It bounced twice before landing with a final satisfying thud. “Now how do we get down from here?”

      “Back where we just came from.” Berke pointed into the trees. “There’s a hill we can slide down.”

      “Lead the way.”
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      Ash knelt over the bend and saw her. Ideal-Ash. Under the flashlight there was no mistaking the gorgeous coffee-dark hair, the perfectly symmetrical face, the rockin’ frame. Her reflection intimidated her. She couldn’t help but feel unworthy, like a dorky girl asking the hottest chick in school for makeup tips.

      Wind thrust through the clearing. The tarp flapped and crackled behind her. Berke had set it up like a privacy curtain using tree branches as support beams. It worked well, but Ash couldn’t count on it staying upright forever.

      She looked at her reflection.

      At Snare.

      “I have five people ready,” she said. “Can you talk?”

      No mist rose to her lips. The creek flowed on. If Snare heard her, there was no indication.

      “I’ll bring them here, but first I want my hand back.”

      The creek clicked faster. A hole formed along the water’s surface. Same size as the one that swallowed her hand. It whirled in front of her, picking up speed. Water spritzed her jacket and soaked her jeans, chilling her thigh.

      Ash hesitated, but unlike last time she had nothing to lose.

      She slid her empty wrist through the opening.

      The surface closed around her forearm. Icy water stung her bare flesh, burrowing through to the bone. As she adjusted to the discomfort, a wildly different flavor of pain exploded through her, like knives punching through her flesh. It reminded her of her phantom hand in the shower, yet different. It felt sturdier. Felt real.

      “Finally,” she said, watching bones stretch from her wrist. “This time I better get to keep it.”

      Mist floated to her lips.

      “Not yet.”

      “Not yet? Then give me a reason to trust you. People in town are freaked out, and I don’t blame them. I mean, why’d you wait till this week to talk? And to me of all people?”

      “We’re the same, you and I.”

      “Not even close. Do I look like a goddamned puddle to you?”

      “No, but you were born from me.”

      Ash raised an eyebrow. “Born?”

      “Your mother traded with me. She couldn’t reproduce, so she sought my waters. Then your father—”

      “Fuck them.” Ash spat the mist from her mouth. “I don’t care what they traded. I want my hand. Return what you stole.”

      “I stole nothing. I needed your hand as a template.”

      “A template? Like for making a new one?”

      “Yes. Your request is special. Normally I only trade parts. Rarely do I create them.”

      “What’s the difference?” Ash met her reflection’s eyes. “Either way I’m getting a healthy hand, right?”

      “Trading is easier for me. People offer parts of themselves and I send part of myself in return. A bond forms. I sustain the Trader while holding onto their bad parts.”

      “Why do you keep all those bad parts?”

      Snare ignored the question. “Creating an extra hand, however, requires a different method. I have to split and reshape myself in order to bring another hand into existence. Imagine cutting your hair and donating it to a chemo patient. You’ll regrow the hair, but it’ll take time.”

      “Fine, but what about the steady flow of creek water?” Ash gestured upstream. “Shouldn’t that replenish you?”

      “The hand I’m creating isn’t made from water alone. It’s made from my being. From the mind of the woman I was.”

      “The mind… How’d you end up like this?”

      “Many years ago in this clearing there grew plants that could split the mind and body.”

      “Hallucinogens?”

      “Not quite. These plants, when eaten, allowed me to exit my body and search the bodies of the sick. I could slip between cells, tunnel through arteries, bump against bacteria. I learned how diseases worked, how to cure them. I could seal wounds and oust infections. But not without cost. Every time I ate the plant, it became harder to return to my own body.”

      “Why?”

      “My body stopped trusting my mind,” Snare said. “Return trips proved exhausting. Destructive, even. Still, I wanted to continue healing those I cared about. Not just for their sake, but because they adored me for it. I loved to be adored.”

      Ash knew the feeling. It was why she climbed stages so often. Her fans made her feel like a goddess, and being worshipped by strangers could erase years of self-loathing, if only for the duration of the show.

      “So you kept eating the plant?”

      “Yes, until my death. But the plant wasn’t what killed me.”

      “What did?”

      “All you need to know is that I died in this creek. Or rather, my body died. My mind, however, has remained tethered to this spot ever since.”

      Ash stared ahead at the rock cliff. It was a lot to take in, and she had a thousand questions. Who was Snare? When had she lived? Had she been murdered? Did that plant still exist? The list went on. But one question above all needed asking.

      “My brother’s kid is blind,” she said, eyeing her submerged wrist. “I know it’s a burden, but can you make extra eyes?”

      “You’re getting a hand.”

      “I know. But the kid’s eight. He’s got his whole life ahead of him. Hopes, dreams, all that shit.”

      “You requested a hand and a reason to trust me. I can only give so much.”

      “Please, just one eye. Can’t you make—”

      Before Ash could finish, her face smashed the surface. Cold, grimy water flooded her mouth, triggering her gag reflex. She forced her lips shut as Snare dragged her under. Her chin struck the creek bed, followed by the rest of her upper body.

      She wanted to scream.

      Then a surreal warmth swallowed her left arm.

      It soothed her. Reassured her. Thrilled her.

      She watched bones sprout at the edge of her wrist. Actual white, rigid bones. Not a watery stand-in but the concrete beginnings of her new hand. She couldn’t be sure if this was another preview or the real thing, but she hoped for the latter.

      Under filtered moonlight her palm took shape. Tendons launched across bone. Blood vessels wormed around muscle. Skin spread upward from the wrist like a fleshy blanket. It covered the palm, the thumb, the knuck—

      Someone grabbed her jacket. Pulled her backward. Toward the surface.

      No, not now!

      Another pair of hands seized her ankles and tugged.

      No, stop!

      She thrashed downward, clawing with her unfinished hand. She needed to stay submerged. For a moment she fought the pull with all her strength. Then the creek bed slid against her belly as she was dragged backward by the ankles.

      Helpless to stop it, she broke the surface.

      Her unfinished hand melted off her wrist.

      “No—nooo!”

      Icy air slashed her exposed skin. Her wet clothes strangled her upper body. Every movement came with a frigid shock. She rolled onto her back and tried sitting up. Loose water trickled down her sides, soaking her jeans. Her waterlogged ears swished as a jumble of voices called her name.

      Then her ears popped.

      That voice…

      She pushed her hair from her eyes and looked.

      Above her stood Cheeto.
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      “You idiot!” Ash tried pushing herself up and her lone hand slipped. She plopped back into the mud. “You’re not supposed to look. You interrupted right when—”

      No. She stopped herself. Christ, how much had he seen? How much had he heard? Shivering wet, she hugged herself, making sure to tuck her empty wrist beneath her armpit. The wind burned her as she met his eyes. She didn’t know what to say.

      Luckily he went first.

      “Ashes?” He wiped his wet hands on his jacket. “The hell are you doing? It’s like you were trying to drown yourself.”

      She opened her mouth, but no words came.

      In one swift motion he nabbed her forearm and yanked it toward him. She’d never seen him move so fast in all the time she’d known him. His grip was sure and tight, and before she could stop him, he pushed back the sleeve.

      The moment he saw the absence, he made a bizarre squealing sound, like something out of a Nickelodeon cartoon. The expression on his face seesawed between bafflement and horror. He tilted her wrist toward the light shining from nearby. Ash suddenly realized Berke was standing behind her with a flashlight. Under its beam her empty forearm glistened.

      With a cautious finger, Cheeto touched the stump.

      Her flesh shuddered, along with the rest of her.

      She ripped her arm free. “Fuck off. I’m in middle of something. Now shut your eyes. You too, Berke.”

      “Ashes,” Cheeto said, breathless, “what happened?”

      Berke pulled him aside. “Just close your eyes, okay?”

      Shivering, Ash crawled to the bend and lifted her phone from the mud. She wiped the screen and shined it over the water. Her water-twin reappeared.

      Before she could ask for another go, the strangest shit happened. Water droplets raced down her forehead. They felt like ants crawling along her flesh. Within seconds her face, hair, and clothes were dry. The moisture flowed away with purpose and determination, flushing down her legs like accelerated sweat. It puddled beneath her knees before rolling back into the stream.

      “Thanks,” she said, awestruck. “Now how about my hand?”

      “How about no.” The voice sounded from the nearby thicket. Branches brushed and crackled. Frazzled blond hair emerged. Candace. In her right hand was a polished black pistol. For a moment she surveyed the clearing, squinting with fury. When she spotted Ash, she aimed the gun. “Get away from there. Now!”

      Ash went numb. She’d never had a weapon pointed at her before. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think straight.

      “Leave her alone!” Cheeto shouted from across the clearing. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “An underwear model,” Candace deadpanned. “You’re the singer, right? Cheesy? You being here, that’s a problem.”

      “Same with you gunning for Ash. Point that shit elsewhere.”

      “Careful what you wish for.” Candace looked at Ash. “Show’s over. Get away from the creek.” She strode over to Ash, gun aimed at her heart.

      “C-Candace,” Ash said. She could barely talk with the gun focused on her. Her body felt floaty. “Please. I’m just—”

      “Putting lives at risk? Why, yes—yes you are.” Candace snatched Ash’s elbow and dragged her along. “Don’t think you’re getting off easy this time.”

      “But Snare—”

      Candace cracked her across the face with the gun.

      Ash’s cheek exploded. She didn’t remember hitting the ground, but she was writhing in mud, face roaring with heat.

      “Fuck you, lady!” Cheeto snarled, running toward them.

      Candace aimed at him. “Back down, Cheesehead. You don’t want to mess with me. I’m a good shot, and I’m not the only one who can shoot you dead.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Candace whistled, and the thicket shook behind her. Within seconds, Bill Werner and Gina Narducci marched through holding pistols of their own.

      Cheeto froze.

      Nobody moved. Nobody spoke. Berke whimpered, but aside from that and the flapping tarp, the clearing was silent.

      Ash lay there, hand cupped to her aching cheek. The pain had worn off, but she pretended otherwise to buy herself time to think. With three guns, Candace had an overwhelming advantage. Reasoning with her had already proved useless, but somehow Ash needed to talk her way out of this.

      The thicket shook again. Dad poked his head through.

      “Bout time, Karl,” Candace said. “What took you?”

      “I was… Ashlee, what’re you doing here?” Dad said. He shined his light across the clearing, his brow folded in confusion. He stopped abruptly. “That’s the tarp from my truck. What’s that doing here?”

      Ash swallowed hard. Her father knew exactly what. He was playing dumb to make Candace believe he was still a team player.

      “Dad, I tried to talk to Snare. I almost got my hand back.” She looked toward Candace. “Give me one more minute alone.”

      “You’ve had your last minute.” Candace glared at Cheeto. Raised the gun. “How much does the singer know?”

      “He barely knows anything!” Ash cried, her voice rising. Losing her hand was bad enough. Losing her lead singer would crush her. “He snuck up here. Followed me and Berke. He doesn’t know anything. Please, you can’t shoot him.”

      Candace stared. “Believe me, I can.”

      “I don’t know shit. Really.” Cheeto held up both palms, trembling. “I just followed her because I was worried. Ash has been acting strange all week.”

      Candace steadied her aim.

      “Candace,” Dad said, stepping toward her, “if you shoot that young man, I’ll have to arrest you.”

      “Do that,” Werner said, lifting his handgun, “and you’re dead. Same with your dirtbag daughter. Whatever it takes to keep us Traders safe.”

      “Safe?” Ash asked, incredulous. “You think you’re safe? One of your own died this week. John MacReady. He’s gone, and there’s no telling what happened. Any of you could be next.”

      “Spare us the fear and panic,” Candace said in a bored tone. “You sound like cable news.”

      “You’re the one who’s afraid. Otherwise you wouldn’t be charging in here with a gun.”

      With a snort, Candace pocketed hers. “Happy now? See, I’m not afraid. I’m just prepared for the worst. I have lives to protect. People count on me for their survival, and you sneaking up here is no different from you sneaking into their homes with a knife and bad intentions.”

      “Bad intentions?” Ash got right in Candace’s face. With the gun gone, she felt like herself again. “I intend to free the Traders—to help them live normal lives.”

      “They don’t need your help.”

      “The hell they don’t. This town isn’t safe. Look at MacReady—he was killed for his parts.”

      “We don’t know that. He could’ve had a heart attack. Besides, he traded his kidneys. I doubt someone would murder him for kidneys of all things.”

      Ash stood her ground. “What if he traded something more?”

      “He didn’t.” There was a slight twitch in Candace’s stance, as if she’d been knocked off balance. “MacReady traded his kidneys. End of story.”

      “You’re lying,” Ash said, but she stopped herself before she could reveal how she knew. If she mentioned the stolen money, Dad would eat shit. She needed another explanation. “Snare told me MacReady traded more than his kidneys. I almost got the answer before you barged in.”

      “Snare told you? Wow, what a reliable source.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Ash said. “Snare said Bill Werner traded his skull. His wife traded—”

      “Shut up!” Werner shook his revolver. “That’s private!”

      “Candace, you can’t protect everyone forever,” Ash said. “The outside world will find out eventually. Traders will die from cancer, organ failure, car accidents, whatever. And when they do, they’ll leave behind bodies with missing parts. How’s an ER doctor gonna react when Werner’s skull disappears from his head?”

      “We’ve dealt with this before,” Candace said. “Someone died with a foot missing. That was eighteen years ago. Nobody cared after a week.”

      “Because it was one person.” Ash met Narducci’s eyes. The woman’s gun was aimed at the dirt now. “What happens when four or five Traders die within a couple years? What’ll stop reporters from sniffing out this place? Or the police? Or the FBI? Face it, the truth will come out.” She gestured to the creek. “This is our last chance.”

      “Not ours. Yours.” Candace stepped close until their noses were almost touching. A stare-down ensued, like two boxers before a Vegas fight. “We’ll make adjustments as needed. Just like we always have. If we end up starring in a Netflix documentary someday, so be it. Till that day comes, we’re riding this out.”

      Ash squeezed her fist in frustration. Her fingernails pierced her palm. She wanted to smack that snide look off Candace’s face. “Know what? Why wait for the documentary? If you’re so comfortable with the world finding out, I’ll get on the phone and tell everyone right now.”

      The clearing went quiet again, aside from the click of the creek. Candace stared back without a word. Her silence sounded like victory. Sounded like freedom.

      Then Dad spoke up. His voice sounded wounded.

      “No… Ashlee, no.”

      “What, Dad?”

      Candace cleared her throat. “You just broke the number one Trader law: selling out the group. Normally that would earn you the highest punishment. But since you don’t have a traded part, your father will suffer in your place.”
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      Candace stretched out her hand. “Karl, your gun, please.”

      All eyes swung toward Karl. His heart slammed wildly as the clearing shrank around him, its fishy odor leaving him queasy. To his left stood Narducci, to his right Werner. Funny how just hours ago Candace had pegged Werner as her top suspect in the MacReady investigation. Now the two of them banded together like allies, both armed and ready in case Karl gave them a reason to shoot.

      He didn’t plan on giving them one.

      He also didn’t plan on holstering his weapon.

      “Your gun, please,” Candace repeated.

      “First, I wanna say something.” He locked eyes with her. “My daughter is right. We can’t go on like this forever.”

      “Nothing lasts forever.” She gestured at his weapon. “Still, every day is a blessing around here. More than sixty people wake up lucky every day. Lucky to breathe, lucky to walk, lucky to spend time with their loved ones.”

      “Not when their loved ones leave town.”

      “Small price to pay,” she said. “Beats gambling our lives on some cryptic offer.”

      “Wouldn’t be so cryptic if you let Ashlee finish talking to Snare.”

      “She’ll say anything to get her hand back.”

      “I haven’t lied,” Ashlee said. “Not once.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Candace snapped. “You just threatened to expose everyone. That’s reckless and inconsiderate. My people are human beings, not casino chips. Keep arguing, Ash, and your father will get the full punishment. Right now, he’s facing a partial.”

      “Please, Candy—”

      “Don’t call me that.” Candace glared at him without mercy in her eyes. She grabbed his gun by the barrel. With a single tug, it left his grasp. “You’ll serve a twenty-four-hour sentence. If you have patrol duty tomorrow, call off.”

      “Why him?” Ashlee said. “I’m the one who threatened the Traders. Take it out on me.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m doing.” Candace turned to her. “Since you don’t have any traded parts, you’ll have to live with the fact that your father will serve the sentence.”

      “What sentence?”

      Candace faced Karl. With unblinking eyes, she said, “He’ll spend the next twenty-four hours at an unspecified location several miles away.”

      “Several miles?” Ashlee said. “But he’ll… You can’t!”

      “I’ll be fine, Ashlee.” Karl knew he wouldn’t, but he needed her to stay calm. “We’ll see each other tomorrow.”

      “That’s only if Ash cooperates,” Candace said. “If she or anyone else tampers with my cameras or visits this creek, you’re taking a trip outside the zone, Karl.”

      He swallowed hard. The thought of his knees vanishing from his legs put a sick twist in his gut.

      “You can’t…” Ashlee shook her head. “That’s insane.”

      “Nothing insane about keeping order around here.”

      “But he didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “I’ve got reason to believe he’s been helping you all day. Want me to lay out my case?”

      “Go for it.”

      “Ashlee.” Karl forced a smile. “Settle down, okay? No need to make this any worse.”

      “But, Dad…”

      “Ashlee.” Karl pleaded with his eyes. She must’ve gotten the message because she stopped arguing. It was for the best. Once Candace announced a punishment, there was no going back.

      And if Ashlee pushed any harder, he’d be back in a wheelchair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      Ash climbed into the van and slammed her fist against the steering wheel. The horn moaned under her blows. Futile, useless blows. In the passenger seat, Cheeto anxiously lit a cig. He hadn’t said a word since they left the clearing. Whether he was dazed by Snare or petrified by Candace, Ash couldn’t tell. All she knew was that she dreaded what might happen to her father.

      What scared her even more was the thought of Dad continuing to live in this hellhole. With Candace calling the shots, there was no telling when he would lose his knees over some stupid-ass disagreement. For the first time, she could honestly say to herself that completing Snare was about more than getting a new hand.

      It was about so much more.

      She checked the dashboard clock. They had nineteen hours till sundown, but it felt like nineteen minutes. Somehow she had to march five people to the bend while avoiding any situation that could endanger Dad’s health. Keeping him safe was critical. This whole creek deal wouldn’t be worth shit if Dad’s legs turned to rubber.

      She looked at Cheeto. He tapped his cig out the window without a word. Though there were many times she’d wished he came with a mute button, now wasn’t one of them.

      “Cheets?”

      He flicked his cig outside. “Yeah?”

      She told him everything.
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      By the time she finished spilling details, Cheeto had burned through the last of his smokes and was now flicking his lighter anxiously. They stared up the street at Candace’s house, awaiting the bitch’s return. No telling where Candace had taken Dad or why no one had returned yet. Earlier, Ash had considered tailing them, but getting caught would cost Dad his knees.

      “Should we be here?” Cheeto asked, itching his scruff. “I mean, if Candace sees us, she might think we’re ambushing her.”

      “From five houses down? We’re not snipers.”

      “Just saying… Candace seems pretty high-strung.”

      “Yeah, but what else can I do? Sit at home?” She squeezed the steering wheel in a chokehold. “There’s gotta be a way to finish Snare without putting Dad in danger.”

      Cheeto frowned. “You sure this is all worth it?”

      “Hell yeah. It’s a golden opportunity.”

      “You said that about the club we played in Akron. The one where Kane got his gear stolen.”

      “This is different.”

      Cheeto shrugged. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “Are you blitzed? Look at me.” She rolled her sleeve to reveal her empty cast. “I’m not me. Not without my hand. If I can’t play guitar, what good am I?”

      “I could teach you to sing.” He grinned stupidly. When she glared back, he frowned. “Look, for what it’s worth, I don’t think of you as a guitarist. To me, you’re Ash Hudson.”

      She scrunched her brow. “The fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “Hand or no hand, you’re you. And that works for me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You and your low standards.”

      “Nah, they’re sky high.” Cheeto drummed his fingers along the dash, pausing only when a pair of headlights turned onto Peak Ave. Tension spread through the van as they both leaned forward, anticipating Candace. But it wasn’t her vehicle, and they sank back into their seats. Cheeto yawned. “Getting late. Wanna call it a night?”

      “I don’t even have a plan yet.”

      “So sleep on it.”

      “That won’t help.”

      “You’d be surprised. Last month I listened to this podcast on how sleep affects the mind. They said REM sleep helps your brain with creativity. Who knows? Maybe you’ll wake up with an idea.”

      Much as her aching body needed a snooze, she knew sleep wasn’t happening tonight. Not until she solved this. It was like when she stayed up late tinkering with a new guitar solo: no shuteye till she nailed the right sequence of notes. With Dad and her hand at stake, she couldn’t afford to sleep. She’d be an idiot to sleep. That would waste time, and there was only so much left.

      She killed the motor and zipped her coat.

      “Where you going?”

      “Candace’s.”

      “She’s not home, though.”

      “Exactly. Now’s the time to break in.”

      “And do what?”

      “Cheeto, I’m outta time!” she snapped. “Can’t you read the numbers on the fucking clock? Sundown’s coming fast.”

      “Ash, sunrise hasn’t even hit yet.” Cheeto held his hands out as if to placate a growling mutt. “We’ll figure something out.”

      “If we don’t, I won’t get my hand back.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “That’s okay?” Something in her brain popped. He could’ve told her to cut her other hand off and she’d have been less appalled. “Are you fucking mental? It’s anything but okay. We have the biggest show of our lives coming up!”

      “It’s just a show.”

      “It’s way bigger than that.”

      “Look, I know how you feel—”

      “You don’t know shit. I’m garbage without my hand.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am. Fucking garbage.”

      “Why, because you spent a few minutes in a dumpster?”

      The comment hit her like a punch to the nose. At first she couldn’t breathe. Then the world around her shook like a morbid daydream. She grabbed the steering wheel, clutching tight, trying to steady herself. At some point she realized she was hyperventilating. Her lungs shriveled to raisins. She fumbled for the door handle and opened it. Cold air swept in. She stumbled outside, dropping to her knees in the middle of the wet street.

      “Ashes, wait!” Cheeto left the van and hurried over. He looked at her with concern. With pity. She couldn’t stand it. Couldn’t stand that he knew. “Don’t beat yourself up. What your parents did to you—that wasn’t your fault.”

      Not her fault. Like that made it better. Try telling a stabbing victim that the knife in their gut wasn’t their fault. See if that helps.

      “Ash?” he crept closer. Reached out to her. “I’m trying to help.”

      “You want to help?” She swatted his hand away. “Get in the van and help me get my hand back.”

      “But—”

      “Get back inside!” She stood and shoved him onto his ass. Seeing him land hard made her feel both better and worse. It was a strange feeling. He didn’t deserve it, but at least she wasn’t the only one getting knocked around anymore. “Go, Cheeto! Now!”

      Bouncing to his feet, he drew his hair back. The look in his eyes was wet, wounded. Whatever pride she took in shoving him instantly faded. Regret flooded her heart as tears flooded his eyes. In the years she’d known him, she’d never seen him cry. It seemed as though he never stopped smiling.

      Until now.

      “This isn’t you,” he said, shaking his head. “This isn’t you.”
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      Judging by the fire in his knees, they were eight miles out. Maybe more. Karl growled through taped-up lips, but Candace didn’t respond. That crushed him. He needed to hear her voice. That could get him through this. He needed her to tell him things would be fine. That she was only doing this to protect the Traders. That it pained her to stash him in the trunk of her Jeep and take him north.

      But all she did was drive. Her own traded part had to be killing her. He could tell by her shaky steering. The vehicle hitched and slid until she slammed the brake, which flung him forward against the backseat.

      They seemed to be off the highway now and slowing down. Sadly, the heat in his knees got no cooler. He tried breathing. Deep breaths. Inhale on one, exhale on two. Count to ten. Repeat.

      They came to a complete stop. He thought they’d reached a traffic light, but the motor cut silent. The driver’s door popped open. Candace climbed out, her shoes scratching gravel. She greeted someone with a grunt.

      Karl tried shouting for help, but he couldn’t loosen the duct tape around his mouth. Best he could do was roll around, knocking into things.

      The trunk opened with a click. He found himself staring up at Candace. Her eyes bulged. Her face was pink and wrinkled with strain. One hand rubbed—no, scratched—at her abdomen. Her other arm twitched at her side, a pistol in her grasp.

      “Out,” she said. “Move it.”

      He mumbled behind the duct tape.

      “Now, Karl.”

      Again he mumbled.

      Instead of peeling it off, she slammed her gun against his knee. He roared against the tape. It felt like a volcano had blown beneath his thigh.

      “Out. Not saying it again.”

      Twisting and shrugging, he moved toward the tailgate. Once he reached the edge, he swung his feet out and pressed them to the wet blacktop. His knees crackled. It was dark out, but orange floodlights shone. Short buildings stood nearby in a straight line. No, not buildings—storage units. The kind where you stashed old junk or new cars if you didn’t have garage space.

      Under the gun, he staggered ahead on shaky knees. Candace raised the door on a storage unit. Inside were stacked cardboard boxes and plastic crates. Toward the back stood a sturdy table with more boxes stacked upon it.

      No way was he going in. He couldn’t spend the night here. Not eight miles out. Not in a cramped space like this. In the past they disciplined Traders by stashing them in a house near Dickson City, barely six miles out. Six was brutal. Eight was torture.

      The gun’s barrel nipped into his back. “Get in.”

      When he shook his head, she shoved him forward.

      He stumbled and hit the floor, knees-first. The impact hurt so bad he momentarily blacked out. When he came to, he tasted blood. Must’ve bitten his tongue. He tried moving his legs and discovered his ankles were bound with an extension cord.

      “Sorry, Karl,” she said, yanking the cord tight. “Can’t have you kicking the door down while I’m gone.”

      Unbelievable. To think for years this same woman had invited him into her home. Into her arms. Into herself. Now she tied him down like a hostage.

      The moment he was rolled onto his back, the overhead lighting beamed down on him. He panicked. It was just like Pittsburgh. Like the warehouse. It sent him back in time thirty-two years to his worst moment. Two bullets. One in each knee. Even now he could smell the blood pumping out of him, could feel his body going cold.

      Tears leaked from his eyes, rolling hot along his ears. He twisted and shook. Moaned through the tape.

      Something icy poked against his chin. Cold steel. Her gun.

      “I’m taking off the duct tape,” she said. “When I do, don’t yell or raise your voice. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Good.” Her fingernail scratched his cheek and caught a tape corner. One quick rip took it off. Some of his mustache went with it. “Here, drink some water.”

      She poked a sports bottle between his lips. His dry throat welcomed the cold water. After giving him a few gulps, she sealed the lid. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “Candace, my knees… Don’t leave me here.”

      “I have to. It’s the only surefire way to keep Ash in check till sundown.”

      “Please. Not like this. All these boxes. It’s like Pittsburgh. The warehouse.”

      “Christ above,” she said. “That was thirty-two years ago.”

      “Please. Anywhere else.”

      “Unfortunately, I couldn’t arrange for anything on short notice. Look, it’ll be a rough night. But you’ll tough it out and learn your lesson.” She patted his thigh. “Once everything settles down, I’ll make it up to you.”

      “Candace, this is mad!”

      “Shh.”

      “My knees, the boxes, it’s—”

      “Shut your mouth.” She tucked the barrel under his chin. His mouth clicked shut and she slapped the tape over it. “Remember, I’m actually taking it easy on you. You and I both know this is a mild punishment for betrayal. Let’s just hope Ash doesn’t act up again.”

      Clutching her stomach, she rose to her feet. With a grunt, she stepped back. Their eyes met for a cold moment.

      Then the lights went out.

      The door rolled down.

      She left him there. Just like the shooter had thirty-two years ago.
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      Ash merged onto I-81 North and crushed the gas pedal. She had no destination, only a desperate need to clear her head. Driving fast usually relaxed her, and now was no exception. With the van rumbling around her and the heater throwing chalky air in her face, she felt healthier, saner. Her neck muscles warmed and softened as she distanced herself from Hollow Hills.

      Before long, however, her anxious mind overpowered her. Thoughts of Dad suffering cropped up inside her head. She could only imagine what he was going through. She pictured her own knees buzzing like a pair of hornets’ nests, complete with bursts of stinging heat. Her stomach twisted with each passing mile, each shake of the vehicle’s frame.

      Over in the passenger seat, Cheeto stared out the window. She’d allowed him to ride along only because he promised to shut up and not look at her. His pitying look from earlier still irritated her. She worked hard to hide her past, especially from her bandmates. Now that he knew about the dumpster, she wanted to fire him. That, or smack him around till amnesia kicked in.

      But what she wanted more than anything right now was to grab her Gibson and play something fierce. Something from the heart. Obviously she couldn’t play anything, so she turned on the CD player. The speakers blasted with the latest Bad Parts album. She amped the volume.

      Next to her, Cheeto lip-synced. On the album, his vocals meshed perfectly with her riffs. With a voice like that, he couldn’t be mimicked or replaced.

      She lowered the volume. “Cheets.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why’d you join my band?”

      “You promised we’d make millions.”

      Ash snorted. “Any other reason? I mean, you had it pretty good with that Boston screamo band. They were your buddies. Why leave?”

      “Guess I outgrew them. Wanted to see where life would take me.” He shifted in his seat. “If we’re being real, I never thought much of my singing till you threw me in your lineup.”

      “Wow. You’re nuts. The second I heard you, I saw dollar signs.”

      “Well, I didn’t. I actually wanted to quit singing, get a haircut, and take up accounting.”

      “Accounting? Seriously? Can you even subtract?”

      “Very funny. My old man’s an accountant. Every time I see him, he pushes me to get a degree and join his firm.”

      “Pssh. You’re better with notes than numbers.”

      He shrugged. The van went silent.

      Driving around didn’t placate her tangled stomach. Next chance she got, she turned back. When they returned to Hollow Hills, she parked on Candace’s street, about six houses down. There were still no lights on inside. Why was it taking so long to move Dad a few miles out? The question only made the guilt twist harder inside her. She wanted a distraction—wanted Cheeto to say something. Hell, she’d say something herself, but she couldn’t think of anything.

      Actually, there was one thing.

      “So,” she said, taking a deep breath. She couldn’t believe what she was about to admit. “I was twelve when I found out about the dumpster.” She tried to meet his eyes, but the best she could do was stare at the dash. “Now before you tell me that I was a baby and it wasn’t my fault, you gotta realize I’ve heard that a million times. I get it, there’s no logical reason to blame myself. But I do anyway. You see, when Trent and I were kids, it didn’t take us long to realize that Dad and his ex-wife weren’t our real parents. I always wondered about my real mom and dad, and I worried that I wasn’t good enough for them. That bothered me, but at least Trent was in the same boat. At least until…”

      She stopped herself. Couldn’t go on.

      “Until,” Cheeto said, “you found out only you got left behind. For whatever reason, they kept Trent but not you.”

      Lump in her throat, she nodded. She expected him to coddle her and tell her it was okay, but he didn’t. Nor did he pat her shoulder, offer a hug, or deliver any of the other consolatory gestures she’d received through the years.

      “Ash?” he asked. “Can I see your hand—er, wrist?”

      “Why?”

      “Just want to see it.”

      What the hell, she figured. It was no secret anymore.

      She popped the cast off. Even with the heater blasting, her arm felt chilly as she stretched it toward him.

      He pushed the sleeve up her arm. Her flesh tingled under his fingers. He gripped her wrist. With his thumb he rubbed her stump. Kept rubbing. Wait, was he massaging her? It might’ve felt good if not for how perverted it was. She tried pulling back, but he wouldn’t let go.

      “Can I have my arm back?”

      “In a sec.” He leaned forward as if studying the seamless flesh. Without warning, his lips pushed against it, warm and soft.

      “Jesus!” She jerked back. “The fuck, Cheeto?”

      “What?” When he looked up, his hair tickled her forearm. Something stirred within her stomach. He kissed her stump again. “Am I doing something wrong?”

      “Yeah.” She tried to wrestle her arm free. “You know my policy.”

      “Policy?” He laughed. “What’re you, HR?”

      “I’m protecting the band.”

      “Are you?” His head tilted. “Is it really about the band?”

      “The hell’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You tell me.”

      Her mouth opened to reply, but words failed her. She wanted to smack him, but she felt paralyzed. Right in front of her, Cheeto—her fucking vocalist—was making out with her amputated limb and she…

      She didn’t want it to stop.

      But it had to stop. For the band’s sake. If Cheeto went further, it would change their dynamic, both onstage and off.

      Slowly she pushed him away.

      “What, I’m not good enough?” he asked.

      “That’s not it.”

      “So am I?”

      “For fuck’s sake, just stop!”

      “Why? I don’t care that you’re missing a hand. Doesn’t change anything. Not for me.”

      She was breathing heavy. They both were. The windshield fogged up. As she reached for the defroster, something in the back of Ash’s mind detonated like a nuke. It exploded down her spine, an outpouring of excited chills.

      She eyed him. Ached for him.

      Again he kissed her wrist. Harder this time.

      She tried ripping herself away.

      He held firm.

      “Cheeto.”

      He looked up. Their eyes locked. Hers urged him to back off. When he tipped his head forward, she cupped her hand around his cheek and pushed him back.

      “Cut the shit,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because,” she said, and kissed him hard on the mouth. It happened before she could stop herself. The warm, sliding contact made her head tingle. Warning bells went off in her mind, but she ignored them. Her rule broken, she plunged her tongue between his lips. He tasted of cigarettes and Big Red. She hated the taste of both but couldn’t pull herself away.

      With mad urgency, she dragged him into the back of the van. She worked his belt off and unzipped him—one-handed, no less. He wore no underwear, which worked just fine for her. She reached down and felt him sprout within her grasp.

      His fingers snuck beneath her shirt and climbed her sides. He clutched at her bra, trying to rip it away. She moaned, her nipples aching against the padding. Finally, with frantic hands, he unhooked it in the back. Her tits dropped free, tickled by cool air. They stiffened as his sturdy, hungry hands found them again.

      Like drunken memories, their clothes vanished. Wearing nothing but their tattoos, they wrestled one another to the cold plastic floor. The chills didn’t stop them. They fought to get on top of each other before she playfully beat him down with her empty wrist. He laughed, submitting to the blows. Once he surrendered, she fitted herself onto him and slid down, moaning as she did.

      Sweat burst along her neck and back.

      Her lungs shrank.

      Beneath her, his breath floated hot in her face. She feared it might melt her, so she put her mouth over his. When she pulled her lips away, she pressed her hand to his chest. Their eyes met, and she nodded to him like she did during their shows—during those moments when she wanted to up the intensity.

      At first they were clumsy. Out of sync. Much like their first time onstage together, they couldn’t find their rhythm.

      But once they did, it was music.
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      Ash woke to knocking. She lifted her head. Sunlight blasted her through a window. She didn’t remember falling asleep, but her hip and shoulder ached like hell. Pushing herself up, she felt her fingers slip between plastic trenches. They felt familiar. Her brain swam, wondering why.

      Then it hit her.

      The van’s floor had plastic ridges.

      The van…

      She heard snoring beside her. Turning her head, she saw Cheeto. His face lay hidden under his hair. She started to sit up, and the blanket slid from her shoulder.

      Her bare shoulder.

      They were both naked.

      No. Hell no.

      But it wasn’t a dream. They’d fucked last night. How could I have been so stupid? Now they were more than bandmates. This would wreck the whole group’s dynamic. Their onstage chemistry, their off-stage interactions, their songwriting, everything.

      The knocking came again. At the back door.

      In a panic, Ash donned her jacket and zipped it. The lining iced her bare flesh. She pulled her jeans on and crawled to the back door. She opened it a crack.

      “Morning, girlie.” Candace flashed a smug grin. A gun-shaped bulge poked from her jacket pocket. “Care to explain why you’re parked on my street?”

      Ash rubbed her eyes. “When I wake up, I’ll tell you.”

      “You think this is funny?” Candace smacked the door. It woke Cheeto with a start. “Because I don’t. I want to know why you’re here, so close to my house.”

      Ash couldn’t think straight. Her messy mind wanted to make threats, apologies, everything. Pressuring Candace could backfire and cost Dad his knees, so she decided to play smart. “Went for a late drive. Parked here because I wanted to talk to you first thing in the morning.”

      “It’s morning. Now talk.”

      “I…” Ash rubbed her temple, racing to find the right words. “I wanted to ask about getting Dad home sooner. For Thanksgiving dinner.”

      “He stays twenty-four hours. No exceptions.”

      “But—”

      “No exceptions.” Candace ripped the door open. Icy air flooded the van. Cheeto fussed, then wrapped himself in the blanket. Candace sneered at him and then faced Ash. “I’m giving you and your father one last chance. You hear me?”

      Ash glared back.

      “Wipe that ugly look off your face.”

      Ash held her glare.

      “Here’s how your day’s gonna play out,” Candace said. “You and your boy toy here will drive home right now. No detours, no passing Go, just straight home. Then you, him, Trent, and Lauren will remain there until sunset. I suggest you enjoy the holiday and save some leftovers for your father. Whatever you do, stay in the house. And know this: I’ll have two people watching your house. If they catch you leaving, your father hits the highway.”

      Thunder cracked through the void in Ash’s chest. She opened her mouth to argue, but Candace talked over her.

      “I also have people stationed at the creek till sunset. If you or anyone else goes up there, same deal with the highway. So if you have any special plans, cancel them. Do I make myself clear?”

      Ash said nothing.

      “Do I make myself clear?”

      “Snare isn’t the one trapping people. You are.”

      Candace smirked. “Keep talking. See how many words it takes to talk your father into a wheelchair.” She leaned in, nose-to-nose with Ash. “I’m done shitting around.”

      Ash needed to act now. Do something. If she didn’t, she’d basically be under house arrest till sunset. Her eyes fell on the pistol-shaped bulge in Candace’s pocket. She could snatch it, but then what? Even if Ash succeeded in shooting Candace, the neighbors would hear and call the cops. Things would get worse.

      There had to be a better way. She needed to think fast.

      “I’m leaving,” Candace said. “Let me ask again. Are we clear?”

      The pressure squeezed in on her. Ash couldn’t risk endangering her father. With no clever reason to stall, she sighed.

      “Yeah,” she said, hating herself. “We’re clear.”

      “Good.” Candace turned away. “Happy fucking Thanksgiving.”
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      Trent eyed the turkey in the oven, wondering what was burning hotter—the bird or Dad’s knees. It pained him to think Dad was out there suffering while Ash and Cheeto spent all day in the living room overanalyzing the Trader list. Sure, Candace supposedly was having the house watched, but Trent couldn’t just sit around scared.

      Not with sunset coming in three hours.

      Not with his family’s health at stake.

      Not when he knew who had Snare’s eyes.

      “What about the hippocampus?” Cheeto blurted. The orange-haired freak was getting on Trent’s nerves. He kept shouting things and accomplishing nothing. “Maybe that’s what MacReady traded.”

      “It’s a weird part to trade,” Ash said.

      “All these trades are weird,” he said. “This might be it, though.”

      “Enough with the guessing games!” Trent snapped. He hobbled into the living room and stooped over the coffee table. “You’ve been staring at this shit for hours.”

      “We might have something,” Cheeto said, gesturing at the list. “MacReady’s ‘HIP’ might stand for hippocampus. It’s part of the brain.”

      “But somebody traded the brain,” Trent said, pointing toward WKBRA at the bottom of the list. “That ‘BRA’ has to mean brain.”

      “Could mean brainstem if the stem is separate.” Cheeto scrolled through his phone. “Or it could be the brachial artery. Or even the brachial plexus.”

      “Why not just call the owner?” Trent asked, growing impatient.

      “Already did,” Ash said. “Lady hung up when I mentioned the Traders.”

      “Then you’re wasting time. We can’t dick around anymore. We gotta get leverage over Candace.”

      “How?” she asked. “By taking Mick hostage? All nine hundred pounds of him?”

      “Not Mick.” Trent leaned forward and tapped the list. “Rosita Werner.”

      “Which one’s she?” Cheeto asked.

      “Co-owner of the burrito shop. She has the eyes.”

      Ash sighed. “Trent, I get why you want her, but how does that help us? Why would Candace care?”

      “Because she’s all rah-rah about protecting the Traders. Plus, Bill Werner will throw a shit-fit if we nab his wife. That’ll get us leverage.”

      “Maybe.” Ash squinted, evidently deep in thought. “It’ll be tough, though. The Werners always host Thanksgiving at their shop. Rosita won’t be alone.”

      “Then we’ll get her alone.” Trent thumped his cane. “Once we grab Rosita, we’ll hit the highway and call Candace.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then we’ll threaten to drive the burrito queen outta the zone. If we’re convincing enough, Dad’ll get cut loose. Once he’s safe, we’ll follow through on our threat.”

      “Follow through?” Ash said. “Are you implying—?”

      “Whoa, whoa, wait.” Cheeto sat up. “You gonna blind her?”

      “Damn straight,” Trent said. “My son deserves those eyes.”

      “Dude,” Cheeto said. “Blinding an innocent lady? That’s some cold shit.”

      Trent gripped his cane, wanting to whack Cheeto for questioning him. The guy just didn’t get it. Maybe if he had a kid instead of a Tinder profile, he would. “My son is eight, Cheeto. Eight. He’ll get ninety years out of those eyes. Ninety. Can you even count that high?”

      “Don’t insult me, man.”

      “Then don’t insult me by saying Jake deserves to stay blind.”

      “Nobody deserves that,” Cheeto said.

      “Well, Jake is. Three months and counting!”

      “Enough,” Ash said. “Both of you, chill.”

      “Chill?” Trent said. “Time’s running out, and we should just chill?”

      “She’s right, dude.” Cheeto pushed hair from his face. He looked like he’d been up all night. Probably out drinking and drugging. Maybe even got lucky with Ash. If you could call that lucky. “Another thing. If you get caught, kidnapping carries a twenty-year sentence.”

      “Oh, you’re a fucking lawyer now?”

      Cheeto shrugged. “Just facts, dude.”

      “Here’s a fact for you, dude. Candace abducted our father. Now we need a counter-punch.” Trent looked to Ash for support. “My plan is win-win. We get Dad, and Jake gets the eyes. It’s our only move.”

      Ash slowly nodded.

      “You’re not actually considering this?” Cheeto asked, shaking her shoulder. “Say it ain’t so, Ashes.”

      “Shut up, I’m thinking.”

      “Listen.” Cheeto slid an arm around her. The way he reeled her in against him confirmed Trent’s suspicion about them banging. “I love breaking rules as much as anybody, but this is nuts. You get caught, you’ll never have a career from prison.”

      “Won’t have one if we sit here, either.”

      “We’ll figure something out,” he said. “But don’t kidnap this lady. That’s not you.”

      “I’m getting those eyes,” Trent said. His head throbbed harder than his busted leg. “This is the nicest way of doing it. Or would you rather kill Rosita? I could just ring her doorbell and wham!” He swung his cane overhead and nicked the ceiling. He wasn’t expecting the impact, and it knocked him off balance. He grabbed a nearby bookcase to keep from falling.

      Cheeto smirked. “Good luck with that.”

      “He won’t need luck,” Ash said, rising from the couch. “Trent, let’s get her.”

      “No!” Cheeto said, taking her arm. “It’s not worth it. If you get caught—”

      “We won’t get caught,” Trent said.

      “Exactly,” Cheeto said, yanking Ash down to the couch. “Cause you’re not doing it.”

      “The hell we aren’t.” Trent hobbled to the front door and ripped it open. “Come on, Ash.”

      “Wait!” Cheeto said. “There’s still time.”

      “Not for me,” Trent said, and stepped outside.
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      Fire.

      Knees. On. Fire.

      Karl could barely think beyond that. Bad as he needed to cook up an escape plan, the pain kept flushing away his thoughts. Usually when he hurt himself—a cut, bruise, whatever—the pain dulled over time. Here it didn’t. Here it tugged as if Snare had buried harpoons in his knees. One minute she pulled hard, then she took a breather. But quickly she found her second wind and—

      “Arggh!” Karl roared through the tape sealing his mouth.

      He’d lost track of time. Lost track of reality. In the dark storage unit, he couldn’t tell day from night, life from death. It could be midnight, noon, late July, his own funeral—anyone’s guess.

      The only productive thing he could do was roll along the ground. When he reached the metal door, he hammered his head against it, hoping someone outside would hear him. Thud. Thud. Thud. He kept knocking until his head ached as badly as his knees.

      Skull throbbing, he rolled back to the center of the storage unit. He bumped something brittle. Cardboard. A box. He bumped it again and heard a clattering noise—maybe there was something useful inside? He rolled onto his hip so his back faced the cardboard box. He punched backward with his elbow again and again. He put a good dent in it, until another box toppled from overhead.

      It landed with a metallic crash. Once the jingling stopped, Karl rolled over and reached back with his cuffed hands. He felt spoons. Forks, too. Candace stored banquet supplies here, it seemed. Maybe he could find a knife to cut the extension cord wrapping his ankles. When he rolled over, something pierced his thigh.

      “Arrgggghhh!”

      Something hard and pointed was stuck in his leg. Seemed he’d found a knife, although not the way he’d wanted to.

      His heart racing, he rolled onto his chest. The blade slid free of his leg. He didn’t sense any serious blood loss, only a faint stinging. He rolled onto his side, his back toward the utensils. He extended his cuffed hands outward, searching along the concrete floor. His thumb grazed a serrated edge. He found the handle and secured the steak knife in his hand.

      Here’s my chance. Bending his legs backward, he aimed the knife toward the cord securing his ankles. He rubbed the blade against—

      “Urrgh!”

      Again his knees erupted.

      Typical Snare. Always working against him.

      That was okay, though. Even if he couldn’t slice through the extension cord, there was more than one use for a knife.

      He just hoped he’d get his chance before sunset.
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      Ash drove. She didn’t trust anyone else. With all the craziness Trent was spouting, he might’ve driven the van through the burrito shop and killed everyone inside. Cheeto was no better. He lectured her from the backseat, demanding she turn around. Trent told him ten times over to shut up. The two of them ranted back and forth. If the drive had lasted longer than a minute, she’d have choked them both.

      Snow began squalling as she swung the van into the cramped parking lot behind the town’s trio of restaurants. Her stomach crimped at the sight of her favorite dumpster, but she steeled herself. She parked so the van’s back door faced the burrito shop’s rear exit.

      “Stay put,” she said when Trent unbuckled his seat belt. She looked over her shoulder at Cheeto, who was trembling against a drum case. “Both of you be ready.”

      “What’s your plan?” Trent asked.

      “Whatever it is, I’m not doing it,” Cheeto said.

      “Then why’d you even come?”

      “To talk you guys out of it.”

      Ash rolled her eyes. “Just be ready when I come back.”

      Her phone buzzed. She checked it.

      Candace calling.

      Shit. Her thumb trembled over the screen. She accepted the call. “What, Candace?”

      “You just cost your father his knees.”

      “No, wait—”

      The line went dead.

      “Dammit!” Trent pounded the dash. “She knows, doesn’t she?”

      “I warned you guys,” Cheeto said, flinging a demo CD in frustration. “Now what?”

      “Now we gotta hurry,” Ash said.

      Soon as she stepped out, icy wind pierced her jacket. Her flesh stiffened as she rushed through the snowfall and rounded the sidewalk. As she approached the front door, she threw her head back. Squared her shoulders. Her stride grew powerful, like every footfall could crack concrete. She intended to rock the burrito shop like a cheap nightclub.

      Behind the glass door, two dozen members of the Werner family sat among booths and tables. Little snots younger than Jake ran to the front counter and grabbed tacos off decorated trays.

      Ash shoved the door open.

      Mariachi music chimed through the ceiling speakers. The place reeked of cheap turkey. Heads turned as the door clapped shut behind her. An obese, gray-haired geezer who resembled Bill Werner filled his plate with quesadilla wedges before turning. Upon seeing Ash, his expression crinkled with annoyance.

      “This is a private party.” He shook a limp quesadilla at her. “Shop’s closed.”

      “Where’s Rosita?” Ash said, scanning the tables. “I need to talk to her. It’s important.”

      With every passing moment the crowd quieted as they noticed the tattooed outsider crashing their party. The longer Ash stood around, the more likely someone would throw her out or call the cops.

      Rosita wasn’t in the dining area. Neither was her husband, thankfully. That meant there was only one place they could be.

      Ash darted behind the counter. Voices rose in protest. When she shoved the kitchen door aside, a wave of bad nostalgia struck her. The high-ceilinged kitchen represented a miserable period of high school life—one that had ended with her setting fire to the place. Now, however, it looked polished after the renovations. Two steel prep counters stretched through the heart of the room. Rosita hunched over the rear one, loading up tortillas. Without looking up, she called out something in Spanish. She seemed agitated. When she did look up, she fumbled a handful of diced tomatoes.

      “Out!” she said. “Out, before I call the cops!”

      “Listen, it’s important.” Ash hurried over. “It’s about your eyes.”

      Rosita froze.

      The kitchen door burst open. In rushed the gray-haired man, still holding his quesadilla. “Rose, who’s this street rat? Should I call the police or what?”

      Rosita lifted a hand. “No, Dave. If I need help, I’ll yell.”

      “You sure?”

      “Positive.”

      The man glared at Ash before he left.

      Ash turned to Rosita. “Like I said, it’s about your eyes.”

      “What about them?”

      Ash nodded toward the rear exit. “Let’s talk outside.”

      “No. Talk here. It’s freezing out.”

      “Better we freeze than be overheard. Come on, I’ll keep it short.”

      Rosita peeled her plastic gloves off and flung them down on the counter. She grabbed a dirty white peacoat off a wall hook and tugged it on, muttering to herself.

      Ash took a deep breath and opened the back door. The van waited ten feet away, exhaust rising from the tailpipe. She tried to signal Trent when Rosita marched out, pulling her coat around her torso.

      “What’s this about?” The wind tossed Rosita’s hair across her forehead. She had to shout to be heard over the gusts. “Who told you about my eyes?”

      “Candace.”

      “Really?” Rosita grabbed her phone. “Then she’ll get an earful. Bill’s with her right now. I’ll have him—”

      The van’s back door snapped open.

      Trent poked his head out.

      “Ash, now!”

      Ash barreled into Rosita, driving her toward the van. Caught off guard, Rosita stumbled forward, knocking into the open door. Neither Trent nor Cheeto emerged to help, so in desperation Ash hooked her elbow around the woman’s neck and wrestled her toward the interior.

      Rosita kept her balance, however, and spun with surprising strength. For a thin old bitch, she was no pushover. Ash fought to maintain her hold, but without two hands to secure the woman, she lost her grip. Rosita sprang free and lunged toward the restaurant.

      Ash couldn’t afford to let the woman escape. Not with Dad’s clock ticking toward zero. She snagged a fistful of Rosita’s peacoat. The woman tore sideways, dragging Ash off balance. They staggered toward the Downhill Diner. Toward the dumpster.

      Ash seized up. Lost her footing. Fell to her knees.

      Rosita twisted again.

      Ash tightened her grip, but it made no difference. Her fingers slid. Faster and looser, till she held nothing. She swiped at air before her knuckles smacked the foul metal container. The impact shuddered through her, dropping her—body and spirit—all at once. Yet again, the dumpster had defeated her.

      Rosita turned to run when a swish cut the air.

      A thud sounded as Trent’s cane connected with the top of Rosita’s head.

      Then came another thud as Rosita collapsed beside the dumpster, crumpled, unmoving.

      Ash lay there, her knuckles throbbing, breathing in the trashy fumes until she felt a tap on her arm.

      “Hurry,” Trent said. “Unless you want to push Dad’s wheelchair.”
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      The storage door rose with a squeal. Cold air whistled through, chilling the sweat on Karl’s face. Despite the torching pain in his knees, he shivered in the unheated room.

      Light leaked in. Pale, but bright enough to blind him after God knew how many hours of darkness. Beyond the rising door, he saw three sets of legs. Two were fidgeting, as if they had to use the toilet. Karl knew the feeling. He’d considered wetting himself for hours but refused for fear his pants would freeze to his legs.

      As more light filled the room, the forks and spoons glimmered around him in a messy steel pile. He reached behind him for the steak knife. He tucked two numb fingers under it and worked it into his grasp. He hadn’t been able to saw through his ankle bindings—not with his knees protesting—but maybe he could defend himself. It was a big maybe, though. His palms were sore and sweaty. His grip on the handle felt anything but secure. With trembling fingers, he tucked the knife partway up his sleeve for safekeeping.

      The door rose higher, letting in the sunlight. Daytime.

      He pressed his palms together, the blade cold against his forearm.

      The overhead door stopped with a clank. Candace entered, strain written into her face. The other two stood behind. She surveyed the mess on the floor before she kicked the pile of silverware. Utensils clattered everywhere.

      “Whatever knife you’ve got, drop it,” she said, standing over him. “If you so much as cut the air I’m breathing, you’re dead.”

      “No knife,” Karl said, wiggling his fingers for her. “Listen, I gotta use the bathroom. Can’t keep holding it in.”

      “Your daughter staked out my place last night,” she said, ignoring his plea. “Then she left your house after I explicitly warned her not to. Whatever she’s planning, you’re paying the price for it.” She looked over her shoulder at a man standing tall, his back turned. “Narducci’s husband volunteered to drive you out of the zone.”

      “Wait, if you do this, how—” Karl flinched as his knees burned anew. “How am I supposed to explain my missing knees?”

      “That’s on you.” Candace squatted over him. Her eyes, which had offered many comforting looks through the years, now gleamed with a dull, unshakable grayness. “Think hard. If you can’t come up with something convincing, we can’t keep you around.”

      Panic jolted inside him. She’d just suggested murdering him. After everything he’d done for the Traders. After all their time together.

      “You’d never,” he said, panting. He raised his voice so the others could hear. “For crying out loud, we been making love for six years.”

      “You two? Ugh.” The voice belonged to Bill Werner. Unbelievable. Ever since Werner had brought up Karl’s talk with Adler, it seemed he’d fallen into her good graces. “Candace, really? You and Karl?”

      “It happened, yes.” Candace met Karl’s eyes. “But it wasn’t love. Bodily needs, at most. You were available, and I couldn’t risk involving myself with someone outside the group.”

      “You don’t mean that,” Karl said, his face blazing hotter than his knees. “You don’t!”

      “I sure do.” She turned to Mr. Narducci. “Pop your trunk.”

      Karl saw his opening and rolled toward Candace. Silverware rattled as he flipped onto his chest, then onto his other side. In position, he slid the knife from his sleeve, clutched the handle, and thrust it backward.

      His cuffed wrists ached, but only for a moment. What followed was the satisfying hitch of the blade sinking through flesh. Candace wailed before she dropped on her rump. Silverware rattled everywhere. He rolled onto his back, lying head-to-toe beside her. She clutched her ankle, growling. Karl saw her blood flow over a spoon.

      He tried to sit up.

      Candace threw her fist. Her knuckles cracked along his forehead, and then the back of his head thudded against cold concrete. His ears rang, his vision blurred.

      Hands gripped him beneath each armpit and lifted him to his feet. Karl wobbled on his bound ankles. Candace shouted something but he couldn’t make out her words. Sounded like she told them to stop.

      Relief whooshed through his chest.

      But only for a second.

      The two men steered him toward Candace. Karl couldn’t hear what she said next. His eyes started to focus. He thought he saw something flash in Candace’s hand.

      Then her arm shot forward.

      Something sharp pierced his neck.
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      Five miles out Rosita woke up, groaning.

      Ash fought the urge to turn and look. Snow was falling in shredded white curtains, and she needed to focus as the storm intensified. The wiper blades shrieked with every pass, as if the vehicle were crying out in pain. It certainly wasn’t in any shape to handle the slick interstate. As the bald tires continuously skidded, Ash wanted to shriek.

      “We should pull over,” Cheeto said from the passenger seat.

      “Not yet.” She tightened her grip on the wheel.

      Another mile passed. Rosita cried out, thumping the floor.

      From the back, Trent delivered updates. Apparently the woman’s eyes now looked like they were boiling in their sockets.

      Even with the heater blasting, Ash shivered. She jerked the steering wheel, and the van slid into the next lane, drawing a honk from the truck behind them.

      Enough with this shit. She pulled over. The van crunched past the rumble strips and stopped along the shoulder. Interstate traffic blitzed by. She grabbed her phone and dialed Candace. As it rang, she looked over at Cheeto. He gazed outside, thumb clicking anxiously at his lighter.

      The call went to voicemail. Ash dialed again. That call got blocked. Great.

      “Trent, get Rosita’s cell. I’ll call Candace from hers.”

      In the back Trent wrestled Rosita against a drum case. He lifted her phone and tossed it forward. Ash caught it and asked Rosita for the PIN. When the woman didn’t answer, Ash threatened to drive another mile. The threat worked. She entered the code and dialed Candace. Rosita yelled without words.

      “Quiet her down!” Ash said, jamming the phone to her ear.

      Candace answered on the third ring.

      “I’m busy here, Rose,” Candace said. “What do you need?”

      “She needs you to release my father.”

      “Ash? Un-fucking-believable. I’m hanging up.”

      “You hang up, Rosita goes blind. I have her in the van. We’re approaching Clarks Summit.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Don’t believe me? Here, I’ll put her on speaker.”

      Ash stretched the phone back. She nodded for Trent to take his hand off Rosita’s mouth. When he did, the woman shrieked. Within seconds a raw voice roared through the speaker—not Candace but Bill Werner.

      “Rose! Rose, get outta there!”

      “She can’t,” Ash said calmly. “Not unless my dad—”

      “You stupid skank! Let my wife go!”

      “Let’s try this instead. You send my father home—alone—and have him call me. Once he’s safe, I’ll release her.”

      Ash hung up and took a deep breath. The phone rang multiple times, but she ignored it.

      In the passenger’s seat, Cheeto forced a smile. “I can live with that deal. Get your dad back, give Rosita back. Everybody wins.”

      “Not everybody,” Trent said.

      No, not everybody, Ash thought. She merged back onto the highway.
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      Less than ten minutes later Ash parked within spitting distance of the Clarks Summit exit. In the back Rosita thrashed like a satanic puppet, wailing as she whacked against instrument cases. In an effort to mute her screams, Trent stuffed her mouth with a Bad Parts t-shirt. Cheeto muttered, “That’s the worst use of band merchandise ever.”

      “Still beats your edible underwear idea,” Ash said.

      “How can you joke right now?” Cheeto said, voice cracking.

      “Trying to lighten the mood.”

      “Ash, this is sick shit.”

      “So is taking my father hostage.”

      “I know, but…” He leaned in. “You’re turning around, right? Not gonna let Trent tell you what to do, are you?”

      “Nobody tells me what to do.”

      “Good. Because if Rosita’s eyes leave their sockets, I leave the band.”

      “What?”

      “I mean it.” His expression became severe. “I can’t share a stage with someone who’d blind an innocent woman.”

      “But what about Jake?” she said, picturing the kid’s sad, droopy shoulders. “He needs the eyes.”

      “Since when do you care about a kid?”

      “Why wouldn’t I care about him? He’s my nephew.”

      “Ash, you’re a shitty liar.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “Neither am I.” Cheeto crossed his arms. “Take the exit.”

      Ahead of them were the Clarks Summit exit and the yield sign marking the zone’s edge. The next push on the gas pedal would permanently change lives. It would determine whether Jake remained blind. Whether Trent remained crippled. Whether Cheeto remained in the band.

      “Ash, she’s getting worse,” Trent said, shoving Rosita against a drum case. The woman growled despite the gag. Her hand shot out for Trent’s face, and he swatted it away. “Finish this shit before she claws my eyes out.”

      “We don’t have Dad yet,” Ash said.

      Outside, afternoon traffic pushed through the whipping snowstorm. She checked her phone repeatedly. The longer she didn’t hear from Dad, the more she worried. She considered phoning Candace but held off. That would show weakness. And yet the longer they remained there, the less time they’d have to make their final trades.

      “Ash, c’mon,” Trent said, growling. He and Rosita were thumping back there like enraged lovers. “I can’t hold on forever.”

      “Imagine how Rosita feels,” Cheeto said.

      “Will both of you shut it?” Ash felt like her brain was being struck by spiked clubs. “You think this is easy for me? You think I get a fucking charge outta this? I don’t need you two bitching about—”

      Her phone buzzed.

      Dad.

      She answered, “Hello?”

      “Ashlee.”

      “Dad! You okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Seriously?” She exhaled. It felt like she’d returned a huge favor, one thirty years overdue. “You’re alone, right?”

      “Yep. Bill Werner lost his cool. Forced Candace to hand over her keys. I took them and ran. Never figured myself for a Jeep man, but hers handles okay.”

      “Holy shit, that’s great! And you’re not under duress? No guns to your head, knives to your throat?”

      “Nope. Though before you called, I had a knife in my neck.”

      “What?”

      “Relax, I’m fine.”

      “That bitch. You’re not bleeding, are you?”

      “Holding a towel against it. I’ll bandage it soon as I get home.”

      “You okay to drive like that? Want me to pick you up?”

      “No need. I was already halfway home before I pulled over to call you. Now listen, make sure you bring Rosita back safe. We’ll need her if we’re gonna bargain with Candace about getting near the creek.”

      That request dropped through Ash’s gut like a brick. She’d been leaning toward blinding the woman, but if they needed a bargaining chip, she couldn’t return home with damaged goods.

      “Okay,” she said. “Let’s finish this.”

      “Darn right. Listen, for the moment Candace is stranded without a vehicle. We gotta take advantage, so get back as fast as you can. Within the speed limit, of course.”

      Ash rolled her eyes. “Sure, officer. In the meantime, gather whoever’s gonna trade.”

      “Will do, darling. Love you.”

      Her neck tingled. She wanted to tell him the same but hung up.

      “What happened?” Trent said. “Is Dad safe?”

      “Yeah.” Ash put the van in drive and turned the wheel toward the exit. “We gotta hurry back.”

      “Wait, what’re you doing?” Trent released Rosita and lurched to his feet. The woman floundered in agony, her cries muffled and helpless. Trent’s voice boomed above them. “Don’t take that exit!”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      “Bullshit, Ash, you owe me!” Trent said. “Remember what happened last time you drove me around in a van? It’s time you made things right!”

      “Trent, we need her healthy. She’s our leverage.”

      “Leverage?” Trent’s eyes widened before he dove between the front seats. “This is my son we’re talking about. Fuck your leverage!”

      Before Ash could react, he was on her. As Trent’s weight forced her against the window, her hand lost the steering wheel and her foot slid off the brake. The van rolled forward.

      Trent snatched the wheel and twisted it back toward the highway.

      Cheeto tackled him from behind. Their combined weight squashed Ash against the door. She tried shoving back, but couldn’t move. Cheeto wrestled Trent toward the passenger side, both of them twisting and growling.

      With their weight gone, Ash grabbed the wheel and footed the brake.

      “Drive, Ash!” Trent said, writhing within Cheeto’s hold. “Help Jake!”

      “Don’t listen to him!”

      An elbow crashed against the volume knob. A cut from the latest Bad Parts album exploded through the speakers, injecting Cheeto with a second wind. He drove his fist into Trent’s back and hip, and then he punched lower.

      One shot to the leg broke Trent, body and spirit.

      “Jesus!” Ash cried when Trent wailed. “Cheeto, enough!”

      “Take the exit!” he ordered.

      The speakers thumped beside her. One of her nastier riffs crunched through, Cheeto’s vocals howling in the background. She would never re-create that kind of musical synergy with another singer. She needed Cheeto in the band. And after last night, she knew she needed him, period.

      Ash straightened up, found the gas pedal, and turned toward the exit, her pulse throbbing in her ears.

      “Ash…” Trent croaked. “Please.”

      No. She couldn’t. Rosita was their bargaining chip, not to mention a human being.

      She stomped the gas pedal.

      “Jaaake!” Trent howled.

      The moment his cry filled her ears, Ash pictured the kid, his blank eyes, and the ruined flesh around them. While the gruesome details moved her, what ate into her soul was the blindness itself, which hindered Jake in so many ways. He couldn’t tell night from day, couldn’t see who rang the doorbell, couldn’t dream of joining the Phillies. That last one stung the most. She didn’t give a wet shit about sports, but she knew exactly how it felt to lose your dreams.

      Heat burst through her as she veered toward the highway. The rumble strips tossed the van like landmines.

      Cheeto cried out. Rosita screamed. Horns blared behind them.

      The yield sign grew larger.

      Her headlights gleamed off it.

      Then it was behind them.

      Rosita screamed again. Higher now. Inhuman. It sounded like the shattering of a thousand windows. Nothing so horrible had ever pounded against Ash’s eardrums.

      Then the screams cut out. It was over.
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      Trent grabbed the armrest and hoisted himself up. His leg throbbed murderously as he straightened it, electric darts shooting from ankle to knee. When he planted his good foot, the van was still charging forward. As the wipers swiped, the exit was nowhere in sight. Neither was the yield sign.

      We did it! he thought, We—

      Ash abruptly pulled into the breakdown lane and stomped the brake, flinging Trent hard against the dash. He must’ve bumped the volume knob, because the music abruptly stopped. Silence hung between the four of them, broken only by the screech of wipers.

      Beside him, Ash clutched the steering wheel so tightly her arm shook. Her bold black eyes looked wounded, filled with a what-have-I-done expression.

      Balancing on his good leg, Trent leaned toward her. He slid an arm behind her back and hugged her from the side. Emotion brimmed from his eyes and tightened his throat. He kissed her forehead, tasting sweat.

      “Rosita,” Ash whispered. “How is she?”

      Trent twisted around to check. Grabbing the seats, he lowered his good knee to the floor. Trembling, he crawled toward Rosita. She lay on her stomach, out cold. Rather than checking her pulse, he turned her head. Both eyelids were shut. With a trembling thumb, he touched one, meaning to peel it back. But when he applied pressure, the eyelid dented inward with a faint click.

      He shuddered.

      Trent pinched the lashes above the other eye and lifted.

      Empty darkness stared back at him.

      He flinched, sat back, and frantically wiped his fingers on his pants, as if he’d touched something contagious. When he turned around, he saw Ash and Cheeto staring, both waiting for an answer.

      Trent swallowed hard. “It worked.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            52

          

        

      

    

    
      Karl had dialed the last of the soon-to-be Traders just before Ashlee’s van rolled into the townhouse lot. Her timing couldn’t have been better. He zipped his jacket and shuffled down the porch steps. The storm threw snow in his face, forcing him to shield his eyes. Through his fingers, he saw Ashlee and Cheeto screaming into each other’s faces inside the van.

      She flung the door open, still roaring.

      “—and don’t even think about driving off with my van. It’s in my name and it better stay here, or else the first thing I’m gonna do with my new hand is rip your goddamned hair out.” She slammed the door. When she turned and saw Karl, her scowling face brightened. “Dad!”

      She ran to him.

      In his mind he saw her, twenty-five years younger, sprinting off the bus after her first day of kindergarten. He spread his arms wide and she crashed into his chest, hugging him tight. He returned the squeeze.

      “Ashlee. Thank you.”

      “I was so fucking worried.” That foul mouth of hers shattered the memory of five-year-old Ashlee. Still, he wasn’t complaining. “Dad, your neck…”

      “Little scratch,” he said, touching the bandage. “I’ll be okay.”

      “You better.”

      Karl held her at arm’s length. “Let’s roll. Gotta meet the new Traders in the church lot. Trent coming with us?”

      She looked over her shoulder as Trent climbed outside and waved. “Once he drives Rosita home, he’s gonna grab Jake and meet us up there.”

      “Grab Jake?” Karl released her. His stomach spiraled like a downed plane. “Oh, no. Ashlee, you didn’t…”

      “It’s done,” she said. “Let’s hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      The plan was to gather in the church parking lot. When Karl and Ashlee arrived, Father McKagan offered to drive them in the parish van. That worked for Karl. He parked his truck outside the rectory and climbed aboard. The backseat was sunken, and the air smelled dusty, stale. Once he and Ashlee were buckled in, he yelled up to the old priest.

      “Step on it!”

      “Aren’t we waiting on three others?” Father McKagan asked.

      “They’ll catch up,” Karl said. “No time to wait. Candace said she’s got people guarding the creek. We gotta reason with them.”

      “Will they be a problem?” Father asked.

      “They’ll back down,” Ashlee said, reaching into her pocket and flashing the envelope of Candace’s marked bills. “We’ll convince them.”

      Someone ran into the parking lot, waving her arms. A younger girl. Karl recognized the hostess from Narducci’s. “What’s Berke Toyama doing here?” he demanded.

      “I texted her,” Ashlee said.

      “She trading?”

      “No.” Ashlee slid open the side door. “But if we’re gonna convince those guards, we gotta show it’s not just us Hudsons who want out.”

      After Berke climbed in, they motored across town to the banquet hall’s half-filled lot. They zipped past parked cars and stopped at the foot of the hill leading into the woods. Snow had obscured the trail.

      “Ready? Let’s move.”

      Karl led the way until Berke and Ashlee overtook him. Father McKagan, who hefted a gym bag full of towels, lagged behind. Before long, Karl was trudging through the snow, winded. Not only was his neck wound bothering him, but he hadn’t eaten anything since last night.

      “Dad, you okay?”

      “I’m good,” he said, panting. “Worry about Father McKagan. He’s the slow one.”

      When they reached the upper level of the woods, Karl’s ears caught the laughing flow of the creek. Snare was cheering them on, it seemed.

      To his surprise, nobody stood watch outside the thicket. Karl wondered if Candace had been bluffing about the guards, but upon checking the trail, he noticed footprints. Recent ones. Three different sets, no less.

      Berke stopped at the pine wall and lifted her earmuffs. She listened, then hopped in place. Turning back, she said, “Something splashed.”

      The group debated, whispering among themselves. Ashlee wanted to charge in. Berke didn’t. Father kept asking if the guards were armed.

      “I’ll go check,” Karl said. He had to. If the guards had orders to shoot, he couldn’t risk Ashlee or the others getting hurt. Wouldn’t be able to live with himself. “If it’s safe, I’ll holler. If not, take cover.”

      “Like hell I will.” Ashlee produced, of all things, a hunting knife. “If they fuck with you, they’re done.”

      “Don’t hurt nobody.” Karl held up a finger. “Anyone dies, we’ll have to trade even more parts.”

      With a deep breath, he pushed through the trees. Needles scratched his face. One caught the edge of his eye. He flinched, and the branches rustled. With his left hand Karl shielded his face. With his right, he palmed his pistol grip.

      Butterflies soared up his throat. He recognized this feeling from thirty-two years ago at the warehouse, when he’d walked on his own God-given knees for the last time. This time, however, would be different. It had to be. Nobody got that unlucky twice.

      He drew his pistol.

      Pointed it forward.

      Then stopped.

      He couldn’t arrive with a drawn weapon. If the others were armed, they might panic and shoot. And frankly, he was so riled up, he might empty his own clip toward anything that moved.

      Holstering the weapon, he continued onward.

      Ahead, light bled through gaps between the branches. Getting close. Careful not to expose himself, he shifted for a peek into the clearing. He expected to find three rifles pointed in his direction but saw none. Saw nothing at all. Just the empty clearing and the ring of pines surrounding it.

      Trembling, he called out, announcing his presence. When nobody responded, he entered the clearing. His foot landed funny in the snow. He looked down and spotted footprints, scattered like dance steps.

      “Hello?” Karl yelled. “Who’s there?”

      He tried to understand where the footprints led. The thicket ahead seemed a likely destination, but the prints didn’t extend past the middle of the clearing. Nor did they head south, away from the creek. Which meant…

      Karl spun around and faced the entry thicket. He readied his gun, swiping left to right, watching for movement. Wind shook the trees. If Candace’s people were concealed, Ashlee and the others might be at gunpoint.

      “Ashlee!”

      “What, Dad?” She sounded calm.

      “Nothing.” He settled. “Watch yourself.”

      “Anybody in there?”

      “Just me, darling.” But somebody had to be waiting. Had to be near. Footprints didn’t lie, and there was no set of returning prints on the trail. If they weren’t in the clearing, they had to be hiding in the thicket. The only other hiding spot was the creek. But nobody could hide there. Not unless—

      He hurried toward the bend. Pale sunlight glimmered on the water. Splashes sounded.

      When he reached the creek bank, Karl gasped.

      He couldn’t believe it. Below the surface lay Elaine Richards from the Downhill Diner, along with two other Traders. All three were motionless beneath the water, their eyes open, staring upward. Staring at a world they no longer belonged to.

      Karl dropped to his knees in disbelief. “No… No!”

      Ashlee burst through the thicket. “Dad!”

      “Stay back!”

      The creek splashed again. He jumped back as he watched three circular openings form along the surface, right above the bodies’ heads. He heard three separate gasps. They were breathing.

      They were alive.
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      Trent parked his Subaru beside the Werner house and cleared his throat. Rosita leaned against the passenger window with all the energy of a grocery bag. No anger, no hostility, nothing. He’d have felt better if she resisted—attacked him, even. At least if she tried mauling him, he could tell himself she was a psycho who deserved to go blind.

      But of course she didn’t deserve that.

      Now that they’d arrived, he didn’t know what to say. An apology wouldn’t mean shit. Nor would an explanation. He said the only thing that made sense.

      “You’re home.”

      He hobbled out and opened the door for her. After some urging, she left the car. Trent guided her up the snowy sidewalk. It reminded him of guiding Jake and left a funny feeling in his stomach.

      Using her keys, he opened the front door. They entered. It was cold, dark, and silent inside. The air smelled faintly of roasted turkey. When he handed her the keys, she dropped them. They rattled to the floor. She didn’t seem to care. He texted Bill Werner on her phone and set it on a nearby ottoman.

      “Your husband knows you’re home.”

      Rosita didn’t reply. She hiccupped.

      “Rosita? You wanna sit down?”

      She shook her head.

      “Okay then. I’m heading out.”

      “Kitchen.”

      “Kitchen? All right.”

      Taking her elbow, he escorted her.

      In the kitchen she stretched her hand out, feeling in front of her. She slapped the counter and guided herself toward the fridge. When her fingernails scraped the steel sink rim, she stopped. Pressing both hands to the counter, she reached toward an unplugged toaster. She touched the toaster, then bumped an upright paper towel roll and a fruit basket. The only thing left at the end of the counter was a rack of knives.

      She withdrew a shining blade and faced him. Though she had no eyes, she stared directly at him, her hand white-knuckling the knife grip.

      “Shit, wait!” Trent hopped backward on his good foot. “My son—he’s blind. I had to do it. I’m sorry, but I had to!” He stumbled against the kitchen island behind him and turned, noticing a metal letter opener on the tiled surface. He stretched out for it, and his bad leg seized, dropping him across the surface.

      “Rosita, don’t come closer. Otherwise, this’ll get ugly.” Even in his own ears, his voice lacked conviction.

      She stepped forward. She touched her thumb to the blade’s tip.

      “Look, I’m sorry!” he said, panting. He reached for the letter opener and knocked it to the floor. Shit. Unless he could figure out a way to defend himself with a used napkin, he was smoked. “Rosita. Please. Don’t kill me.”

      “I won’t,” she said.

      “You won’t?” He feared she was making some twisted joke. “For real?”

      “You’re not the one who blinded me.”

      Trent swallowed hard. “You mean…Ash.”

      “Not her either,” she said. “My husband’s the one. Years ago he caught me in the back of the restaurant with one of our food suppliers. Christopher was his name. Handsome young man. Loved to flatter me. We got caught while I was unzipping his jeans. My husband later said he didn’t like the look in my eyes. That’s why he poured bleach over them.”

      “Shit.” Trent eyed the knife. “You sure you want to do this?”

      She frowned.

      “Rosita?”

      A wet, strangled sob burst from her throat.

      Trent checked the microwave clock. The minutes were melting away. He needed to grab Jake and head for the creek. If Rosita wanted to feel sorry for herself, she’d have to do it without an audience.

      “Listen, I gotta bounce.” He slid his good foot backward. “Anyone else you want me to call for you? Your kids? Anyone?”

      She sniffled. Shook her head.

      Both hands gripped the knife handle.

      Trent needed to leave before she turned vengeful. He pivoted on his good foot and headed for the front door. Looking over his shoulder, he said, “Rosita, don’t do anything stupid. You’ll adjust. It’ll work out. Really.”

      He didn’t believe it, but he hoped she did.
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      At Ash’s request, Snare released the three guards. After the creek loosened its watery hold, they sat up, gasping for air, dripping wet. None of them bothered to reach for their sunken guns. Frantically, they rushed onto dry land, peeling away soaked clothing. The first to face Ash was Elaine Richards, the craggy old waitress from the Downhill Diner. Instead of thanking Ash, the woman shouted, “That creek’s trying to kill us!”

      “Really? You look alive to me,” Ash said.

      “You’re wrong. Look at us.” Rubbing her wet arms, she shivered. “We’re gonna freeze to death. Catch pneumonia!”

      Ash faced the creek. “Snare, dry them off.”

      Water left their clothes and puddled beneath them before slipping back into the stream.

      “See? All dry.” Ash smirked while the guards studied themselves in awe. “Snare’s only trying to finish these final trades. She wants to leave as bad as we do.”

      “Everyone, put your hands up!” Candace’s voice boomed within the thicket, like déjà vu from the night before. This time, she barged in clutching a hunting rifle. The barrel located Ash. So did panic. Ash stumbled back, but Candace pursued. “Don’t move. I can either send you home or send you to the other side.”

      “W-wait!” Ash lifted a trembling hand. “What are you so afraid of?”

      “Exactly what you should be afraid of,” Candace replied. Behind her, more people spilled into the clearing. Gina Narducci gripped a prim silver pistol. Paul Ellsworth, the Downhill Diner’s owner, lugged a paint-faded shotgun. Lastly, Mick Lapinski barged in with his bare fists. “Look around, Ash. Everyone here traded something important. Many will die if Snare steals their parts.”

      “Snare’s not stealing anything.”

      The rifle inched closer. “Your empty wrist says otherwise.”

      “Candace,” Dad said, his fingers twitching above his holster. “Lower that weapon.”

      “No,” Candace said. “And you keep yours holstered.”

      “Can’t we vote on this or something?” Ash asked.

      “Vote? Oh, please. We made our choices when we traded. We knew we’d be stuck within the zone. We accepted that. It’s a small price to pay for a normal life.”

      “Normal?” Ash scoffed. “An hour ago you had my father locked in a storage shed. Then you stabbed him in the neck. And now you’re pointing a rifle at me. With people watching. What part of this is normal?”

      Candace gritted her teeth. “Nothing great comes without challenges. I don’t want to shoot you, but I also don’t want people dying from losing their organs. We Traders need to survive. We have roles to play. Bigger roles than lead guitarist in some no-name heavy metal band. We’re wives and husbands, mothers and sons, fathers and daughters.”

      Something went off like a bomb inside Ash’s skull.

      Mothers and sons.

      Candace and Mick.

      Of course.

      Ash had been focusing so hard on MacReady and his “HIP” part that she never asked herself who actually needed it. If the “HIP” meant hippocampus like Cheeto said, then MacReady was likely killed to free up Snare’s brain. According to Berke, one person here had a serious concussion recently. And if it were bad enough—or if it were the latest of several concussions—it could warrant a replacement brain.

      “You, Candace,” Ash said, locking eyes with her. “You had MacReady killed.”

      “Ridiculous.” Candace shook the rifle. “You’ll say anything.”

      “MacReady traded more than kidneys. He traded part of his brain.” Ash turned to the others and pulled the stack of bills from her pocket. “On these bills Candace wrote the initials of every Trader and the first three letters of the part they traded.”

      “More lies,” Candace said, her voice hollow. “Do you ever run out?”

      Talking over her, Ash continued. “The top bill has “JMHIP” written on it. The only “JM” Trader is John MacReady. The “HIP” part can’t mean the hip bones, though, because Narducci has them.” Ash eyed the woman. “Or am I lying?”

      Narducci looked away.

      Ash faced Candace. The rifle no longer fazed her. Nothing did. She felt invincible. Just like when one of her guitar riffs pummeled a hostile crowd.

      “MacReady traded his hippocampus.”

      Candace laughed. “Hippo-what?”

      “His memory bank. I’m guessing he had Alzheimer’s.”

      “Guessing? Oh, please. You’re making this up.”

      “Hang on,” Elaine said, still on hands and knees. “Few years back, Mac was forgetting things. One time he ordered a cheese omelet three times in ten minutes.”

      Her boss frowned and lowered his shotgun.

      “This is ridiculous,” Candace said. “Mac never made such a trade. Believe me, I know the details of everyone’s trades.”

      “Exactly,” Ash said. “You knew he had the hippocampus. You needed it back because it’s part of the brain. And once the whole brain was available, you gifted it to a certain concussion-prone football player.”

      “Are you talking about Mickey?” she said, appalled. “Mickey’s healthy. He had no reason to trade.”

      Ash shrugged. “If that’s the case, prove it. Have someone drive him out of the zone. If he makes it out safe, you win. If he doesn’t—”

      Candace raised the rifle, her reddening face compressed with fury. From between her nicotine-yellow teeth came a surreal noise—part war cry, part maternal shriek. It filled the clearing as the barrel rose eye-level with Ash.

      Voices shouted.

      Bodies shuffled.

      A hand grabbed the rifle as it went off.
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      Everything went dark as Ash hit the dirt. Her ears rang, and for a second she thought she was at a concert, that she’d lost her footing and tumbled off the stage. Hell, maybe she looked cool doing it. Maybe the audience loved it. Maybe they were Tweeting and Instagramming about what a badass she was.

      Another blast erupted. That shook her from her trance.

      Holy shit, she realized. Candace meant to kill me.

      When she opened her eyes, she saw chaos. Next to her, Candace and Mick wrestled over the rifle; the other Traders scattered. Dad charged toward the scuffle. The rifle went off again, firing skyward this time. The deafening report was followed by screams.

      Before Ash could find her feet, another bang pounded her eardrums.

      Then all she heard was Mick shouting.

      “It’s true!” He ripped the rifle from his mother’s hands and stuck the barrel into the mud. “It was me! I did it!”

      “Mickey, no!”

      “Shut up, Ma!” He dragged Candace to her knees. “The doctors said if I hit my head again I could be a veggie for life. I didn’t want to hurt the old man. I didn’t. But Ma—”

      Candace slapped her hand over his mouth.

      “That’s enough!” Dad said. He jumped in and cuffed Candace’s wrists behind her back.

      Trembling, Ash rose to her feet. After some deep breaths, she noticed faint sunlight coming through the trees. We don’t have long. She faced the Traders.

      “Candace sold you out. Not just MacReady—all of you.” She met their eyes. “You tell me. You want to keep following her the rest of your lives?”

      Heads shook.

      “That’s what I thought.” Ash approached Father McKagan, half-hidden in the thicket, gym bag hanging from his shoulder. “You ready? We gotta hurry.”

      “Candace,” Dad said, grabbing his phone. “What’s the new camera code?”

      Candace lay tight-lipped in the mud, still pinned beneath Mick.

      “Please, Candace.”

      “You’re not getting that code,” she snarled. “And don’t think you can hide behind a tarp again. I repositioned the cameras.”

      “Ma, come on,” Mick said. Snow was collecting in his beard. “We can’t stay in town now. Not after this.”

      “Yes we can, Mickey. We’ll work something out.”

      Ash marched over, ready to kick Candace’s skull in. They were fighting the clock. She had no time for patience or mercy. Not after that homicidal cunt nearly blew her head off.

      “Passcode,” she said. “Now!”

      When she didn’t get an answer, she drew her leg back and treated Candace’s head like a soccer ball. Her toe smashed Candace’s cheek. The bitch made a harsh guttural grunt, like she was coughing up phlegm.

      “Mickey,” Candace said, wincing, “how can you just sit there? She kicked me.”

      “Ma, tell her,” he said, looking away. “I don’t want to be here in town with everyone out to get us.”

      “Mickey, they’ll understand. We’ll convin—”

      Ash kicked Candace’s neck this time. Same spot Dad had been stabbed. A satisfying recoil shook through her leg.

      Candace writhed, shaking off the impact.

      “Keep kicking, Ash,” she said, sounding woozy. “Eventually you’ll knock me out and I’ll sleep through sunset.”

      Ash hesitated. She turned to Narducci. “Let me see your gun.”

      “Ashlee?” Dad stepped toward her. “What’re you doing?”

      Ash knelt beside Candace. Mick still had her pinned, both hands on her back. He gave Ash a wary look as she grabbed the gun.

      “Go ahead and shoot me,” Candace said. “You’re not getting the code.”

      Ash touched the barrel to Candace’s shoulder. “We’re leaving town. Only question is whether you’re visiting the hospital on your way out.”

      “Wow, aren’t you terrifying.”

      Ash moved the barrel to Candace’s temple.

      Candace snorted. Started laughing. “You need to learn how a threat works, girlie. If you want info from someone, you don’t get it by shooting their brains out.”

      Ash sighed. Candace was right. Bullets couldn’t knock the code out of her head. Shooting elsewhere wouldn’t guarantee anything either—and if something went wrong, Candace could die and take the code with her.

      I need to rethink this. With no other options, she looked at Mick.

      “I need your help.”

      “Don’t listen to her, Mickey.”

      “He doesn’t have to,” Ash said.

      She pressed the gun to his chin and fired.
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      Mick toppled sideways like a redwood. People nearby shouted as he hit the ground. A blackened crater bulged beneath his lower lip, glopping over with fresh scarlet fluid. Blood poured from what had been his chin, turning the snow beneath him pink and then crimson as he writhed in agony. He screamed, or at least tried to, his voice muffled.

      “Mickey!” Candace thrashed in place. “Nooo!”

      “Ashlee!” Dad roared. “What were you thinking?”

      Lower jaw. That’s what she’d been thinking. Now she could hardly think at all. What the fuck had she done?

      “He…he can trade his lower jaw.”

      “His lower jaw?” Dad blinked. “Ashlee, why?”

      “Three-three-one-eight-seven!” Candace shrieked. “Three-three-one-eight-seven!”

      Ash felt thousands of miles away. Her cheeks tingled under warm blood spatter, and her wrist ached from the gun’s recoil, but the rest of her was numb. She couldn’t grasp the reality of shooting Mick. Nor could she understand why Candace was yelling numbers.

      “The code!” Berke shouted. “She’s yelling the code.”

      The code. Right. Once they shut down the cameras, Mick could replace his jaw.

      “Dad—”

      “I’m on it.” He thumbed his phone. “Code works! Let’s move Mick so he can trade.”

      “Hurry!” Candace snapped.

      Ash, Dad, and Berke grabbed Mick’s arms. The other Traders supported his torso. Even with all these people, it was like trying to move a bus. Mick writhed and bleated; blood flooded down his bearded neck. On his knees, he took two steps before collapsing.

      “You idiots!” Candace roared. “Help him!”

      Ash tugged his shoulder. She dug her heels in, and Dad did the same. Together they shuffled toward the bend.

      “Close your eyes—he’s trading!”

      A garbled cough sounded, followed by a splash. The moment stretched. Ash wanted to look but feared doing so could interrupt the trade and drown him. Then came another splash, followed by a gasp for air.

      “Mickey?” Candace said. “Mickey!”

      “I’m good,” he said, coughing.

      Relief expanded through Ash’s chest. She opened her eyes.

      In the fading sunlight, Mick’s wet cheeks glistened. Aside from some puffy redness, his bearded chin looked normal. He squatted there, dripping wet, his hat and face soaked. With a back-and-forth twist of his head, he shook water off like a soggy dog. He shivered like mad, but when Father McKagan offered him a towel, he refused it.

      Instead, he stumbled after Ash.

      She readied her gun.

      “Hurry, Ash.” He pointed to the bend. “Finish the trades. I don’t want to be stuck here forever.”

      “Mickey, wait!” Candace wormed toward him on her belly, her cuffed hands flapping behind her like wounded pigeons. “You’re not gonna let her get away with this, are you? She shot you. In the face!”

      “Whatever, Ma.”

      “Mickey!”

      “Shut up.” Mick yanked her to her feet. “I’m not gonna rot away in Hollow Hills, Ma. This isn’t your town anymore. It’s over.”
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      Once the Lapinskis left, Ash couldn’t stop smiling. Relief overwhelmed her, spilling down her brainstem and washing over her entire body. Her skin tingled, especially along her empty wrist. All the doubt, all the stress, all the queasiness—they all flushed away as she stood back and admired the Candace-free clearing.

      Beaming, she turned to her father, who was tapping his phone screen. It had been ages since they’d accomplished something meaningful together. She couldn’t help but rush over at full speed and throw her arms around him.

      “We did it!” She slapped her hand hard against his back.

      He laughed. “Yes, we did.”

      “Dad, I couldn’t have done it without you. Thank you so much. And I’m sorry I was such a bitch the last ten years.”

      “Aww, Ashlee.” He chuckled, rubbing her back. “Nobody could blame you. I did some rotten things. Really, I should’ve been there for you.”

      “It’s okay. You came through when it mattered. When I needed you most.”

      She sighed so hard she coughed. Then she laughed. Yesterday, sitting upstairs in bed, she’d never expected to give her father a handshake, let alone hug him like this. It was nice. Totally nice. Even the thrill of her best live performances couldn’t top this.

      When they broke the embrace, he held up his phone. “Gonna call our rib guy. How about you dial your brother? Spread the good news.”

      Ash dialed Trent. She practically skipped across the clearing while waiting for him to pick up.

      When Trent answered, he sounded hoarse. “Ash? Is it time?”

      “Hell yeah! The craziest shit just went down. I can’t wait to tell you.”

      “We’ll be right up,” he said. “Are we the last ones? How many trades left?”

      “Five,” she said. “Father McKagan’s gonna trade his kidneys when he’s done praying. Donnie Adler, once he shows up, gets the skin. You and Jake’ll get the leg and eyes. And then—Dad, who’s our rib guy again?”

      Dad was pacing the thicket, phone pressed to his ear. “Trying to reach him. Won’t pick up.”

      “Shit.” She cleared her throat. “Trent, just hurry.”

      After two more attempts, Dad shook his head. “Not looking good, Ashlee. This fella seemed interested yesterday when I asked about his compound rib fracture. Now he won’t answer.”

      “Got anybody else lined up?”

      “Not a soul.”

      Sharp fear prodded her spine. After everything they’d done to liberate the creek, now people were dropping out. Worse yet, sundown wouldn’t hesitate.

      “You sure you can’t think of anyone, Dad?”

      “He’s the only fella I know.” He checked his watch. “We still got time. Maybe he’ll call back.”

      “We can’t gamble on a maybe right now.”

      “What else can we do?”

      She stared past him, into the dark green thicket. She pictured the people in town. Tried to think if anyone had so much as rubbed their side since her arrival. Her trance was interrupted by Candace squawking beyond the pines. Mick yelled back, and his voice delivered an epiphany.

      “Got it!” she said, looking to her father. “Mick’s a football player—they’re always cracking each other’s ribs, right?”

      “Ask him,” Dad said.

      She pushed through the thicket and found Candace sitting on a tree stump. Mick stood there scolding her, his head still sopping wet. He turned to Ash.

      “What do you need?”

      “Your ribs,” she said. “Are any of them cracked?”

      Mick shook his head.

      “Shit. Got any teammates who might want to trade?”

      “Yeah, but they’re at least an hour’s drive away.”

      We don’t have an hour. Her eyes drifted over Mick. His forearms bulged within their sleeves. The hand clutching Candace’s elbow resembled a sledgehammer encased in flesh. “Mick, what do you say we call it even?”

      He squinted. “Even?”

      “Right. I shot you, so…” Lifting her left arm, she took a deep breath. Then she patted her side. “Let’s even the score.”

      Mick nodded. They left the other Traders to babysit Candace and reentered the clearing.

      When Dad learned of her plan, he shook his finger at her.

      “Absolutely not,” he said. “Ashlee, we’ll get someone.”

      “We’re outta time,” she said, unzipping her jacket.

      “Stop and think,” he said. “What if Mick breaks your ribs bad enough to puncture a lung?”

      That scenario made her quiver. Still, time was running short. Their rib guy should’ve been ready an hour ago. Somebody had to trade, but she couldn’t picture anyone volunteering.

      “I’m doing it,” she said.

      Dad cleared his throat. “How about me instead?”

      “Hell no. You’re still woozy from getting stabbed and you know it. Face it, Dad. It’s gotta be me.”

      For a moment he looked away. He pressed two fingers to the bandage covering his neck and winced. He sighed, then looked at her with moist eyes. “Be very, very careful.” He turned to go.

      Soon as he left, she removed her jacket and hoodie, leaving only her tank top to absorb impact. She stood near the bend, shivering. Filling her lungs, she lifted her elbow. The sweat along her armpit tingled in the wind. She exhaled.

      “Okay,” she whispered. “Do it, Mick.”

      “You sure?” Mick approached. “How hard?”

      “Pretend you’re Mayweather.”

      He made a fist. Threw a jab.

      She flinched. Pain warmed her side.

      “How’s that?” he asked.

      She gritted her teeth. “Go again.”

      His next jab struck harder. She staggered back.

      “Broken?”

      She shook her head.

      The next punch cracked like thunder. Her whole body went numb. Both legs folded. She landed hard on her back, the impact drilling the pain deeper.

      With clenched teeth, she twisted toward the bend. Though only two feet away, it seemed like miles. Mick squatted beside her and slid his arms under her knees and back. When he lifted, her side roared.

      “Fuckfuckfuck!”

      He set her down an inch from the water on her good side. She panted. “Thanks.”

      “Sure you’re okay?”

      She grimaced. “Ever crack a rib?”

      “Yeah, in high school. Played through it.”

      “You fucker.” She smiled weakly. “Shut your eyes.”

      She checked the water. Saw her ideal self and asked to trade.

      She felt a tug. In that moment her ribcage became steel and Snare a powerful magnet. Ash tumbled into the creek. Icy agony swallowed her from head to waist. She screamed, and grimy water filled her mouth.

      The most surreal sensation followed. Like nothing she’d experienced, even on her wildest acid trips.

      A million little somethings latched onto her ribcage in a million different places. The pain in her side vanished. Then so did her ribcage. Nothing protected her insides, and panic bloomed within her brainstem. She feared her torso would collapse upon her lungs and smother her.

      Her panic ceased as a narcotic high swung in. The sensation overwhelmed her. It made Vicodin look like a multivitamin. She stopped thinking of herself as human. She was a ribcage now, curved bones and nothing more.

      Euphoria rocketed outward from her spine, arching toward her sternum. It happened again and again. She never wanted it to stop.

      But like any other high, it did.

      The frigid water zapped her back to reality. Ash stumbled and splashed and then goose-stepped out of the creek. As she caught her breath, water drained from her hair, skin, and clothes. Within seconds she was dry, though still freezing her tits off. She slipped into her hoodie and jacket and hugged herself for warmth, marveling at her awareness of her new ribs. They felt fresh and cool, like her teeth after an overdue cleaning from the dentist.

      Out of curiosity, she lifted her arm and patted her side. The ribs felt sturdy. Possibly invincible. She slapped her side till it hurt. Nope, not invincible.

      Beside her, Mick winced, clutching his own side as if she’d been slapping him. It was almost comical.

      “What?” She raised an eyebrow. “Is it that hard to watch?”

      Mick frowned and shivered, his head still wet from his recent trade.

      “Aren’t you freezing?” she asked. “Here, I’ll have Snare dry you off.”

      “Nah, forget it,” he said, backing toward the thicket. “I’ll towel off later.”

      Ash rolled her eyes at the macho-guy act. “Whatever. Enjoy your pneumonia.”

      “Enjoy your new hand,” Mick said, and rushed out of the clearing.
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      After a quick pep talk, Dad sent Father McKagan through the thicket. One more down, three to go. All the drama made Ash tremble. It reminded her of waiting backstage before a big show. Except now her bandmates were Dad, Berke, and Gina Narducci. Between the three of them, they probably had enough musical talent to barely pull off “Smoke on the Water,” but that didn’t matter. Soon she’d be reunited with Bad Parts.

      Assuming Cheeto didn’t quit.

      No. He can’t.

      Either way, they needed to talk. The way she’d treated him in the parking lot earlier—all that yelling and other bullshit—could cause a breakup. A band breakup, not a romantic one. Although they also needed to address what’d happened in the van last night. Christ.

      Ash spotted an approaching silhouette. Both she and Dad readied their guns and took cover behind nearby trees.

      The figure came closer, soon revealed to be Trent’s wife Lauren. A huge duffle bag swung from her shoulder.

      “Trent and Jake are on their way,” she said, huffing, bending to catch her breath. Her face was red. “I ran ahead.”

      “I can see that.” Ash pocketed her gun. “What’s with the bag?”

      “Towels and a change of clothes for Jake.” Lauren faced the thicket, her eyes big and worried behind her glasses. “Are we sure the creek’s safe? I mean, spiritually safe? Has anyone considered that it could be Satan swimming in those waters? What if it is Satan? What if he’s been deceiving everyone all along? I don’t want my perfect little boy trading away his soul along with his eyes, not in a million years. It’s wrong, it’s unholy, it’s—”

      “Settle down!” Ash snapped. “Don’t ruin this on Jake. The creek is safe. People have been trading for decades and nobody’s burst into flames. Hell, I just traded my ribcage and I’m completely fine.”

      Lauren’s eyebrows lifted at that, then even higher as she saw Father McKagan shrugging through the pines, his hair wrapped in a towel. He moved with a hurried limp, trying to zip his jacket.

      “Kidneys working?” Dad asked.

      “Yes,” the priest said. “It’s strange. Like I can sense them in there.”

      “You traded?” Lauren asked, clutching at her crucifix necklace. “You, a priest?”

      “Priests don’t get special treatment on waiting lists.”

      “That’s not what I meant. That creek—is the devil in there?”

      “Hard to say.” Father touched his lower back. “I just sacrificed my kidneys in a show of faith for new ones. Could be that I’ve been saved by an agent of God. Then again, trading a bad pair for perfectly good ones… I’m not sure.”

      “I don’t like this,” Lauren said. Breathing heavy, she stared into the thicket. Her shoulders shook with every exhalation. She turned to Ash. “Can I see this creek? Decide for myself?”

      “Fine.” Ash guided her through the pines. At the bend she explained that Jake would need to dunk his head. Lauren flinched at the idea and asked a billion questions, motor-mouthing until Ash gave up on answering. Lauren didn’t seem to register the answers anyway. The woman squatted near the creek and studied it like a scientist, adjusting her glasses and shining her phone’s light over the surface.

      “Ashlee!” Dad yelled. “They’re here!”

      Ash hurried back, leaving Lauren behind. Trent and Jake arrived in the clearing hand-in-hand, the boy leading the way with his bat. Knowing what this moment meant to both of them, Ash was warmed by the sight. They were about to heal much more than damaged body parts.

      “You two ready for showtime?” she asked.

      Jake’s face perked up at the sound of her voice. “Ash! I’ll be able to see your tattoos!”

      She had to laugh. “That, and my ugly teeth, unfortunately.”

      “You sound real pretty though.”

      “Aww, you little brown-noser.” She ruffled his hair. “Ready, tough guy?”

      “Yeah.” He frowned. “But I have to go underwater.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Trent said, squeezing Jake’s hand. “I promise.”

      Nearby pine branches rustled, and out stumbled Lauren. Her hood was up. She hung her head, shaking it as if disapproving of what they were about to do.

      “Where you going?” Trent asked when she rushed past them. “We’re about to go in.”

      “I know,” she said, not breaking stride. “I’d rather not see this.”

      “Mom?” Jake said, his voice straining. “You’re not staying?”

      Ignoring her son, she continued down the trail.
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      Trent lowered himself to the muddy creek bank and tried to breathe. His chest felt hollow, as if there were nothing in there to push the air from his lungs. Beside him, Jake took a knee at the edge of the bend and huffed like a sprinter who couldn’t finish the race. Trent rested a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

      “Take your time,” he said. “Get a feel for it if you have to.”

      Jake poked a nervous finger into the water. “It’s really cold, Dad.”

      “It’s only for two seconds.” Trent hugged him long and hard, as if to squeeze the fear out of Jake like juice from a lemon. “Two seconds, champ. Then I’ll dry you off, and you’ll be able watch me fix my leg.”

      Jake swallowed hard.

      Ash knelt beside him and rubbed his tiny back.

      “Ash?” he asked. “Was it scary?”

      “My trade? Nah. You’ll feel a pull—” She yanked him backward to demonstrate. He squawked with surprise, then laughed. “Relax. Don’t fight it. Let it take you.”

      He nodded.

      “You’ll be fine,” Trent said, forcing conviction into his tone. “Like Ash said, relax.”

      “I hate water, Dad.”

      “I know.”

      “Last time—”

      “Last time you lost your eyes. Now you’ll get them back.” Trent cupped a hand behind Jake’s neck. His tiny shoulders vibrated from his quick, heavy breaths. “I’ll be with you every step of the way. From now to when your face hits the water to every moment after.”

      “Okay.” Jake swallowed. “I want…”

      Trent shut his eyes.

      “I want to trade…”

      “Go on.”

      “I want to trade my eyes.”

      For a moment nobody moved. Trent applied slight pressure to Jake’s neck, tipping him forward.

      The creek did the rest.

      Jake’s face met the water. Trent squeezed his hand and listened carefully, picturing his son bravely enduring that cold, mucky water. Blindly, Trent reached for a towel. He pulled it into his free arm, and then Jake was upright, gasping.

      “Champ! Can you see?”

      Jake blinked.

      “It’s all black. I see black.”

      “What?” Trent waved a hand in front of his face. “How many fingers?”

      “I’m still blind! Nothing changed!”

      Ash grabbed his elbow. “Jake? Did you—”

      “I did everything you said!”

      “Did you feel a pull on your eyes?”

      He paused. Shook his head.

      “Goddammit!” Trent punched the ground so hard his knuckles popped. “Ash, what’d we do wrong?” A horrible thought struck him. “You think Jake can’t trade because he can’t see his reflection in the water?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Snare wants ruined eyes. They don’t get any worse than his.”

      “Can you talk to the thing?”

      “Yeah, look away.”

      When Trent turned, he noticed something glinting beside the duffle bag. At first he thought it was a tiny puddle. Then he noticed the shape. A perfect oval. When he leaned closer, his heart sank.

      “No… No, no, no!”

      “What?” Ash said.

      Trent lifted the eyeglasses from the dirt. He’d recognize them anywhere. He saw the same pair every day. They normally sat on his wife’s nose. The fact that they weren’t there now could only mean one thing.

      Trent shot to his feet and hobbled as fast as his bum leg could carry him.
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      Trent and Ash hopped down the trail together like a three-legged circus act. Clumsy as the arrangement was, he needed to keep his right leg off the ground. With his arm around her shoulders and her arm around his waist, they raced to catch Lauren before it was too late. Dad, Berke, and Narducci called after them, but Trent refused to explain—partly because he felt humiliated but mostly because of how he planned to rectify the situation. Things would soon get ugly, and he didn’t want any pushback, like with Cheeto.

      Before long, Trent and Ash developed a rhythmic three-legged stride. Their pace forced him to overexert himself, however, and strain shot through his left side. Rather than slowing, he set his jaw and pushed harder with his good leg. Had they been indoors, they might’ve caught Lauren in no time, but the clumpy terrain slowed them in some spots, tripped them in others. On one occasion he had no choice but to plant his bad leg for balance. The muscles seethed and throbbed. It felt like he was wearing a boot lined with razors.

      “I see her,” Ash said. “Faster!”

      Trent didn’t see anyone until they reached the hill overlooking the parking lot. Lauren hunched against a dead birch near the bottom of the slope. Bent at the waist, she panted hard. Like Trent, she didn’t get out much, and the round trip through the woods had winded her.

      “Get her, Ash!” he ordered, releasing his sister’s shoulders. “Before she gets to the car. If she drives off, we’re fucked.”

      Ash raced downhill. She cut through a patch of dead reeds and closed the distance before she stumbled, tripped, and then vanished from sight.

      Lauren lifted her head, alerted by the noise, and darted for the parking lot. Her Subaru was double-parked beside the van along the edge of the snowy grass. It wasn’t far.

      “Ash!” Trent yelled, smacking his cane off a tree trunk. “Hurry, get up!”

      Her head poked above the reeds. Ash picked herself up and scrambled downhill.

      Below, Lauren flung herself toward the Subaru. She fumbled with her keys and managed to open the driver’s door. She climbed inside. The door slammed with a thud that sent a deadening echo through Trent’s heart.

      Trent, now hobbling downhill, grabbed at low branches to steady himself. Even then, he had to keep pausing to reset his feet. At this rate he’d reach the parking lot by New Year’s.

      The Subaru’s engine growled to life. Lauren pulled away from the van and hooked a U-turn between the grass and the rear wall of the banquet building. She aligned the tires toward town. The motor hummed and the wheels spun.

      Ash sprinted across the blacktop in front of the car. Rubber squealed as Lauren braked to avoid hitting her. For a moment neither moved. Then Lauren reversed the Subaru, stopped, and steered left. Ash raced to block her path, guarding the exit route like LeBron guarding the paint.

      Trent reached the pavement despite his suffocating leg muscles. With every push of his cane, he grew more livid at his wife. Adrenaline bitched through his veins, soothing his leg. The pain didn’t bother him anymore. He reached the stopped car with a clumsy stride and thumped the hood with his cane.

      Behind the windshield, Lauren blinked at him, an anxious look in her eyes—the eyes she stole from their son.

      “Ash, stay here,” he said, patting the hood. Soon as she came over, he rounded toward the driver’s door. “Get outta the car!”

      Lauren stared resolutely ahead, ignoring him.

      Trent slammed his cane against the window.

      She turned to him, watching as he lifted the cane again.

      “Window down. Now.”

      Lauren shook her head, her expression not defiant, as if pleading with him. He barked at her again. The window dropped.

      “Trent, I—”

      “You stole the eyes! Stole them right outta Jake’s sockets! You have no idea the shit Ash and I went through to make them available.”

      “Trent, I—I panicked. That creek demon, it could be Satan. It could kill our son. His soul, it could—”

      Trent jabbed his cane through the open window, jamming the rubber tip against her throat. Fire rolled through him now, an angry blaze that urged him to keep pushing until her throat was dented like a crushed soda can.

      “Unlock the trunk,” he snarled.

      She whimpered.

      “Unlock the goddamned trunk!”

      Slowly, her arm reached for the lever. The trunk popped.

      “Now open the door.”

      Whimpering, she lifted the door latch. The interior lights flickered and she pushed the door open.

      “Now step out.”

      Trent lifted the cane from her throat. Without taking his eyes away, he backed up. Lauren sobbed as she stepped out onto the snowy blacktop.

      “Don’t start crying,” he said, feeling zero pity for her. “Not with Jake’s eyes.”

      “I did what I thought was right.”

      “I don’t care.” Trent grabbed her arm and hauled her away from the car, his uncharacteristic strength surprising him. “Get in the trunk!”

      “No!”

      “Now, Lauren!” He shoved her against the back door. “Not saying it again.”

      “Trent, wait!” Ash said, rushing to his side. “Stop!”

      “Don’t get all moral on me, Ash.”

      “I’m not—someone’s coming!”

      Trent turned and saw an old red BMW speeding toward them. His gut dropped. The driver must’ve seen him manhandling Lauren. If anyone called the cops, he’d be in a world of shit.

      The BMW parked, claiming a spot near the uphill trail. The driver’s door opened, and Bill Werner stepped out. He stared at them, his face a slab of hard, solid flesh. No doubt he’d gone home and seen Rosita.

      And now he’s here to settle the score, Trent thought, his dread a solid lump in his throat.

      But surprisingly, Werner turned away. He climbed uphill without a word.

      Shaking with relief, Trent turned to his wife. “Get in the trunk.”

      “No!” She twisted in his grasp. “I’m protecting our son!”

      “Ash, give me a hand!”

      Together they dragged Lauren toward the trunk and tipped her over the rim. She didn’t go easily. Even halfway in, she kicked her feet, nailing Trent in the nuts with a heel. He winced but fought through the nausea, tucked her legs inside, and slammed the lid.

      Ignoring her thumps and cries, he approached the driver’s door.

      Ash caught his elbow. “Trent, you can’t. You gotta trade your leg. There’s no time.”

      He checked his phone. 3:55. A little more than forty minutes till sunset. Ash is right. There wasn’t enough time to make a roundtrip to Clarks Summit and hike back to the creek.

      She climbed behind the wheel.

      “Wait, Ash,” he said. “You can’t either.”

      “Why the hell not? I just drove up there with Rosita.”

      “Yeah.” He swallowed. “Then you traded your ribs.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            60

          

        

      

    

    
      Karl grabbed a towel and joined his grandson at the creek bend. The little fella was getting awfully upset, shouting at the top of his lungs and begging for new eyes. Bad as he wanted them, he didn’t get them. When he started dunking his head again, Karl took his arm and dragged him away kicking and screaming. Much as it pained Karl to do it, he had to. Shivering out here wasn’t good for anyone, especially a boy of his size.

      They exited the clearing and sat on a tree stump over by Berke and Narducci, who were watching the trail in case Candace returned to cause trouble. As Karl toweled his grandson’s hair, the sky darkened. He never noticed an oncoming sunset like he did now. Nightfall soaked the highest skies and spilled downward, staining the clouds, burying the horizon. He could smell it, that damp nighttime smell. According to the National Weather Service, sunset would strike at 4:36 pm. Won’t be long now.

      “Grampa?” Jake shook free of the towel. “You done?”

      “Not yet, little fella. Want you completely dry.” What Karl also wanted was to know why Trent and Ashlee had run off so abruptly. One minute they were in the clearing ready to make trades, then they left without explanation. Without cluing him in.

      His phone buzzed. He hoped it was one of his kids. Instead, the display flashed the name Donnie Adler. Their skin trade candidate. Karl had left him a voicemail earlier, explaining the situation. Though he should’ve been relieved to hear back from him, Karl only felt disappointment as he accepted the call.

      “Cutting it close, Mr. Adler. You on your way?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?”

      “I don’t know, Karl.” He sighed. “I’m on the fence. I just… I’m not sure it’s worth the risk. I mean, it’s only skin.”

      Karl stood there, the phone screen frozen to his cheek. What he should’ve done was reassure Alder. Talk him into fixing that burned face of his. Instead, Karl cleared his throat and said, “You don’t have to do this.”

      “Well, shit, that’s a relief.” Alder chuckled. “Here I was thinking you’d hunt me down if I didn’t show.”

      “Not too late to find a replacement.”

      “You sure?”

      “Happy Thanksgiving, Mr. Adler.”

      Karl hung up.

      “Replacement?” Berke asked. She and Gina looked anxious. “Was that the skin guy? Did he bail?”

      “Yeah. We’ll be fine, though.”

      “Because of Ash? She mentioned trading her tattoos.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, that can work,” Karl said, although that wasn’t what he had in mind. Time was running short. Something had to be done. “Let me check the creek real quick. You and Gina mind watching my grandson?”

      With Jake in their care, Karl took a deep breath. He couldn’t believe what he was about to do.

      As he entered the clearing, a lifetime’s worth of moments flashed through his mind. He remembered things. Recent things. Like Candace calling their relationship an “arrangement.” That, and what she’d said at the storage unit, the comment about never loving him. That he was available, like cheap eats on a fast-food menu. Whether she was hiding her true feelings or not, he knew why she’d said it, especially with other people around.

      He remembered further back. The countless looks he’d endured while out in public with his kids. Like the time in ’95 when he’d taken Ashlee to the mall in Scranton. That day he’d parked in the underground lot, and they’d walked to the elevator hand-in-hand, father and daughter. When the metal doors had rumbled open, a security guard arrested him for child kidnapping. It took two hours and a background check before they accepted that he hadn’t abducted her—he’d adopted her.

      Then he remembered thirty-one years ago. His last day as a patrol cop in Pittsburgh. He had entered an abandoned train yard with his partner. Shots went off. The suspect fled. A footrace ensued. Karl ran his hardest, chasing the suspect into a nearby warehouse and tackling him from behind. But while he cuffed the fella, two others showed up with guns. One mentioned how fast Karl was. The other said Karl wouldn’t be so fast without those nigger knees of his.

      Karl remembered many things as he shrugged off his clothes and exposed his body to the subfreezing air. Gooseflesh streaked his arms and back. His throat tightened. His nose dripped.

      He knelt in the mud wearing nothing but the bandage covering his neck wound. For the first time in three decades, he dared to look upon the bend alone. In the pre-dusk darkness, he observed his watery reflection. It both sickened and mesmerized him.

      He saw a shade of skin that wouldn’t have been kneecapped on the job. A shade that wouldn’t have been mistaken for his own daughter’s kidnapper. A shade that Candace could love.

      God, he couldn’t believe he was doing this.

      He peeled the bandage off.

      “I’d…like to trade my skin.”

      He felt nothing. No pull.

      It seemed his neck wound wasn’t enough for Snare.

      Karl reached up and snapped a branch from a nearby pine. Pale, spiky wood poked from the broken end, resembling a paintbrush. He touched the jagged edge to his shoulder, breathed deep, and ripped it across his chest. It left a red trail.

      He grunted.

      “I want to trade my skin.”

      Nothing.

      He scraped his arm from shoulder to elbow.

      “I want to trade.”

      Still nothing.

      Again and again, he scraped.

      Both arms.

      Both thighs.

      His belly.

      Everywhere.

      He stretched the branch behind him like a backscratcher. Tore up both shoulder blades. When the creek denied him again, he scraped his feet and hands, his shins and ankles, even his knees. Cold air nipped his wounds. He went woozy. Fear sank through him. What if scratches weren’t severe enough? Or what if every inch of his skin needed to be damaged?

      He heard Berke and Narducci shout, voices wild with panic. Something was happening outside the clearing.

      He needed to check. As he rose, his flesh burned all over. He could barely move. The thought of tugging his dry clothes over his bleeding scrapes was too much.

      “I want to trade.”

      Still nothing.

      Berke shouted for his help.

      Leaning backward, Karl grabbed a tactical knife from his duty belt. Heart ramming, he unfolded the blade. Weak sunlight caught it. He yanked the sharp edge across his forehead and winced as the skin broke. Blood trickled down his nose. On the creek’s surface, his forehead appeared smooth and uncut.

      Blood dripped into the water, rippling the image away.

      “I want to trade my skin.”

      The creek pulled him. He smacked the surface with an icy rush. Burning pain became a freezing ache. His lower body wagged like a fishtail until he was completely submerged.

      Then he felt it. Just like thirty years ago. For an instant his skin disappeared, blanketing him with a coldness he’d never known, not even in the worst winters. It might’ve lasted a moment; it might’ve lasted a lifetime. Then came a heavenly sensation as new skin hugged him with cozy, merciful warmth.

      The sensation only lasted so long before the icy waters welcomed him back to reality. He splashed free of the creek and flopped onto the muddy bank. Shuddering, he lifted an arm in front of his eyes. In the fading sunlight he saw the cuts were gone.

      But his skin tone hadn’t changed.

      A nauseating mix of relief and disgust swirled within him. He hated to think he’d gone that far, that he’d lost himself like that, that he’d given into Snare and her twisted, empty promises.

      Wind slashed across his bare flesh.

      Shivering, he reached blindly for a towel.

      When he grabbed one, the towel pulled back.

      He looked up.

      Above him stood Bill Werner, holding the towel in one hand and Karl’s pistol in the other.
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      Karl shivered under the gun barrel. Werner’s eyes worried him more than the weapon itself. The man stared ahead, almost bored, like he was wiping tables after closing time. No fire, no anger, no life in those eyes. No care either. That terrified Karl. When a man didn’t care, he was capable of anything.

      A breeze iced Karl’s wet flesh. He trembled, hugging himself against the chills. His clothes lay near. When he shifted toward them, Werner snatched them up like a tangled pom-pom.

      “What you skinny dipping for?” Werner asked in a dead tone. “You trade something?” He eyed Karl’s healed neck. “Your skin?”

      Karl shivered. “I need that towel.”

      “I need my wife. But she’s at the house. Dead at the house. She cut her own throat. Wanna guess why she did that?”

      Karl’s heart lurched. “Bill, listen—”

      “Take a guess, Karl.”

      “I think I know.”

      “Then say it.”

      “Because…she lost her eyes.”

      “She didn’t lose them.” Werner poked the cold barrel against Karl’s forehead. “Say the real reason.”

      Karl held still. “Because Trent and Ashlee drove her outta the zone.”

      “That’s right.” Werner sniffled. No telling if it was from the cold weather or sorrow. “I oughta return the favor, ya think? It’s only fair. Someone I love died, so your kids oughta learn what that feels like.”

      “Wait! Rosita went blind in the first place because of you. Candace said so yesterday while we were digging. Bill, you gotta look at yourself in the mirror.”

      Werner blinked, but his resolved expression didn’t change. “You’re right. I’m in the wrong here too. Think what we’ll do is drive out together.”

      “Bill, no, that’s not what I meant!”

      Werner tapped the barrel against Karl’s skull. “Get up.”

      Karl’s wet, freezing body ached as he rose. Water rolled down his chest, trailing harsh chills. At Werner’s direction he cuffed himself, though he left some slack on each cuff. Werner wasn’t fooled, and he clamped them tight before pocketing the key.

      “C’mon,” Werner said, gesturing toward the trail. “Let’s get you outta that wet skin.”
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        * * *

      

      Trent stepped aside and let his sister take the wheel.

      After they’d debated back and forth, he’d finally agreed to let her drive Lauren out. There was simply no other way. Ash had a plan: reach the zone’s edge, reverse the car, and back it up so only Lauren crossed the line. Trent hated the idea, and not because it would end with his wife going blind. In his mind she deserved that. What worried him was Ash. Once her ribs started cooking, there was no telling whether she could withstand the heat and finish the drive back. Even if she did manage to finish, she might overshoot the edge and lose her ribcage in the process.

      Two days ago, he might’ve shrugged off such an unfortunate scenario. But now, after seeing Ash lay it on the line for Jake, she was family again.

      Shutting the door, Ash nodded. “Get moving, Trent.”

      “You first.”

      She pulled away. Once the taillights vanished from the parking lot, he hobbled toward the trail.

      When he reached the edge of the snowy grass, he noticed something strange.

      Two people were descending the hill single file, obscured by the shadows cast by the oaks. The person in front wore something that flapped below the knees. For a moment Trent mistook it for a skirt. But it wasn’t a skirt. It was a towel. And the man wearing it was his father.

      This makes no sense. Did Dad just trade? Even if he did, why wouldn’t he have dried and dressed?

      Then Trent noticed something glinting between Dad’s wrists. Handcuffs. Before Trent could decipher what was happening, Dad caught his toe on something. Trent watched as he staggered downhill and reached forward to break his fall. Behind him stood Bill Werner, clutching a pistol. The bastard clicked the key fob in his other hand and lit up his BMW 3 Series in the lot below. Dad awkwardly stumbled to his feet as Werner yanked him up by the cuffs to continue their downhill march.

      The image sent sharp heat through Trent’s chest, as though his heart were pumping out broken glass. He could tell by watching Werner that this was payback—revenge for what had been done to Rosita. Trent needed to safely remove Dad from the line of fire somehow.

      But as Trent crept to within twenty feet of the BMW, his leg seized up on him. He fell flat, his cane clattering against the blacktop.

      Werner spotted him. “You! Don’t move!”

      “Trent?” Dad said, clutching the towel. “Trent, run!”

      “No, don’t run!” Werner said. “Stay put. And don’t follow us. Don’t call the cops either. Any of that and I shoot your old man.”

      Trent lay there, helpless. Desperate, he yelled, “Rosita’s at your house!”

      “I know,” Werner said, shoving Dad toward the BMW’s back door. “She cut her throat. All because you clowns had to have things your way.” He ripped the back door open. “Get in, Karl. Road trip time.”

      “Where you taking him?” Trent asked.

      “Ten miles out.” Werner kicked Dad’s leg, dropping him to one knee. “Say goodbye to that new skin he just traded for.”

      “No, wait—stop! He did nothing to your wife.”

      “Exactly.” Werner pressed the barrel to Dad’s back. “And my wife did nothing to you. See how that works?”

      “Please—Dad!”

      “Finish Snare!” Dad said, ducking inside the car. “If you do, she should let me keep my parts. I can—”

      Werner whipped the gun against the side of his head. Dad dropped into the backseat without another word. Werner slammed the door.

      “Stop!” Trent shouted. He sprang to his feet, but his leg gave out again. The ground rushed up, slamming his elbows. “Let him fucking go!”

      Werner got behind the wheel and drove.
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      When Ash left town, the buzzing started. It felt like she’d swallowed a cocoon of methed-up caterpillars. Uncomfortable, sure, but she could handle ten miles of this shit, no problem. Then, with every passing mile marker, the buzz worsened. Somewhere beyond the fifth mile her ribcage roared. Fiery needles speared her sides, sharper and deeper by the second.

      Reluctantly, she let up on the gas. Slowed down. Panted for breath. She needed to pull over and adjust to the burning. If she could ease herself in, she’d be able to manage.

      Trouble was, she didn’t have time.

      At six miles out, she heard Lauren pounding and screaming in the trunk.

      The noise unnerved Ash. She dialed the radio to full blast as the pounding and screaming escalated. Louder and louder. It was like that Poe story she read in middle school, the one where the killer hides a body under the floorboards and hears the dead dude’s heartbeat.

      Fuck, what a mess.

      Another mile vanished. Her insides hissed with heat. She pictured her ribs glowing orange like toaster coils.

      Her sweat-slick fingers lost their grip on the wheel, sending the Subaru into the passing lane one moment and over the shoulder the next. She yanked the wheel back, and the rumble strips rattled the car, intensifying the pain. It became harder to see, harder to think. She needed to pull over. Take a breather. Recover before she passed out.

      But it was 4:25. The sky darkened to navy blue. Ash drove on.

      Her phone flashed in the cupholder. She couldn’t answer, not without taking her only hand off the steering wheel. She steadied the wheel with her stump. Then, her insides blazing, she grabbed the phone and hit the speaker icon.

      “Ash?” Trent’s voice.

      “Yeah?”

      “How close are you?”

      “Close,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Hurry. Werner took Dad at gunpoint and drove off with him. They’re headed for the edge of the zone. Dad just traded his skin, so if they leave, he’s fucked.”

      “Shit, call the cops!”

      “I can’t! Werner said he’d shoot Dad if I did. Listen, we gotta finish these trades. Only way Dad survives is if Snare lets him go. Hurry!”

      The moment she hung up, she realized that finishing the trades wouldn’t be enough. Even if Snare released their parts, Werner would still have Dad hostage. Ash couldn’t go after them now, but she had to help her father somehow.

      An idea crossed her mind. A longshot.

      Using her stump-arm to steady the wheel, she dialed Cheeto and put him on speaker. It rang once before he rejected the call. She redialed with the same result. There was no time to shit around, so she left a desperate voicemail. “Cheets, my dad just got taken hostage. Bill Werner’s driving him up I-81 in an old red BMW. If you get this message, please try to tail them. Maybe even run them off the road. Just do something. He’ll die unless—”

      The car vibrated with a yammering crunch. Those goddamned rumble strips. Her teeth rattled. As Ash veered back onto the road, her phone popped from the cupholder. Two car horns blared behind her. She stabbed the brake, wavered beside an SUV, then dropped her twitching foot on the gas.

      Another mile gone.

      Fire crept from her chest into her head. Sweat rolled down her eyelids, streaking her cheeks and salting her lips. The taste hit her tongue right as she noticed blue-and-red flashers in the rearview mirror.

      Goddammit. Not now.

      Sirens howled, as if saying, “Yes, now!”

      She checked the clock. 4:28. Only eight minutes left.

      The cop gained on her. Flashers dominated the rearview.

      She eased off the gas. Parked along the shoulder. The trooper settled in behind her. 4:29. Lauren thrashed in the trunk like a mechanical bull. Ash wanted to run outside and beg.

      4:29 became 4:30.

      She eyed the trooper in the side mirror.

      C’mon, c’mon.

      The trooper stepped out. He approached, wearing a gray hat with a chinstrap. Lauren screamed, and he flinched.

      Ash couldn’t spare another second.

      She shifted into drive and gunned it.
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        * * *

      

      Trent knelt beside the creek and checked his phone. Five minutes till sunset.

      Over and over, Jake tried to trade, not knowing when the eyes would become available. Trent hated to think he might’ve kidnapped Rosita and driven her to suicide for nothing. Worse yet, her death had landed Dad in a hostage situation.

      “Don’t give up,” Trent said, more to himself than to Jake. “Ash’ll come through.”
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        * * *

      

      Ash could see the finish line. Barely. Beyond the swooping snow, the highway exit curled off toward Clarks Summit. This is it.

      She checked the rearview. The trooper had gained on her, lights sparking, sirens blaring. Within her chest, the agony amped to eleven. Her ribs bulged, burned, and boiled. Her torso no longer felt like it belonged to her. She maintained vague control over her head and limbs, but nothing more.

      With the exit approaching, she lifted her foot off the gas. The speedometer needle swung down to eighty. Seventy. Sixty. She nudged the brake. The Subaru hitched. The speedometer sank while the cop car gained.

      Beyond the exit stood the yield sign. The cutoff. Her target.

      She crushed the brake.

      Horns blared.

      Lauren shrieked.

      Ash bit her lip. Tasted blood.

      The Subaru’s tires skidded as the car maintained speed, thrusting Ash toward a world without her ribcage. Deep fear engulfed her. She stomped the brake, begging the tires to find traction.

      She passed the exit ramp.

      The yield sign grew closer.

      Larger.

      Larger.

      Too large.

      For a moment the tires caught traction, then lost it. The car pitched back into its relentless slide. She twisted the wheel and mashed the brake until everything jolted.

      The ruptured momentum flung her forward. Her chin bashed the steering wheel. Her teeth clacked. For a moment all went dark. Thunder burst within the dome of her skull, and her ribs erupted with fresh heat. She wanted all this to be over, but the fire blazed on.

      She opened her eyes. The highway lay ahead, motionless.

      The car had stopped.

      She lifted her head to see where exactly she was. Her wipers streaked the windshield. To her left, a guardrail overlooked a snowy slope. To her right, the yield sign stood waiting. Couldn’t have gotten much luckier. All she needed to do was turn the car around, back up, and nudge Lauren out of the zone.

      Flashing reds and blues blitzed toward her, overloading the rearview. High beams pierced the back window, growing brighter without any sign of stopping. Her stomach dropped.

      Then came the impact.

      First there was the harsh crunch of the Subaru’s frame buckling. Then rubber squealed as Lauren wailed. Ash’s neck whipped violently against the headrest before her collarbone slammed forward against the steering wheel. Stars burst beneath her eyelids, followed by spinning darkness. Then everything stopped.

      Unbelievable. That goddamned cop car rammed me from behind.

      Lifting her head, she blinked, trying to get her bearings. Her headlights gleamed across the guardrail. Outside the driver’s window, she saw red and blue flashers about twenty feet away. Seemed she’d veered hard to the left and crashed. But that was a good thing. Hope rose within her burning ribs. Now all she had to do was cut the wheel and back up. Then Jake would see and Dad would survive.

      Desperate to put the car in reverse, she aimed for the brake pedal. But she hit the gas. The front fender smacked the guardrail. She corrected her footing and shifted into reverse.

      With all her strength Ash jerked the wheel.

      She hit the gas.

      The tires whirred in place.

      C’mon, c’mon.

      She twisted the wheel, trying to shake the car loose.

      C’mon, dammit.

      “Hands where I can see them!” a voice yelled. “Don’t move!”

      She stomped the gas and went nowhere.

      “Don’t move!”

      Somewhere below, her phone rang.
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        * * *

      

      “Pick up, pick up.” Trent knelt beside Jake at the bend. His jeans were soaked, and the chills were eating through him. “Pick up…”

      He got voicemail.

      Shit.

      He shut his eyes. Squeezed Jake’s shoulder.

      “Try again, champ.”

      “I want to trade my eyes,” Jake said. He paused. “It didn’t work.”

      “Keep trying!”

      The clock on his phone read 4:35. One minute left.
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        * * *

      

      Still fucking stuck. Ash shifted into drive and hoped for a miracle. She tapped the gas, and the car bumped the guardrail.

      The trooper approached, gun drawn. “Last warning! Throw your keys out the window! Now!”

      Ash shifted into reverse and hammered the gas. Her tires whirred in place, then snapped free.

      Shots boomed. The windshield cracked.

      The Subaru swung sideways, striking the cop and throwing him across the lane.

      Ash righted the wheel and flew in reverse.

      Toward the zone’s edge.

      She and Lauren both screamed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Trent rolled his pant leg. He couldn’t wait any longer. Sunset would hit in thirty seconds, and Dad’s life was at stake. Though he’d intended to give Jake every possible second, the situation had spiraled beyond his control. With so little time remaining, Trent had to complete Snare.

      Had to disappoint his son.

      “Jake,” he said. “I hate saying this, but you gotta move.”

      “I want to trade my eyes!”

      The conviction in Jake’s voice broke Trent’s heart. It wasn’t fair. He deserved those eyes. But Dad deserved to live. Much as it pained Trent, he had no choice.

      He took his son’s elbow.

      “Jake, I’m sorry. I gotta help Grampa.”

      “No, wait!” he yelled. “Dad, I feel it!”

      “You do?”

      A splash sounded. A big one. Jake dropped fully under the surface. Trent mashed his eyelids shut as another splash ensued. A series of trickles were followed by his son’s gasping coughs.

      “Jake!” Trent leaned over the water, where his son stood half-submerged. He patted a towel against his son’s face. “Can you see?”

      Jake blinked a few times. His unfocused eyes stared ahead.

      Trent checked the time.

      4:36.

      We missed the deadline.

      It was over. And it was unforgivable. Trent felt stupid. His own eyes began to prickle and burn. If he’d only acted sooner. He should’ve—

      “Dad, you’re crying.”

      Trent touched his cheek. Felt a teardrop. For a moment, he realized that, yes, he was crying. Then it dawned on him that he hadn’t made any sobbing noises—nothing that could’ve clued in a blind eight-year-old.

      Jake could see his tears.

      Jake could see.

      Trent’s sobs arrived, full, ecstatic bursts. He wanted to tell Jake, “Yes! Fuck, yes, I’m crying!” but his throat was so swollen with emotion he could barely breathe. He leaned forward and hugged his half-submerged son. Jake hugged him back, hard. They laughed.

      Father and son again.

      “Dad,” Jake said abruptly, “what about Grampa?”

      “Oh, shit. Hang on, Jake. Shut your eyes!”

      Trent rolled his pant leg. On his phone the time read 4:37. A minute after sunset. Glaring at his reflection, he called, “I don’t care that I’m late. We’re trading.”

      He thrust his leg into the water.
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      Ash lay slumped against the wheel, her ribcage boiling. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, she could hardly breathe, let alone move. The mounting heat dried her lungs and emptied her pores. She needed to lower the window. Her right hand, limp atop the dash, came to life as she willed it toward the door panel. With a shaky finger, she caught the window switch and lowered it.

      Cold air blew in. It brought subfreezing mercy. Her lungs drank their fill, but the burning persisted.

      Now she needed Snare to release her ribs and bail her out.

      According to the dashboard clock, sunset had arrived. The western sky, however, held a glint of light trapped within its snowy dome. Any second now the deadline would pass.

      Heart rapping, she hoisted her left arm onto the dash.

      Her wrist remained empty.

      She checked the western sky again. The pale glint faded into graying darkness. Going, going, gone. Like a home run Jake might someday smack out of a major league ballpark. Hopefully he got the eyes in time. Judging by the moans coming from the trunk, Lauren had certainly lost hers.

      “C’mon, Snare,” Ash muttered. “C’mon, you bitch. Give me my hand already.”

      A strange whoosh cut through the outside air. Not blizzard gusts—something else. Like the sound of a plane flying low. A puff of vibrant blue fog appeared. It hazed across the highway, spreading rapidly and blanketing the trooper she’d whacked with her front fender.

      That fog, the color—it wasn’t natural.

      And it was rushing toward her.

      Ash shut the driver’s window, but not in time. Fog leaked into the Subaru, swirling before her eyes like smoke. Where the hell did this come from? Did Snare send this? She held her breath, afraid what the shit might do to her lungs. Despite her roaring ribs, she leaned back, away from the shifting cloud. Her left arm slid off the dash, and when it did, her wrist touched the fog.

      For a moment her flesh seared.

      She bit back a scream.

      Then, at the base of her wrist, came a pinching sensation. At first mild, it expanded, painfully, like knives tunneling through her forearm. Her wrist shook, ready to pop beyond her control. She grabbed for it.

      Something pierced the flesh.

      A white, bloody nub.

      Then another. And another.

      Five nubs.

      Five bones.

      Five actual, physical fingers.

      They each stretched half an inch and stopped short. Desperate, Ash shook her arm through the fog. Hoping to speed up the process, she lowered the window and welcomed in fresh haze. Her sprouting bones formed knuckles, then fingertips. Muscle filled the gaps. Tendons took control. Skin gift-wrapped the entire package.

      Last to arrive were the fingernails. The fog dabbed them into place like the final touches on an artist’s masterpiece.

      And there it was.

      Her new hand.

      It trembled before her, fresh and cool and real.

      Along with the hand came the same euphoric high that had accompanied her rib trade. This time, however, the intensity rocked her like a thousand orgasms. Impossible sensations spilled from her brain and poured through her body. She laughed and cried hysterically. The world around her spun sweetly. When she bent her fingers, she dared to bend reality.

      Her hand was back.

      And so was she.
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      Trent woke to a cold, nasty shock. Moments ago, he’d been having the perfect dream. All discomfort had flushed from his leg muscles, replaced with a delicious, fuzzy high. It reminded him of the morphine they’d given him at the hospital years back. Except morphine didn’t feel this good. Nothing did.

      Then, unsurprisingly, like all great things, the dream ended.

      He sat up, startled and disoriented. A fishy odor clogged his nose. Watery clicks filled his ears. He wasn’t in bed, but rather in the creek. And his leg was freezing.

      Gripping the muddy bank behind him, he tugged himself backward. His leg slid from cold water to cold air. The snowy breeze burned his soaked flesh, and he grabbed a towel lying beside an LED lantern. Some weird blue fog wafted around him, but he was too busy wrapping his leg to care.

      Then he noticed the weirdest thing. When he applied pressure to his calf, it felt okay. Felt tolerable.

      He set the towel aside and pulled the lantern closer, illuminating his leg. He gasped. Though the scars remained, they covered the healthy bulge of his calf. Alongside it, his shin ran straight. All the other meat and muscle rested neatly under his flesh.

      He couldn’t believe it.

      “D-Dad?” Jake said. “You okay?”

      Jake stood chest-deep in the water, gazing at Trent with wide, excited eyes. For the first time in their lives, they looked upon each other and saw healthy, unbroken beings.

      Heavy with emotion, Trent crawled into the icy water. His nose ran, his throat ached. His knees touched the soggy bottom as he threw his arms around Jake and hugged tight.

      His son’s little hands clutched his back. “Love you, Dad.”

      “You too, champ.” The cozy embrace left him tingling all over. The warm feeling should’ve lasted forever. They deserved it. But the frosty wind had other ideas. “Damn, it’s cold. Let’s get dried off.”

      Trent slid his hands under Jake’s armpits. He tried hoisting his son, but his back muscles strained. He tugged left and right until his shoulders ached, but no matter how hard he pulled, he couldn’t rip Jake from the water.

      “I’m stuck!” Jake twisted at the waist. “My feet!”

      “Your feet?”

      “Get me out! It’s freezing!”

      Trent reached into the frigid water, flinching at its icy bite. He grabbed Jake’s shoe. It was stuck to the creek bed as if welded there. He untied the laces and pulled on Jake’s ankle, with the same useless result.

      Jake was stuck.

      Heart slamming against his sternum, Trent checked around for anything that might help. All he saw were towels, the lantern, and Jake’s bat. Great, I’m on my own.

      “Let him go, Snare!” Trent glared down at his reflection. “You want somebody, take me. Not him.”

      Suddenly Jake cried out. He fell backward, landing with a wide-armed splash. He went under and stayed under.

      “No!” Trent splashed after him. He clawed at the mucky bottom and finally caught Jake around the waist. His efforts to wrestle his son loose accomplished nothing.

      Beneath the surface Jake puffed his cheeks.

      “Keep holding your breath!” Trent shouted.

      Something tickled Trent’s face. It breezed between his lips into his throat. His tongue moved beyond his control.

      “Hi, Trent.”

      Trent slapped a hand across his mouth. Those words—he hadn’t spoken them. Not by choice. Then he remembered what Ash had reported about her chats with Snare.

      “Please, Snare,” Trent said. “Let him go.”

      Beneath the water, bubbles floated from Jake’s sealed lips.

      “I’ll do anything!” Trent pleaded. “Just let him breathe.”

      The surface stirred. Trent watched it cyclone downward, creating an air pocket around Jake’s head. Water miraculously flowed around the opening without spilling through. Trent thought he was seeing things—wishful illusions, like his reflection.

      Then Jake gasped.

      “Dad!” Jake’s cheeks were pink with cold. He coughed as silty debris swept across his neck. “Help!”

      “Let him go!” Trent reached underwater, shoving silt away. “Snare, please!”

      “Leave my waters.”

      Trent backed out to the bank. Frigid air chewed through his sopping clothes. Shivering, he danced in place.

      “I’m out. Now let him go. Please.”

      “I need a favor.”

      “Fine, whatever. Just let him go.”

      “After the favor.”

      “For God’s sake, let him out! He’s soaking wet. He’ll freeze to death unless—”

      Before Trent could finish, the moisture clinging to his body rushed down his legs and puddled at his feet. Somehow his skin and clothes were dry. Completely dry.

      In the creek, the air pocket whooshed, flinging water away.

      “Champ?” Trent called to his submerged son. “You okay?”

      “Y-yeah. It’s weird. My whole body feels dry.” His shaky words were followed by nervous shallow breaths. “Dad, I’m scared.”

      Trent glared at his reflection. “What’s the favor?”

      “There are two empty water jugs hidden in the thicket nearby,” Snare said. “Fill them with bend water and take them to Mick Lapinski.”

      “To Mick? What for?”

      The mist left his lips.
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      Something stank like death. Cold, soggy death. The stench hit Ash like an elbow to the nose, triggering her gag reflex and disrupting the euphoric trance she’d been enjoying since her hand had reappeared. Reality wrestled her. Gutted her. She dropped flat against the steering wheel, twitching as fire reclaimed her ribs and torched her new hand.

      This isn’t right. Snare had promised her a new hand and the freedom to leave the zone. Both at once. That was the deal. Yet Ash’s burning parts suggested she couldn’t leave. The cynical portion of her mind insisted she’d been double-crossed, but there could be another explanation. Maybe the burning was inevitable within the zone. Maybe it would stop once she exited the area.

      Awful big maybe, though. She couldn’t risk exiting just yet. Not before she got the green light from Snare.

      With great strain, Ash pushed herself upright, away from the wheel. Heat squeezed her ribs like a fiery fist. Too much, too much. She collapsed against the wheel again, and the horn uttered a weak honk.

      Time passed. The stench worsened. Her stomach spun while she tried to determine the source of the odor. It had to be nearby. The heater was blasting, but she didn’t think it was the engine. The stench was more roadkill than motor oil. Toward the bottom of her windshield was a bullet hole surrounded by web-like cracks. The odor was strongest there. Whatever produced it was outside. Not the fog, which smelled like dirty rain, but something else.

      Lauren moaned in the trunk. She sounded more inconsolable by the second. No telling what effects this whole trip had on her. Worse yet, the state trooper hadn’t moved since Ash whacked him with her front bumper. Whether he survived or not, she’d be facing a felony or thirty.

      Ash needed to get moving. Return home. But she also needed an excuse for her law-breaking rampage. Some logical, acceptable reason for everything she’d done. A legit emergency. She supposed her sister-in-law’s vanishing eyes counted as such. Now she just needed to bullshit the nearest hospital staff.

      “Lauren,” she called, “I need your help.”

      The woman’s moans intensified.

      Ash checked over her shoulder and noticed something strange. Beyond her rear window, snow fell, but the sky itself hung clear. Fogless. Yet ahead of her and along the side windows, the blue haze twisted. The cutoff point for the fog seemed to be the trunk—right where the zone ended. Ash wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      One thing she did know was that she couldn’t endure the burning pain much longer.

      Grimacing, she put the car in drive. It rumbled over snow, the steering wheel wobbling in her sweaty, now two-handed grasp. Once they were moving, Lauren’s moans abruptly stopped. Ash considered that a good sign.

      Keeping to the shoulder, she rolled past the motionless trooper. With the fog obscuring him, she couldn’t tell what was wrong. If her ribs weren’t killing her, she would’ve dragged him to the guardrail, away from traffic.

      Speaking of traffic, where the hell was it? Nobody had driven her way in some time. That bothered her. The fog had only appeared minutes ago, too soon to scare off every driver from 81-North. She supposed the blizzard itself had dissuaded drivers from the highway. That, or perhaps everyone had to attend family dinners.

      Family.

      In all the chaos and excitement, she’d forgotten about Dad being taken hostage. If Werner was heading north, he might be close.

      She had to stop him.

      She headed south in a northbound lane, her high beams and four-ways on. If an oncoming eighteen-wheeler approached, the driver would see her. Hopefully. If not, maybe it’d strike her head-on and quiet her screaming ribs.

      Soon, she reassured herself. Soon the blaze inside my chest will fade. The outside stench, too. I’ll breathe easy, sit up straight, and find Dad. Soon.

      Further down the highway, headlights glowed. Two yellow eyes within the fog.

      Fuck. Her first instinct was to switch lanes, but with numb arms and slick palms, she opted to stay put. She peeled her left hand off the wheel and beeped the horn. The action caused her to flinch like she’d touched a hot stove. She chewed her lower lip and pressed again, harder this time, so the horn blared a clear warning.

      The other driver didn’t react.

      She slammed the horn again.

      Still nothing.

      The oncoming headlights grew brighter.

      She stomped the brake. The Subaru skidded. She tapped the brake, pumping till the car slowed. This was one sick game of chicken. The driver should’ve reacted. Should’ve switched lanes. Why hadn’t he?

      Then she realized the car wasn’t oncoming. It was stopped. Stuck against the guardrail.

      She exhaled.

      As she approached, she kept her distance. Driving past, she expected an angry honk but got nothing.

      Another few hundred feet out, more headlights glowed. Two cars this time. Both had slammed the guardrail. Despite the fog, it was odd to encounter three consecutive accidents. After all, this was Pennsylvania, not Pensacola. People here were no strangers to slick winter roads.

      Her ribs shed heat as she reached a straightaway. She lifted her chin and peered down the highway. More headlights glowed pale in the distance. Something was off. They were all aimed in different directions.

      Another accident—a major one. Ash saw what must’ve been a dozen cars scattered between the highway shoulders. Lights flickered and alarms honked, some in sync, like instruments in an orchestra. But she didn’t see a single cop car or ambulance. Even though it was a holiday, surely emergency crews were on call. What was taking them so long? And what about the people inside these wrecks—why hadn’t anybody climbed out?

      Braking, she grabbed her phone from the floor. Dialed 911.

      The phone didn’t connect. All she heard was watery static. Perplexed, she checked the screen. A service unavailable message flashed.

      She pocketed her phone and continued toward the line of wrecks.

      Straight ahead, a vehicle was flipped on its side. Her high beams gleamed off the white roof. As she moved closer, the shape of the vehicle became clear. A van.

      But not just any van. Her van.

      Then it dawned on her. Cheeto must’ve driven north to help her father. Even though Cheeto was disgusted with her, he’d motored up the highway to help. And on bad tires, no less. She couldn’t believe it. She hoped he was okay. He had to be okay. If he was hurt, suffering so much as a scrape, she’d never forgive herself.

      She pulled over to the shoulder and got out. The moment her feet hit the ground, her ribcage crackled with heat. She toughed out the burn and sprinted toward the van. Snow pecked her cheeks. Wind pierced her like a thousand arrowheads. The road underfoot was slippery, but she kept running until she reached the front of the van.

      “Cheeto!”

      The engine was still running. Half-melted snow covered the now-vertical windshield. She couldn’t see inside. Couldn’t see him. She needed him to be okay. No serious damage, nothing permanent. Even if he had to spend tomorrow in the hospital instead of onstage, she’d take it. She needed him safe and smiling.

      Since the van lay on its passenger side, there were only two accessible entry points: the driver side door, which was now above her head, and the rear doors. Ash rushed around back and used her spare key to unlock them. The moment she lifted the handle, the door snapped open, dumping out an avalanche of guitars amps, gear cases, and demo CDs. Everything crashed at her feet while a horrible stench emerged—the same one from back at the zone’s edge. Why did that smell keep following her? It made no sense.

      “Cheeto!” Her voice echoed through the van. “Can you hear me?”

      Fallen instrument cases and storage racks blocked her path to the front. She had no time to remove them one by one, nor the patience. Instead, she grabbed an amp and set it outside as a footstool. She boosted herself up onto the driver side exterior and crawled across snow-covered steel toward the front window. Worst-case scenarios played through her mind. Had he bashed his head, busted an ankle, or—nightmare of ironic nightmares—damaged his vocal chords?

      “Please,” she whispered. “Be okay.”

      Inch-thick snow blanketed the driver window. With her sleeve she wiped the glass until she could see inside. Cheeto hung from his seatbelt sideways, his hairy head suspended facedown toward the passenger side.

      “Cheets!” She slapped the window, trying to wake him.

      No response.

      She yanked the door handle. It popped, but the heavy door refused to lift more than an inch. After straining her shoulders, she reached down and brushed off more snow. Once clean, the door wasn’t so heavy. With a single focused heave, she flung the door open.

      Then wished she hadn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            66

          

        

      

    

    
      No. It can’t be.

      The body that hung from the driver’s seat couldn’t be Cheeto.

      Not with a face like that. As she turned his head toward her, she couldn’t believe what she saw. A hideous gash sliced his forehead. Blood soaked his falling orange hair and dripped onto the passenger window in a series of sickening plops. Milky scars covered his eyes, and his nose was bent like an ugly purple fishhook. But worst of all was his chin. It hung bloated and disfigured, with gore lumping beneath a swollen hole along his jaw.

      The sight, coupled with the potent stench, made her want to vomit.

      “No… Cheeto, no…”

      The longer she looked, the more she doubted her sanity. She couldn’t reconcile what she saw with the facts. Even though the van had flipped on its side, damage to the interior was minimal—little more than a crunched ceiling and a cracked windshield. She didn’t see anything that could’ve slashed his forehead or caused such gruesome damage to his chin. At worst, he should’ve suffered some bruises, nothing more.

      Shining her phone light, she noticed his collarbones jutting unnaturally against his t-shirt. His formerly flat stomach bulged in spots, as if tiny fists were trying to punch through. His pants couldn’t hide the swollen thigh muscles and misshapen knees. Everywhere she looked, something was wrong. Impossibly wrong.

      Then she noticed his left hand. It dangled toward the passenger seat, and when her light fell on it, a chill of recognition snaked down her spine.

      The ruptured fingers.

      The busted knuckles.

      The swollen flesh.

      His hand was broken exactly as hers had been.

      “No…” The air in her lungs turned to dust. She shook her head, unable to take her eyes off his ruined hand. “Cheeto… Why you? Why’d this have to happen to you?”

      Cheeto didn’t answer. Of course he didn’t. He was gone. Gone because of Snare. Somehow the bitch had cursed him with brutal injuries—not just Ash’s broken hand but countless others. No part of his body had escaped disfigurement. He was completely, totally ruined.

      Ash opened her mouth to scream, but it came out a muffled sob. Tears swamped her eyes while her nose clogged to the point of suffocation. She coughed harshly, her body recoiling until she dropped to her side. For a moment she lay there atop the van, wishing for death, until the stench pierced her blocked nostrils. She twisted sideways and dumped her guts onto the highway.

      When she finished vomiting, she felt no better.

      Cheeto was still dead, and it was her fault.

      Snare’s doing, but her fault.

      Ash pushed herself up and checked on him, hoping his condition might’ve miraculously improved since her last glimpse. Nothing changed, unfortunately, but she shined her light over him anyway, seeking answers—seeking any reason to be optimistic. His gruesome, busted chin caught her attention. She recognized the damage; it matched what she had inflicted on Mick earlier at the creek. It’s like I shot them both. She shivered at the thought, her gun weighing heavy inside her jacket pocket. Her eyes trailed to Cheeto’s swollen, misshapen knees. She thought of her father and how he’d been kneecapped three decades ago. Was it possible that Mick and Dad’s injuries had somehow been transferred to Cheeto? Bizarre as the idea sounded, it made sense.

      Not that it made her feel any better.

      Still nauseous, she climbed down from the van. About fifty feet away were the scattered car wrecks, their headlights and taillights glowing behind the blizzard. Alarms whined and horns moaned within the disaster. She raced toward the noise.

      “Help! Somebody help!”

      The closest vehicle was a spun-out SUV. As Ash rushed toward it, her feet lost traction on the slippery blacktop. Arms windmilling, she bashed into the rear door and fell hard on her hip. Slowly, she rose to her feet, found better footing on a clear patch of pavement, and gingerly moved to the driver’s window.

      The dashboard display lit the face of a woman, clearly dead. Her sliced forehead dripped blood; her nose was horribly twisted. The wounds looked exactly like Cheeto’s. Ash recognized the same busted chin. The same wrecked hand. In the next car she discovered another identically disfigured mess. Horrified, she checked the other vehicles. Every driver and passenger had the same injuries, the same bad parts. Whatever had killed Cheeto had impacted everyone on the highway.

      What if the fog did this?

      What if it spread beyond the highway?

      What if it keeps killing people?

      Gazing past the still-flashing car wrecks, Ash saw nothing but blue-tinged darkness. She slid to her knees, realizing with despair that she might be the only survivor. A soul-sucking loneliness engulfed her, numbing the agony in her ribs and hand. Numbing her mind. Numbing her spirit.

      After a deep breath, she returned to the Subaru. When she popped the trunk, she realized Lauren was in the same hideous condition as the others.

      Ash shut the trunk, her heart ramming a thousand miles a minute. This can’t be real.

      Her only hope was that this ruined world was a temporary hell. Maybe once the fog clears, everyone will somehow return to normal. Though it didn’t seem likely, it was something to cling to. After all, Lauren had been alive and moaning when the fog first appeared. At the time, the Subaru’s trunk had been outside the border of the zone, outside the fog. It wasn’t until Ash drove back into the zone that Lauren had fallen silent.

      Maybe I can still save Cheeto. Driving him outside the zone might fix him.

      Doing so, however, could eliminate her ribs and new hand.

      This isn’t fair. This isn’t what I signed up for.

      But there has to be a way to reverse this. Snare would know. Snare could undo it. The bitch had to.

      Her heart heavy as lead, she climbed into the Subaru, put it in drive, and nudged the gas pedal. As she passed the van, her headlights pierced the blue haze, illuminating something she hadn’t noticed earlier.

      Tire tracks. They trailed off the highway and down a nearby slope. Someone had veered off-road.

      Could it be…?

      Ash parked along the shoulder, got out, and peered down the snowy hill at a pair of glowing taillights. A vehicle lay on its roof at the bottom. A red BMW. The one Werner drove.

      Hope flooded her chest, filled her throat.

      She dashed downhill, yelling her father’s name.
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      Karl woke up buzzing. He couldn’t see, couldn’t move, couldn’t think straight. It was anyone’s guess where he was. Dry, hot air blew against his hip, but still he shivered. His toes were blocks of ice. He wiggled them but quickly discovered he couldn’t move anything else, not his arms, legs—nothing. His hands remained cuffed and he was lying on top of them, which strained his forearms. Worse, his knees crackled like Fourth of July sparklers. His skin, too. That meant…what? That Ashlee and Trent didn’t make the trades in time?

      He heard a nearby hum. A motor.

      Now he remembered. He’d been shoved into the backseat of Werner’s car. Which explained the blowing hot air, probably from the rear heater. But then why didn’t he feel any seat cushions underneath him? And why couldn’t he move? His buzzing body shouldn’t keep him from moving. Maybe he was stuck. Pinned against something. Or under something.

      “Bill?” he croaked. “You there?”

      If Werner was, he didn’t answer.

      Karl still couldn’t see anything. He focused his awareness and realized something was covering his face. He poked his tongue out and encountered damp, shaggy fabric. A towel. His towel. The one he’d been wearing after Werner took him hostage.

      Karl twisted his head sharply, attempting to loosen the towel. Bad idea. Hot resistance shot through his neck as something lumpy and solid pushed against his windpipe. He again rotated his neck, trying to relieve the pressure on his throat, but instead squished his nostrils against the towel. Now he couldn’t breathe.

      A voice called out, muffled, as if underwater.

      He struggled to yell, expending precious air. “Help!”

      “Dad?” Something tapped against glass. “Dad!”

      “Ashlee?” Relief flashed across his chest like sunshine.

      “Holy shit, you’re alive!”

      “Ashlee!” Feeling lighter now, Karl twitched his head enough to relieve pressure on his windpipe. Blood flow returned, thick and uncomfortable. “Where are we? I can’t see nothing.”

      “I-81. Near Dickson City. You’re in Werner’s car. It rolled down a slope.” Her voice was distressed. “Dad, everything’s fucked. People are—” She paused. “Listen, you’re upside down, but I’ll get you out.”

      “Call 911.” His head suddenly throbbed. He needed to get free and breathe. “Hurry, Ashlee.”

      “Listen, Dad, something’s wrong. I can’t call 911. The phones are dead.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Forget it. Let’s get you out.”

      “Okay.” He tried to control his breathing. Keep it together, big man. “Can you open the door?”

      A hollow pop sounded, followed by scraping. Ashlee groaned. Then came more scraping, along with a dull thud. Ashlee swore.

      “Something wrong?”

      “Door’s stuck,” she said. “The car landed funny, and the roof got crushed. I’ll try the other side.” He heard her footsteps crunch outside, and soon the door near his foot scraped open. Snowflakes tickled his naked heel. “Gonna pull you out now. Wait, where’s your other foot? I see this one,” she said, squeezing his right heel, “but not the other.”

      Panic danced through his bones. He could only feel one foot, the right one. His left leg buzzed, but not below the knee.

      “My foot! Is it gone?”

      “Calm down, Dad. I found it. It was hiding because you’re sandwiched in there pretty tight.” Her hand seized his ankle. “I’ll get you out now. Ready?”

      The moment she pulled, fire shot up his left leg. He roared into the towel.

      She stopped pulling. “Dad?”

      Gritting his teeth, he said, “Keep going!”

      Her efforts dragged him sideways then backward. Each sharp, jerky movement made him howl, which cost his lungs more air. Before long his head was pounding in a hundred places. He prayed for it all to stop, even if stopping meant death. The pain in his leg worsened, the roof pinching in harder below the knee, keeping his agony fresh, hot, and unbearable. He thought of the tortilla presser at Werner’s shop. He pictured his leg being flattened between hot irons, his muscles melting while his bones were crushed to dust.

      Then his leg popped free, bestowing a sensation of cool, thrilling looseness.

      The comfort lasted mere seconds before renewed heat exploded, the nerves along the kneecap screaming.

      “Almost, Dad!”

      Ashlee yanked his legs, first hard to the right, then backward. His stomach slid along bits of glass until he finally flopped onto powdery snow. It chilled his chest and wasted no time reminding him how naked he was. Shivering, he sat up and squinted through the darkness at his left leg.

      “Dad!” Ashlee panted, hunched over her bent knees, grinning with relief. “You’re okay!”

      “I’m bleeding.” He spotted a leaking gash along his kneecap. He slapped both hands over it, applying pressure. “Quick, throw snow on it. Cold’ll slow the bleeding.”

      Ashlee scooped a thick clump of snow and pressed it down. The cut stung like the devil’s tail. He snatched his towel from the backseat and knotted it above the gash.

      “Keep that snow coming!”

      Using both arms, she swept snow together into a generous mound and patted a handful over the gash. He flinched from the shocking cold, pressing his eyelids shut. When he opened his eyes again, his mouth fell open.

      “A-Ashlee!”

      She pressed more snow onto his wound. “What, Dad?”

      “Your hand!” He nodded toward it, laughing. “You got it back—that means we’re free to go!”

      “Actually, Dad,” she replied, her expression grim, “we can’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            68

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Ash had spilled every detail, she hated herself. What a stupid trade. She had her hand back, but at a cost she couldn’t fathom. There was no telling how far that murderous fog had spread. People sat dead up and down the highway, and she shuddered to think there might be hundreds, thousands, or even millions more. Hell, even one corpse was too many; she learned that the moment she saw Cheeto hanging lifelessly in the van. Now her guilt-smothered mind wandered to him every chance it got. With him gone, her goals no longer mattered. Playing a big-time concert in Florida seemed so silly, so meaningless. There would always be more shows, but there would never be another Cheeto.

      The thought ravaged her. Consumed her.

      Standing in the snow beside Werner’s flipped car, she couldn’t clear her head. She tried to distract herself by focusing on the howling winds or the scratchy taste of car exhaust in the air, but her mind kept veering back to Cheeto. There was no escape.

      Groaning, she drooped forward, ready to collapse face first into the snow.

      Dad caught her by the arm. “Hey, now. Don’t go fainting on me.”

      “Does it matter?” She staggered in place. “Everyone’s dead.”

      “Not everyone,” he said, zipping his oversized jacket. While she’d been recounting events, he had removed the clothes from Werner’s dead body and dressed himself. “We’re alive, Ashlee. There’s gotta be others. Just need to find them.”

      “Dad, I drove five miles from the edge and didn’t see a breathing soul until you.”

      “Well, think about that. You and me, we’re alive. That’s gotta mean something.”

      “Only that we’re damned.”

      “Now, hang on,” he said, double-checking the safety on a gun he found in Werner’s pocket. “We both traded, right? And we’re both still breathing. Maybe we survived because we’re Traders.”

      “Lauren was a Trader, though.”

      Dad paused. “Yeah, until you drove her out.”

      Ash winced. “Okay, right, but what about Werner? He’s dead.”

      “Naturally dead,” he said, nodding toward the body. “Fella bled out.”

      Earlier, Ash had avoided looking at Werner’s corpse, but now her curiosity nudged her in his direction. The body lay on its back, naked but for smears of blood along the neck and face. His head looked shriveled like a rubber Halloween mask after losing his traded skull. Her phone’s flashlight caught a shard of broken glass protruding from his throat. He had indeed bled out; Dad was right. What was even more encouraging was the fact that Werner’s face bore none of the damage that had afflicted Cheeto and the others.

      Hope sprang within her. She took a step back, solidifying her balance. Since she, Dad, and Werner hadn’t caught this…this fog disease…it was possible that Traders were immune. While that was potentially great news, it didn’t offer any sunny outlooks for the rest of humanity. If Snare’s fog wiped out everyone else, Ash and the sixty-odd survivors might as well join them.

      “L-let’s say the Traders survived.” Her voice trembled. “Wh-what can we even do? March up to the creek and ask Snare to restore everyone to normal? Hell, she’ll probably kill us.”

      “Not if we make her listen.”

      She scoffed. “How?”

      He rubbed his mustache. “Remember yesterday when Snare stole your hand?”

      “Hard to forget.”

      “Remember what you said to Snare right after?”

      Ash blinked. Her thoughts swirled like water flushing a toilet bowl. So much had happened in the past two days that she couldn’t recall the finer details. “I just remember yelling, demanding my hand back.”

      “I remember exactly what you said.” He held her at arm’s length. His eyes glinted. “You threatened to dam the creek if you didn’t get your hand back. Soon as you said it, those waters shook like I’ve never seen.”

      “That was just me shooting my mouth off.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Wincing, he clutched his knee. “Snare was scared when you mentioned damming the creek.”

      “Damming the creek…” Even as she spoke the words, a chill twitched through her hand. “You really think that’ll be enough to threaten her?”

      “It’s worth a try. Remember, Snare clings to that bend. Cutting off her water supply might upset her.”

      “Hope you’re right.” Ash spun around, facing the direction of Hollow Hills. Fog and darkness hung thick, but beyond them was an opportunity. A slim chance they had to take. “If it works, we can call the shots. We can tell her to clear out this fucking fog. Then we can see about bringing back Cheeto and everyone else.”

      “Let’s head home.” Dad lifted his pant leg and tightened the towel knotted over his knee. “We’ll check on the Traders. If they’re alive, they can help us construct a dam in no time. We’ll dig a trench for a spillway—that’ll divert the flow—and then build from there.”

      “Right.” Ash looked at her left hand and made a fist. “Whatever it takes.”

      He nodded. “Do something great with that hand.”
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      When Trent left the woods, all the surrounding lights abruptly went out. Nighttime smothered the banquet hall as well as the town and highway beyond. His paranoid mind insisted it was Snare’s doing—that the strange fog had caused it—but more likely, the power outage was a result of the blizzard’s thrashing winds. Even now the angry gusts threatened to fling him off his feet.

      Gripping one of Snare’s water jugs, he hugged the other to his side and shined his phone light, revealing the lumpy carpet of snow atop the banquet hall parking lot. The uneven terrain forced him to trudge at first, but once his ankles loosened, he ran, his stride unhindered for the first time in a decade.

      Running with two good legs felt unnatural, like a dream he knew he’d soon wake up from. Each press of his foot, each bend of his ankle, each pump of his calf muscles confused his upper body. But he stayed upright as he raced toward town. Though his lungs weren’t properly conditioned, the thought of Jake trapped beneath ghost-infected waters kept him moving.

      Panting for breath, he reached Candace’s front lawn. A dozen cars were parked along the snowy sidewalk, many still running, their lights on. Some doors were open, as if the drivers had exited in an emergency. He rang the front doorbell and noticed candles flickering inside. Black shapes shifted through the dimness. He heard wailing. Sobbing.

      The door squealed open.

      Mick appeared in the doorway, his hat and beard soaking wet. He hunched sideways, rubbing at his knee and grimacing.

      “Mick!” Trent said, hefting both water jugs into the bigger man’s grasp. “Snare has Jake. She said to give these to you and…” Mick was nodding. “You already know?”

      “Yeah.” Mick shook the containers, swishing the contents. “Let’s grab my mom and talk in private.”

      “Wait,” Trent said, “will Jake be okay?”

      Rather than answering, Mick marched through the high-ceilinged foyer. They passed through the living room, where Traders were scattered across the couches and floor. Many were sobbing and wailing. A rancid stench, like steaming dogshit, blasted Trent’s nose. In the kitchen, the smell intensified.

      A middle-aged couple whimpered beside the kitchen island. Candace stood on the opposite side, frowning down at something.

      Trent realized a teenager lay stretched out on the island. A dead boy. A very dead boy. Lantern light colored his chest an eerie blue. His shirt had been cut open. Lumps and mounds jutted across his abdomen. Trent watched, horrified, as Candace took scissors to the waistband of the boy’s jeans. They were fashionably ripped jeans, the kind kids wore to camouflage their preppy suburban identity.

      Dead before college, Trent thought. Jesus.

      Before he could ask what had happened, Candace split the pant leg to the hem. The outer flap of denim fell away, revealing the leg in full.

      Trent gasped. He recognized the leg below the knee. The structural damage. The disfigurement—the same damage he’d endured for ten years.

      “Trent!” Candace snapped. “Look what you’ve done! You and that sister of yours.”

      “Me? I never met this kid. How’d this happen?”

      “It happened at dinner,” the boy’s mother said. “We were eating, and he…he—”

      “Fell off his chair,” the father finished. “Then he…looked like this. Everyone did.”

      “Everyone?”

      “Our whole family.” He clutched the boy’s disfigured hand. “They have the sick parts we all traded.”

      Trent wasn’t sure whether to puke, scream, or laugh.

      “Everyone in town is like this!” Candace jabbed the scissors at Trent. “I hope that new leg was worth it, Trent. Know what? You should go show everyone in the living room. Do a fucking Irish jig and lighten the mood.”

      “Ma, enough,” Mick said, prying the scissors from her. “Trent said he heard something that might help. Let’s talk in the other room.”

      They entered the den. Here, away from the crowd of mourners, the air hung cold and damp. The dead boy’s stench faded, but Trent still sensed it coating his skin, burrowing through his pores, rocking his stomach like a sinking boat.

      Mick set the filled jugs on the coffee table. Next to the couch was a minifridge. Among the beer cans inside were two water bottles. Mick twisted their caps off and emptied them over the carpet.

      “Mickey, what the hell are you doing?” Candace spat. “My floor is not a drinking glass.”

      Ignoring her, Mick set the empty water bottles on the coffee table. He filled each bottle halfway with creek water. Then he capped both before tossing one to Trent and then Candace.

      “Both of you will drink these later.” He winced as he reached down to rub his knee again. “Keep them handy.”

      Trent eyed the liquid. “We have to drink this shit?”

      “If you two want your sons back, you need to do everything I say.”

      Trent felt himself shrink.

      “Mickey, have you gone crackers?” Candace furrowed her brow. “Why would I want my son back? You’re right here.”

      “Your son isn’t here.” Mick stood tall. “He won’t return until you finish.”

      “What?” Candace tugged at his blue PSU jacket. “Mickey?”

      “Not Mickey. Not Mick. Not anymore.” Mick pushed her away. He then tapped his temple. “I may look like your son, but remember who this brain belongs to.”

      Her mouth opened, then shut. With a motherly sob, she said, “No… No! You can’t be. You’re my son. Not Snare. Not anybody else. You can’t—”

      Mick snatched her by the hair and flung her against the wall. The loud thud was followed by shattering glass as a photo frame ricocheted from the wall. When Candace hit the floor, the containers on the coffee table jumped, splashing their contents. Trent squeezed his water bottle so hard the cap popped off.

      “Would your son do that to you?” Mick asked Candace.

      Candace looked up from the floor, eyes wounded.

      “When we return to the living room,” Mick said, ignoring her, “we’ll pour this water for the Traders to drink.”

      “What’ll happen to them?” Trent asked in a small voice.

      Mick set a hand on Trent’s shoulder. “Save your concern for Jake. Once the Traders finish drinking, we’ll visit him at the creek.”

      Trent wobbled as if his leg had been crushed all over again. He didn’t trust Mick—rather, Snare—but he was afraid to argue. Doing so could endanger Jake. Then again, Jake may have already drowned.

      No, Trent thought. Gotta believe he’s okay and that I can save him. There has to be a way.

      “First tell me what we’re doing,” Trent demanded. “Then I’ll help.”

      Mick glared at him for an ugly, endless moment. Trent, standing a foot shorter than Mick, felt like a nail ready to be hammered through the floor. He considered apologizing but knew he had to hold his ground.

      The moment passed. Mick leaned forward to whisper in his ear.

      “I’m getting my parts back,” he said. “Be thankful that you and Jake can survive without what you traded.”
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      Ash could never have imagined the first task for her new hand would be draping a blanket over Cheeto’s disfigured body. This can’t be real. Any second now she expected to wake, preferably in a bed somewhere with Cheeto. Alive Cheeto. Grinning Cheeto. Her bandmate, her friend, her something more. She would take him in her arms and describe the wicked nightmare she’d had, one where some trippy fog swept in and mutilated him. Only a stupid nightmare. Nothing more.

      Yet here she was, kneeling in the middle of a snowy highway and covering him with a cheap blanket. The same blanket they’d slept under last night. Once it was in place, she and Dad carried him over to the Subaru. They set him in the trunk beside Lauren. The stench was sickening, yet Ash couldn’t turn away.

      She remembered the first time she saw Cheeto. Two years ago, she’d been barhopping after a Boston gig and somehow ended up in the North End. The door to a hole-in-the-wall pub was open, and she got an earful of the thrown-together screamo band playing inside. Musically, they were shit, but the moment she heard Cheeto’s voice, she knew. It was like McCartney finding Lennon.

      Before the show ended, she fired her then-vocalist and had a whiskey sent over to Cheeto. When they met, he mistook her for a groupie, and she wanted to kick his nuts across the pub. She wisely kept her foot on the ground, however, and they talked till closing time. His voice sounded like success. Sounded like a future.

      Now they had no future. She had her hand, but she didn’t have him. Never again would he call her Ashes or tell her to grow a heart or sneak up behind her for one of his surprise hugs.

      Her throat stiffened. She fought back tears before she fell over him, sobbing.

      “Sorry, darling,” Dad said. She’d forgotten he was there. She forgot the entire world existed, but it slowly, painfully returned as Dad rubbed gentle circles along her back.

      Despite the stench, she kissed Cheeto’s forehead. A tear splashed his cheek and rolled along his nose, settling at the edge of his ruined eye. Using two fingers, she closed an eyelid. It resisted shutting, a cruel reminder that he could still be alive if she’d done things differently.

      “Everything,” she said, sniffling. “Everything I did brought us to this…this disaster.”

      “We all messed up,” Dad said.

      “Nobody more than me.”

      “Tell you something. Right before sunset I traded my skin. Didn’t need to, but I did. It’s something that’s been eating at me for ages. See, when I traded my knees way back when, the man I saw reflected in the water had lighter skin. I always… Well, the sight stuck with me for thirty years.”

      “Dad…” She turned to him. “When I was younger, I kept a list of everything I hated about you. Being black wasn’t on it.”

      “Yeah, well…” He cleared his throat. “What I’m saying is we all screwed up. Snare tricked us, made us act like fools. We all brought this monster to life, so we all shoulder the blame. Not just you.”

      The wind howled.

      With a grunt, he rubbed his wounded knee. “If you need another minute here, that’s fine, but we should get moving. Storm’s picking up, and this car doesn’t look built for blizzards. We gotta hurry back to the other Traders. Especially Trent and Jake.”

      “Yeah.” She stared at Cheeto’s open eye. The damage matched Jake’s scars, which meant her nephew was still alive. “Jake got his eyes back. He shouldn’t have to see any of this.”

      She reached up and shut the trunk.
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      “Listen up, everybody,” Mick said, setting two stacks of red Solo cups on the bar. “Snare’s coming after us, but there’s a way to protect ourselves.”

      The Traders in the cramped, stuffy living room turned to face him. Devastated as they were, they perked at the nasal sound of his voice. It quieted their sobs and lifted their wrinkled chins. His tone exuded confidence, something nobody else possessed right now.

      Trent wished he could muster some confidence. He didn’t know what to do. Staying the course would get most of them killed—or maybe worse. If the Traders drank the water, would it brainwash them? Torture them? Who knew? Trent wanted to stop this, but he was in no position to play rebel. According to Mick, Trent and Jake could survive as long as they agreed to surrender their traded parts. That wasn’t comforting, but it was enough.

      Then again, no. It wasn’t enough. If they survived, Trent wanted more out of this deal. More than his son going blind all over again.

      “For those of you who don’t know,” Mick said, glancing about the crowd, “I traded my brain to the creek the other day. In other words, I have Snare’s brain. Which is good news, because I can read her thoughts.”

      The crowd gasped. Trent swallowed back bile as he listened.

      “Mick!” Gina Narducci stood up in the back. “Can we bring back the dead? Please tell me we can. I’m afraid to go home. If I do and my kids are…are…” Narducci broke down, sobbing. Berke Toyama held her up, though the younger girl looked equally defeated. They all did.

      “Everybody stay focused,” Mick said. “We can revive the dead, but first we got a bigger problem. Ash is coming after us. She’s working with Snare, like she has all week long. Snare gave her special powers to kill us, but we can protect ourselves. All we gotta do is drink creek water.”

      “Creek water?” a Trader asked. “How’s that gonna help?”

      “It’ll make us immune to Snare’s power.” Mick pulled Trent over to the bar. “My mom and Trent each have a gallon of creek water. Everyone grab a cup and drink some. A couple gulps should be enough.”

      For a moment nobody moved. Then one of the older Traders, a lady with eyeshadow streaked across her cheeks, walked to the bar, grabbed a cup, and held it out to Trent.

      He didn’t know the woman. He didn’t care about her. Hell, he didn’t care about anything now except Jake, but it pained him to unscrew the cap from his container. With a trembling hand, he poured till her cup was a quarter full. Before the woman drank, he locked eyes with her. He thought to signal her—to warn her—but instead he nodded, inviting her to drink.

      She might’ve drunk the water anyway, but deep down he knew his encouragement had sealed the deal. Sobbing, she tilted the cup back and downed the contents.

      Seconds passed.

      Nothing happened.

      The woman turned to the crowd. “You know, I do feel a little stronger.”

      Two lines formed. Along with Candace, Trent filled cup after cup. Traders drank in earnest, eager to participate in this twisted Kool-Aid ritual. Mick passed out cups, making sure everybody got one. He insisted they would get their families back. Tears spilled down faces as the gallon jug in Trent’s grasp grew lighter.

      The last person in line was Berke Toyama. Her cup shook nervously beneath the near-empty jug. About an hour ago, this girl had protected Jake while Dad got himself captured by Werner. She’d kept Jake out of harm’s way. For that reason, Trent met her eyes. He offered the slightest shake of his head. His only warning. If she caught it, maybe she could save herself.

      Instead she turned and lifted the cup to her lips.

      Mick gathered empty cups with the eagerness of a waiter at a Zagat-approved restaurant. An older lady kissed his cheek before he returned to the bar and stacked the used cups. He leaned between Trent and Candace and whispered to them, “We’re heading to the creek now.”

      “Already?” Candace asked, her voice tight.

      “Trust me—you won’t want to be here in a few minutes.”

      Trent’s tongue lay numb between his teeth. His entire body iced up. He wasn’t sure he wanted to go to the creek. He could be killed on the way or he could discover Jake was already dead.

      “Everybody, listen,” Mick said, facing the crowd. “I’m worried we didn’t get enough water. I’m taking my mom and Trent to the creek for a refill. Do not open the door for anyone except us, you hear me?”

      “Will you three be okay out there?” a Trader asked.

      “Of course.” Mick smiled. “I know how Snare thinks.”
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      Karl drove into Hollow Hills, pounding the horn and flicking his high beams, trying to draw the attention of any survivors. Ashlee sat vigilant in the passenger seat, peering out the window. He trusted their theory that the Traders had survived, but so far it wasn’t looking good. Beyond the snow-streaked windshield, the streets were foggy and empty. Nothing out there but the occasional crashed vehicle. Same story as I-81.

      With the heater blasting, a nervous warmth flooded him. He supposed it beat freezing to death, but it made him nauseous. If everyone in town was dead, their plans to dam the creek would turn sour.

      “C’mon,” he said under his breath. “Somebody run out. Call for help. Anything.”

      “You say something?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Just whispering prayers.”

      Then it hit him. The church. St. Raphael’s.

      During a disaster, people might gather there. Karl continued down the main road and swung into the lot. Light glowed behind a stained-glass window. He stopped and beeped the horn several times, hoping that people would start funneling out like after Sunday mass. When the doors opened, a lone man exited.

      Father McKagan.

      Relief spilled through Karl’s veins. He flung his door open. “You’re alive!”

      “I am.” Father zipped his winter jacket. “Seems my prayers were somewhat answered.”

      “We need you at the creek,” Ashlee yelled from the passenger seat. “We’re gonna build a dam and bully Snare into turning everyone back to normal.”

      “Bully Snare?” Father scoffed. “Not sure if you noticed, but we’re on the wrong end of the bullying. Nearly everyone’s dead.”

      “Seen any other survivors?” Karl asked.

      “The Traders went to Candace’s house. I told Elaine Richards I’d join them after my prayers.”

      “That can wait,” Ashlee said. “Right now, we need you.”

      “She’s right, Father,” Karl said. “Pray as you go.”

      They drove to Candace’s. The end of the street was crammed with cars, some of them still running. The sight confirmed their theory. In spite of losing almost everybody, there were dozens of survivors who could help dam the creek.

      “How you wanna do this?” Karl asked Ashlee as he parked on a neighbor’s lawn. “Folks might be upset with you. Want me to test the waters?”

      Ashlee stared out the windshield. In the past few days, he’d seen her angry, frustrated, desperate, panicked, and jubilant. But he hadn’t seen her scared. Not like this. No doubt she had plenty on her mind. If they couldn’t sell the idea to the Traders, they’d have a hard time digging a spillway themselves.

      Karl set a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll go inside and smooth things over.”

      “No.” She stared down at her hands. At both of them. “I made this mess. It’s on me to clean it up.”

      “We all made this mess,” he reminded her. She needed to remember she wasn’t alone. This wasn’t just her fight. Really, it never had been.

      “Let’s go,” he said, and they climbed out.

      Aside from distant car alarms, the town was silent. Snow had a funny way of quieting things. As he entered Candace’s yard, he squinted at the house. The living room window glowed orange. They must’ve lit candles. At the other end of the house, bright LED lights shone through sheer curtains. A silhouette paused in front of the window. Karl waved. The silhouette disappeared.

      On the front porch he rang the bell.

      Shuffling sounds were audible inside, but nobody came to the door. That worried him. If they were looking for someone to blame, Ashlee would be a prime target. He drew his gun.

      “Ashlee, Father, step back.”

      “Dad? What’s wrong?”

      “Just a precaution.” He knew better though. The Traders might be in a state of panic. Especially after the trauma of seeing dead loved ones. Parents, siblings, children, babies—enough death could crack even the most stable mind.

      He knocked.

      “This is Officer Hudson. If you could—”

      The door slid open on its own, just a few inches. He heard a strange gurgling inside, something like a wet hiccup.

      Clutching his flashlight, he kicked the door. It flew inward before knocking into something. Karl shined the light at the floor. At someone. An arm stretched across the tiles.

      Lying in wait.

      Waiting to lunge.

      Waiting to—

      No.

      Not lying in wait. Lying in agony. With a gurgled moan, the man rolled onto his back. He hugged his chest, gagging as he writhed beneath the shadows.

      Karl knelt beside him. “What happened?”

      “Creek…” he said, coughing. “Drank…creek water.”

      “Creek water? You went to the creek?”

      The man twisted away. Karl aimed his light ahead. People littered the foyer, some lying motionless on the stairs, others shuddering beneath the piano. Groans echoed through the house. The heavy odor of blood hung in the air, mixed with other foul stenches. Karl coughed into his shoulder.

      “Dad, what’s wrong?” Ashlee asked from the porch.

      “Stay back, Ashlee,” Karl said. “I’ll let you know when it’s safe.”

      Off to his left someone sobbed. Swinging his light toward the living room, he noticed a woman sprawled across the doorway, her face the color of milk gone bad. She wasn’t moving. He stepped over her and saw more Traders. Or what remained of them. Paul Ellsworth, the owner of the Downhill Diner, sat slumped against an end table, arms dangling limp at his sides.

      Karl knelt beside him. The man’s face was sweaty and strained. “What happened?”

      “My shoulders.” Paul winced. “I traded them. Now they’re gone.”

      “Did you drink creek water?”

      “We all did.”

      “Where’d you get the water?”

      “They…they…”

      “Officer Hudson!” a voice called.

      Karl spun toward the sound of his name. He saw nobody at the far end of the room and feared he’d stumbled into a trap. Then Berke Toyama bounced to her feet, shaking like she’d been struck by a live wire. Gina Narducci also rose, red-eyed and trembling.

      “Berke! Gina! You okay?” Karl asked.

      “Berke!” Ashlee came running in. “Berke, what happened here?”

      “I-I don’t know,” Berke answered, hands jittering. “G-Gina and I didn’t drink the creek water.  Everyone else did. They started yelling and screaming. Some went crazy, started killing each other.”

      “Good God,” Karl said. “What happened?”

      “We were told to drink that water,” Narducci said.

      “Who told you?” Ashlee asked.

      “Mick, Candace, and Trent.”

      “Trent?” Karl’s thoughts spun like a car on ice. He hated to think his son was involved. “He did this?”

      “N-no,” Berke said, steadying herself against the wall. “Trent brought the water, but he gave me a look when he poured mine. It was like he didn’t want me to drink it. I told Gina, and we only pretended to drink.”

      “Everyone else did, though,” Narducci said, anxiously scratching her neck. “They lost their parts ten or fifteen minutes after drinking that shit.”

      Karl glanced around the room. Very few folks were still alive. To think that minutes ago he’d expected to marshal a small army. Now he wondered how many able-bodied folks he could muster. “Where’s Trent?”

      “He and the Lapinskis went to the creek. Mick said they’d bring back more water. He promised that drinking the water would protect us.”

      “What about Jake?” Ashlee said, her voice rising. “He didn’t drink, did he?”

      Berke shrugged. “I didn’t see Jake here.”

      “Fuck,” Ashlee said, slumping against a window. “At sundown he was at the creek with Trent. If he never came here, then…”

      Karl’s legs turned to linguine. He reached for a nearby barstool to keep from falling. The thought of little Jake dying sucked his spirit out of him. What was even worse was that Karl should’ve been guarding the creek at sundown. He should’ve been protecting his son and grandson. If he hadn’t been so stupid about trading his skin, they could be safe right now.

      “This is just a guess,” Narducci said, squeezing his forearm, “but I think your grandson’s alive.”

      Karl swallowed a lump. “You think?”

      “Trent seemed preoccupied while he was here.” Narducci dabbed her eyes. “Any parent would be falling to pieces if they knew their child had died. Hell, the only reason I’m still standing is because I haven’t gone home yet. I haven’t seen my two boys. I want to believe they’re okay, but honestly I’m afraid to look. I’m afraid they’ll…they’ll…” She wailed before collapsing into his arms.

      “Gina, Gina, slow down,” he said, clutching her. “Listen, we’re gonna bring everyone back. Your boys’ll be fine.”

      “Right. So will Jake,” Ashlee said, raising her voice above all the sobbing. “Let’s gather everyone available—anyone who can walk. Soon as we’re set, we’ll march into the woods, build a dam, and dry up that fucking creek.”
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      They loaded three vehicles with shovels, backpacks, flashlights, LED lanterns, and a large folding table. The table would serve as their dam once they dug a spillway. Much as Karl was looking forward to the final stages of their plan, the thought of shoveling frozen earth left him aching in the worst places. Heck, he ached at the thought of standing upright, yet here he was, on his feet and ready to move. Wouldn’t have it any other way.

      With the Subaru loaded up, he whistled everyone over. Out of all the Traders, only Ashlee, Berke, Narducci, and Father McKagan approached at full strength. Most lay dead or dying inside Candace’s house, but three people toughed out the loss of their parts and joined the group. Elaine Richards, a waitress from the Downhill Diner, had lost her inner ears; her boss Paul Ellsworth and dentist Mike Mustaine had lost their shoulders and elbows, respectively. The two men wouldn’t be able to help shovel, but at least they could wear lanterns on their belts and play lookout.

      “From here on,” Karl said, meeting everyone’s eyes, “we stick close to one another. Nobody runs off. Remember, we outnumber Mick and Candace.” He didn’t include Trent. He wanted to believe Trent was on their side. “Keep your heads on straight and look out for the person next to you.”

      Ashlee clapped her hands. “Damn right. Now let’s move.”

      Karl led the three-car motorcade into the banquet hall lot. It felt like a funeral procession, everyone following in a straight line without any traffic to interfere. He parked and eyed the steep, snow-packed hill rising into the woods. His cut-up knee still bugged him, and he wished someone would build him an escalator.

      He got out and massaged the knee. He lifted his pant leg and checked the towel knotted over it. Wincing, he tightened the knot. When he looked up, Berke was staring at him funny.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Hurt myself in an accident.”

      Berke pointed to his leg. “Mick kept grabbing that same knee back at the house.”

      Ashlee came over clutching a shovel. “What’s your point?”

      “It was so weird,” Berke said, fidgeting in place. “Mick was talking to us, then he grabbed his knee in that exact spot. Like he was in pain. But when he lifted his pant leg, everything looked fine. Right, Gina?”

      “It was odd, yes.” Narducci gave a noncommittal smile. “But what’re you getting at?”

      “Maybe it’s connected to Snare.” Berke twiddled with her hoodie strings. “Think about it. Mick really isn’t Mick anymore, is he? Not if he has Snare’s brain.”

      “Mick said he could read Snare’s thoughts,” Narducci said. “He didn’t claim to actually be Snare.”

      “But what if Snare’s in total control of Mick?” Berke said, furrowing her brow. “In that case Snare would claim to be him.”

      Father McKagan grunted. “Sounds like a demon’s trickery to me.”

      Berke nodded. “Yep, exactly. And I bet Trent knew—that’s why he warned me. Remember when he disappeared to talk with Mick and Candace before everybody drank? I bet Trent knew the truth about that water—or at least knew that Snare was controlling Mick’s every move.”

      Karl glanced at the others, trying to gauge whether they bought the idea of Snare operating Mick like a piece of machinery. He himself had to admit it made some sense, considering how a man’s brain controlled his body. And though he was no doctor, he knew the brain was what registered knee pain.

      “You might be right,” he said, rubbing his mustache. “But the knee thing could be a coincidence. He could’ve hurt his knee somehow, like I hurt mine.”

      “Hang on,” Ashlee said, her eyes cloudy and distant. “Earlier, right after I traded my ribs, I slapped them to test them out. Mick was there, and he reacted like he’d been hit in the same spot. It was weird.”

      Berke jumped. “That’s what I’m saying! Your dad traded his knees. Then he hurts one and Mick clutches his own knee. There’s a connection—I bet Snare’s brain can feel pain in her other parts.”

      The group went quiet.

      “Maybe you’re onto something,” Karl said. He shuddered when he realized the next logical step. If their bodies held Snare’s weak points, then they had a way to fight back. Though not the most desirable way. “If Mick comes after us, we can hurt our traded parts to stop him.”

      “Great,” Narducci muttered. “Always wanted to be a walking voodoo doll.”

      “I don’t want to hurt myself,” Berke said, shuddering.

      “It’s only a last resort,” Karl said.

      “I have a better idea,” Ashlee said, making a fist with her left hand. “If we run into Mick, let’s put a bullet in his brain. In Snare’s brain.”
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      Fog engulfed the woods, floating and twisting like dry ice before a concert. It crept over Ash’s face, inside her nostrils, and through her jeans. It tickled along her skin, burrowing into her pores until she wanted to escape her own terrified flesh. But with haze hanging in every direction, she had nowhere to run.

      None of them did.

      The group’s collective fear squeezed them into a nervous cluster of bumping elbows and shaky footwork. Shovels clinked, jackets rustled. Lantern light stretched outward, then darkened. The random movements and noises put everyone on edge. Before long they flinched at the slightest noise, whether it was hissing rodents, crunching twigs, or their own footsteps.

      After topping the second hill, a nervous confidence overtook the group. They upped their pace, building momentum. But when snow dumped down from overhanging branches, somebody jumped and sent everyone else into hysterics. Some dove for the ground. Others scrambled behind the nearest tree trunk. They knew it was only snow, but it could’ve been a massive linebacker or his trigger-happy mother.

      When they were certain they were safe, they banded together again, bumping and stumbling and panicking until the trail ended at a familiar thicket wall.

      “We’re here.” Ash set down the folding table and readied her pistol. Dad grabbed his, and everyone else clutched shovels or lanterns. “Let’s do this. If you see Mick or Candace, punish them. Once we clear the area, we’ll come back for the table and our other gear.”

      Ash stuck her gun forward. They entered the thicket.

      Branches scratched her face and snagged her dreads. She didn’t remember these pines being so dense. Her thigh pushed against a sturdy branch and snapped it. The sound stirred her fear. She hesitated. Something poked her from behind—a shovel—and she rushed ahead, heart bouncing within her new ribcage.

      Finally she broke into the clearing. Even with the others close behind, she felt alone. Exposed. She swung her gun in a wide arc, waiting for a reason to squeeze the trigger.

      None came.

      There was nobody there. As lanterns illuminated the clearing, she realized the place was empty. She didn’t like how calm things were. The creek seemed awfully subdued, considering that Snare had just killed countless people. As Ash pocketed her gun, she couldn’t help but feel like she’d swallowed a nasty cocktail of false relief and dread.

      The others stepped timidly into the clearing.

      “Jaaake! Trennnt!” Dad bellowed, waving a flashlight. “Yell out if you can hear me!”

      Ash shined her light over the creek. The surface shimmered. She saw her reflection. It looked tense and scared.

      “Everybody, close your eyes,” she said. Moments later Ash saw the lie. The shade of herself. “Let’s talk.”

      No mist rose to her mouth.

      “I know you’re listening. I want Jake. Trent, too. And everyone you killed at sunset.”

      No answer.

      “Not gonna talk? Big mistake.” She turned to the others. “Let’s build that dam.”
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      Shovels hit snow. It scooped easily, but the dirt beneath was a different story. Breaking up the cold, hard earth required many strikes from their spades. Even after they broke through, the soil didn’t cooperate. They had to scoop small chunks instead of large mounds. Ash, who started the job believing nothing could stop her, soon found herself kneeling to catch her breath. Her arms and back muscles throbbed, and even though she’d barely begun, it felt like she’d done a week’s work of digging.

      They started the spillway fifteen feet out from the creek, where the terrain dipped enough to send water downhill. According to Dad, that would drain pressure from the creek and allow them to slide the table securely into place.

      If they made it that far.

      As badly as she wanted this done, her body argued otherwise. By the time they were halfway finished, Ash was exhausted, her mouth dry, her muscles overstrung. She wasn’t used to this kind of labor. Normally her physical duties didn’t extended beyond lifting guitar amps.

      Next to her, Dad and Father McKagan started wiping their brows between scoops. Narducci and Elaine stopped altogether. Only Berke kept a steady pace, flinging cold dirt without pause.

      The fog thickened.

      Ash cracked her knuckles and resumed digging. She gritted her teeth and thought about Jake. Though she’d barely known him two days, she admired the kid. He reminded her of herself—big goals, parental frustrations, and a never-say-die attitude. A kid like that was worth shoveling for.

      Sadly, her newfound fire didn’t spread to the others. Their movements became more mechanical, their breaths heavier. Even Berke started to pant.

      Ash heaved a shovelful. “Berke.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Um, isn’t it obvious?”

      “Say it. Remind us why you’re digging.”

      “Because…Snare killed everybody and almost killed me.” Her voice was thick with emotion. “I want to bring everybody back. My parents… I don’t want to believe they’re dead. If we kill Snare, maybe everything’ll go back to normal. I hope.”

      “Don’t hope,” Ash said. “Make it happen.”

      “Right.” Berke jammed her spade down. “I will.”

      “Dad, what about you?” Ash asked.

      He wiped his brow. “Gotta get my son and grandson back. Same with the whole town. I was supposed to protect everyone.”

      “Then act like it.” Ash threw another scoop behind her. “The rest of you, why are you here?”

      They voiced their reasons. One by one, they yelled out, rallying each other. Shovels struck dirt and dirt disappeared.

      “You catch all that, Snare?” Ash asked, tossing another shovelful. “Everything you stole from us, we’re taking back.”

      Reinvigorated, they carved out a passable spillway. The trench now reached from the creek’s edge to the downward slope. The only thing remaining was the dirt bank separating the creek from the trench. Once they broke through it, water would fork in two directions.

      “Dad, is the spillway deep enough?”

      “Let’s pretend it is,” Father McKagan said, rubbing his shoulder.

      “It’ll work,” Dad said. “Once we insert the table, it’ll redirect the flow.”

      “Good,” she said. “Let’s bust that dirt bank. Who wants to do the honors?”

      Before anyone could answer, a scream burst from deep within the woods.

      A cry for help.

      A kid’s cry for help.

      They dropped their shovels and ran.
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      Ash chased the screams.

      Pushing through the thicket, she lifted a forearm to shield her eyes from the pine needles. Branches hooked her dreads, yanking them like a bad hairbrush. Her neck bent sideways before she charged in the opposite direction, snapping wood and sending snow spilling down her collar.

      Someone slammed into her from behind. She stumbled in the snow. Above her a voice apologized. Berke. The younger girl was helping Ash to her feet when fresh screams pierced the air.

      These screams weren’t Jake’s. They came from behind. Must be another Trader. Ash couldn’t help but picture the guy with missing shoulders stuck in the thicket, one of his limp arms caught on a branch while Mick charged after him.

      There was one way to save the guy. Ash grabbed her knife.

      “What’re you doing?” Berke said.

      “Testing our voodoo doll theory.”

      Again the man screamed.

      Ash couldn’t believe she was about to drive a blade through her palm. Trembling, she lifted the knife. Touched the tip to her flesh. Then hesitated. Even if this act of self-mutilation harmed Mick, it would leave her bleeding in agony. That won’t boost my chances of finding Jake. At this point she still needed her hand—not to play guitar, but to grip her gun and navigate these woods.

      The next scream abruptly cut short.

      Feeling guilty, Ash pocketed her knife, telling herself she did what was necessary. Her conscience wasn’t convinced.

      Now Jake’s unmistakable shriek pierced the air to her left. Alarmed, amped by adrenaline, Ash spun in that direction and whacked her knee against a rigid lower branch. Helplessly, she dropped into the snow, Berke tumbling over her. Behind them, another scream ripped through the thicket, a woman’s scream.

      Again Ash considered stabbing her hand.

      Again she hesitated.

      Again the scream fell silent.

      Jake’s cries persisted.

      Keep moving, she told herself. She struggled to her feet and charged ahead, shoving branches away till she reached open air. At some point she’d lost Berke. Now Ash stood alone in unfamiliar territory, shining her phone light across the scattered pines. Through the fog, she spotted someone running from right to left.

      Someone with shaggy hair.

      Trent.

      The sight of him running without a cane baffled her. What bothered her even more was how he appeared right after people started getting attacked.

      She hurried after him, reaching into her pocket for her pistol. She didn’t draw it, but rather brushed its rubber grip for reassurance.

      “Wait, Trent!”

      He stopped and turned toward her, his mouth an “O” of surprise. Blood glimmered on his cheek from a nasty cut beneath his eye. He could’ve gotten it from a tree branch or a screaming victim. The panicked look in his eyes was hard to read. She didn’t know whether to trust him.

      “How’d you get that cut?”

      “What?” He touched his cheek. Stared at his bloody fingers. “Shit.”

      “Trent.” She approached him, her fingers closing around her gun’s grip. “Where were you just now?”

      “Working undercover.” He met her eyes. “Snare’s controlling Mick. They have Jake.”

      “Berke said you brought creek water back to the house. Everyone who drank it lost their parts. Did you know that would happen?”

      “Ash, I’m trying to find Jake!”

      “Did you know the creek water was poison?”

      “Yes!” he snapped. “But Snare had taken Jake hostage. I had no choice.”

      “Do you have one now?” When he didn’t answer, she drew her gun. “Trent?”

      He gasped.

      “Answer me, Trent.”

      “For fuck’s sake, I ditched Mick and Candace.” He avoided her eyes. Whether he was hiding a malicious motive or merely embarrassed about his involvement, she couldn’t tell. “This is my chance to find Jake. Snare thinks I’m trying to kill you guys right now.”

      “Are you?”

      “You’re still breathing, right?”

      “Two people just screamed like they’d been attacked by somebody.”

      “That was probably Candace. Mick told us to kill everyone at the creek.”

      “Wait, so Snare’s afraid of us building a dam?”

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “Trent, give me a reason to trust you.”

      “I warned Berke back at Candace’s—took a huge risk to protect her. How’s that for a reason?” He glared at her. “Look, either help me find Jake or shoot me now and find him yourself.”

      “Fine.” Ash pocketed her pistol. “But you’re going the wrong way. His screams came from that way.”

      “No, they didn’t.”

      “Trent, I know what I heard.”

      “So do I.”

      “You’re going the wrong way. Why the hell should I trust you?”

      “Because it’s the right way,” he said, pushing past her.

      “Goddammit.” She hurried alongside him. The gun in her hand felt charged with electricity. Eager. “You’re wrong. Turn around and come with me now or—” She pointed the gun at his chest.

      Trent faced her. “Or what? You gonna shoot me? Because your concert-damaged ears heard something different?”

      Ash set her jaw. Her eyes darted from his face to his leg. If the “voodoo doll” theory was correct, she could shoot him below the knee to cripple Mick. There was no guarantee it would work, but she didn’t trust her brother. Snare was blackmailing him. The only thing keeping her finger off the trigger was that she didn’t want to cripple her brother for the second time in ten years. Not after everything she’d sacrificed to get him upright again.

      Behind them, a patch of thicket shook. Ash readied her gun, and Trent drew one of his own. A moment later Berke stumbled through the brush and fell to her knees, her foot tangled in a branch. They unsnarled her shoelace and helped her to her feet.

      “I could’ve shot you both just now, but I didn’t,” Trent said. He pocketed his gun. “I don’t care if you trust me or not, I’m going after Jake.”

      Ash pointed west. “I’m telling you, he’s that way.”

      But Trent was already running south.
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      Ash grabbed Berke’s arm and barreled into the western woods. Snow crashed from shaken branches, but Ash powered ahead, ignoring the chills and fighting the uneven terrain. She didn’t give a shit anymore—not about the elements or her brother’s strange behavior or her own personal fears. She was done being distracted. Jake needed her, and nothing else mattered.

      When the forest thinned, Ash released her grip on Berke’s arm. They stuck close together, flashlights off, trying to navigate by sound and the dim moonlight that glowed overhead. Soon Ash inhaled a wet, muddy smell. The creek. It was easy to forget that the creek flowed beyond its infamous bend, but the waters flushed deep through the woods.

      An arch of broken branches snagged Ash’s dreads, sending a shock along her scalp. With Berke’s help, she untangled herself. They entered a sparse stretch of rolling, snow-covered open land. Icy flakes nipped her cheeks. Without the woodland canopy, snow dropped freely, thrown against them by relentless winds.

      “Stick close.” Ash drew her handgun. “If I see Mick, I’m shooting.”

      “What if Jake’s with him?”

      “Let’s hope he’s not.”

      She clicked her flashlight. Ahead, the creek glimmered, rolling south toward town. Beyond it stood a twenty-foot rock cliff—bulging, misshapen, ominous.

      “I see something.” Berke pointed downstream. “Is that Mick?”

      Fog and snowfall obscured clarity; it was impossible to tell what they were seeing.

      They shuffled down a snowy incline, chasing the bulky, uneven shape. The creek rushed by. Ash matched its pace, running toward where Berke had pointed. Her heart sank when she realized it was a dead tree, the upper half split and mangled.

      “My bad,” Berke said.

      “It’s okay,” Ash said.

      Except it wasn’t. Nervous sweat dampened her scalp. Ash spun around, shining her light through the fog. Several dead trees were scattered nearby, but no living, breathing beings. Maybe Trent hadn’t been lying. Maybe she had misheard Jake’s screams in the thicket. The pines could’ve played tricks on her ears and led her to nothing—no Jake, no Mick, no trace.

      Across the creek something crunched overhead, maybe the snap of a tree limb. Berke must’ve heard it too, judging by her sudden gasp. Ash pointed her gun and flashlight toward the source, the rock cliff. Fog clouded its twenty-foot ledge, but she noticed movement. The branches of a short pine shifted. Something poked outward.

      Pale skin.

      A face.

      Jake’s face. He was upside down. As his shape emerged from the shadows, Ash’s stomach clenched.

      The kid was dangling two stories above the creek.

      And Mick held him by the ankle.
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      “Hellllppp!!” Jake screamed.

      Ash rushed ahead, eyes locked on her nephew. Her boot sank into the creek, and water flushed through a gash in the leather. The icy shock stopped her in her tracks, but her momentum sent her tumbling face-first toward the creek. She braced for frigid impact, but instead her jacket tugged backward.

      “I got you!” Berke said, dragging her back onto the bank.

      “Thanks,” Ash said, breathlessly.

      With solid ground beneath her, she aimed high, finger on the trigger.

      “Drop it, Ash,” Mick called. She heard his voice, though he was hidden among the pines and foggy shadows. The only visible part of him was the thick arm hoisting Jake, who twisted and sobbed.

      “Step out, Mick!” Ash steadied her aim. “Or should I say Snare?”

      “Drop the gun.”

      “Drop the kid.”

      “If I drop him from this height, he’ll hit the water hard. This section of the creek is shallow. His head will strike bottom. Is that what you want for him, a snapped neck?”

      “How can you do this? I thought you were a mother. What if someone dropped your boy?”

      “They did worse to my boy.”

      “Who did?”

      “Enough stalling. Drop the gun. Actually, wait—shoot Berke in the head first.”

      The order caught Ash off guard. Beside her, Berke stifled a gasp.

      “Not happening,” Ash said. “You don’t make the rules anymore.”

      “If you value Jake’s life, I do. Now, shoot Berke in the head. You’ve got five seconds.”

      “What if I shoot her in the spine?” Ash pressed the gun to Berke’s back. The girl squirmed. “How about that?”

      “Four seconds… Three… Two…”

      “Wait!”

      “One.”

      Ash aimed high but couldn’t bring herself to squeeze the trigger. As the countdown expired, she watched as the hand gripping Jake’s ankle swung him skyward. The kid wailed as his foot was released. For a moment Jake disappeared into the upper darkness.

      Ash pointed her flashlight skyward. The beam caught him at his highest point. His legs pedaled and his arms swung, grabbing helplessly at empty air. His scream ripped through the foggy silence as if pumped through arena speakers. It seemed impossible for a boy his size to shriek so loudly.

      He flipped over in midair and began to drop, his kicking legs plummeting toward the water.

      His toes dipped past the ledge. Then his shins. Finally his waist.

      His body jerked to a horrible, shrieking stop as Mick snatched him by the wrist. Jake jerked violently, and his free-fall stopped. He moaned as his hip thumped against the rock cliff. His wounded sobs raked against Ash’s eardrums.

      Tears flooded Ash’s eyes. “You fucking bitch!” she shouted.

      Mick hoisted Jake above the ledge. “Berke or Jake. You pick who dies, Ash.”

      “Neither.” She pressed the cold barrel against her left palm. “Let him go or your hand’s fucked.”

      “You shoot your hand, I drop him.” Mick dangled the kid. “Let’s pretend he somehow survives the fall. Then what? You gonna swim after him with your hand all shot up?”

      “I’ll get him,” Berke said, unzipping her coat. “Do it, Ash.”

      Ash touched the barrel to her palm. She gazed up at Jake. The rocky wall beneath him jutted savagely in several places. She couldn’t risk him landing on anything harder than the creek. Even that worried her. A shallow bottom could break his little neck, like Mick said.

      “Shoot her right now!” Mick swung Jake skyward. The kid wailed. Ash waited for the right moment. For Jake to lift above the ledge. If she timed it right, he could land up there and start running.

      Her finger settled against the trigger. At the peak of Mick’s swing, she couldn’t tell if Jake was above land or water.

      She didn’t fire.

      Mick again released Jake. He rose, screamed, dropped, and was caught again, this time by a shoe.

      “You’re lucky,” Mick said. “Almost didn’t catch him this time.”

      “Goddammit, Snare! He’s eight!”

      “My child suffered worse at age five.”

      “Then show some fucking mercy!”

      “Kill Berke and I will.”

      Ash poked the barrel into her palm.

      Curled her finger around the trigger.

      Waited for the right moment.

      Waited.

      Waited.

      A shot crackled through the air. Ash flinched, confused. She hadn’t squeezed the trigger. Has Berke been hiding a gun of her own? But when Ash turned around, she saw a red hole in Berke’s forehead, like a second mouth had opened above her eye socket. Blood poured from the wound, painting the girl’s cheek as she tipped forward.

      With a gurgling moan, Berke dropped facedown into the snow.

      Behind her stood Trent, clutching the gun that had killed her.
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      Horrible didn’t begin to describe it. Ash fell to her knees beside Berke, the latest corpse on a pile that wouldn’t stop mounting. Here was a girl who’d been stuck in Hollow Hills since infancy, who only wanted to escape town, chase a lover, and make mistakes like any normal teenager. But there would be no escape. There would be nothing for her. Nothing at all, except for an exit wound above her left eyebrow.

      Behind the fallen corpse, Trent’s eyes flickered between his gun and Berke’s body. He squirmed, blinking, as if he couldn’t quite understand how a close-range bullet could have such an impact on a teenage girl. Trembling, he looked at Ash, his eyes pleading for redemption.

      “Trent, you idiot!”

      “I had no choice! What was I supposed to do?”

      What was he supposed to do? Anything other than what he did. Berke had been willing to dive into freezing water to help his son, and Trent thanked her with a bullet.

      It crushed Ash. Disgusted her. Enraged her.

      She aimed at his leg and fired.

      The gun kicked and Trent flinched. Roaring, he tumbled next to Berke’s corpse, wailing as he grabbed his shin. Blood darkened his pant leg and spread along his calf, the same one she had wrecked ten years ago, accidently. This time it was deliberate—but agonizingly necessary. If he were willing to murder Berke, Ash would undoubtedly be next, followed by the rest of the Traders.

      High above, Mick roared, sharing Trent’s agony. Ash spun around and saw him fall from the ledge, Jake’s foot still in his grasp. They plummeted, their cries intensifying as they approached the water. Halfway down, Mick bashed his shoulder off a jutting rock. The impact split them apart in midair. When they struck the creek, Ash heard two separate splashes.

      “Jaaake!” Ash ran along the muddy bank, shining her light across the surface. Ripples throbbed from both impact points. She didn’t see Jake anywhere. Though his absence horrified her at first, she realized the water here was deeper than Snare had threatened.

      To her left a splash sounded.

      “Help!” Jake yelled, gurgling. “Help!”

      She raced after him as the waters propelled him downstream. She closed in, her feet sliding in mud, but she realized he was beyond her reach.

      “Jake, swim to me!”

      “I can’t!”

      “You have to!”

      Bubbles swallowed his face. Took him under.

      Another splash sounded. Jake’s hands swatted air.

      “Hang on!” She scrambled, looking for a sturdy branch to extend out to him. All she found were busted twigs, neither long nor large.

      “Hellllpppp!”

      The current dragged him farther downstream. She shined her light ahead, hoping the creek might curve and bring him closer. Instead a ledge appeared. Her ringing ears could barely pick up the sound of the splashing waterfall, but the fact she heard it at all suggested it was a steep drop.

      “Jake, swim to me! Now!” She dropped to her knees in the mud. Leaning forward, she stretched as far out as she could without falling in. Vertigo swirled in her head as the surface clicked beneath her. She swiped at Jake’s hand, connecting for a second with a finger, but couldn’t grab him.

      He floated past, the ledge seconds away.

      I have to jump in. The thought made her skin crawl. She would then have to climb out, soaking wet, into the blizzard’s ripping gales. Somehow she would have to navigate this messy forest, find her way back to the dam, and finish it, all while soggy and freezing. And if she and Jake were both sopping wet, how was she supposed to get him dry and warm?

      No, she couldn’t jump in. There had to be another way.

      Checking nearby, she found a brittle stick, maybe a foot long. On her knees, she stretched it out to Jake, who struggled to stay in one place in the current. He caught it, but when she pulled, it snapped. She almost fell in; her dreads spilled across her face.

      That gave her an idea.

      She pulled her knife from her pocket. Touching the tip just above her scalp, she sawed through the root of a dreadlock. Her scalp ached as the blade sliced through. After her dread snapped loose, she cast it like a three-foot fishing line.

      “Jake, catch!”

      His hand swung but missed.

      She cast again.

      His hand swatted air, bubbles surrounding his desperate eyes.

      For a moment she felt a tug on her makeshift rope.

      Then he went under.

      “No!” Panic rocketed down her brainstem. This isn’t working. I have to dive in. Better that they both be wet and shivering than—

      The hair rope snapped taut in her fist.

      “Hang on!” She tugged, leaning backward, her shoulders aching and straining. She battled against the creek’s relentless tug. It fought back. She fought harder.

      But still Jake’s leg slid over the ledge.

      “Shit—hang on!”

      Cold mud slid beneath her knees. The toes of her boots skidded behind her. In near-total darkness, she saw his legs kick above the crest of the waterfall. Then they sank out of sight.

      She held tight with both hands, struggling to keep him topside. She could barely see the red sleeves of his Phillies jacket. Leaning backward, she struggled against Jake’s weight and the current.

      Do something good with that hand.

      Her father’s words pumped adrenaline down her arms. Gripping the dread with her right hand, she reached forward and pulled with the left. Her new strength surprised her. Jake seemed lighter. She reached forward with the right. Then the left again. Another strong pull and the boy was safely ashore.

      She hugged his shivering body against her. Through her gloves, she could feel his saturated hair and clothes. Something within her broke as he whimpered. She clutched him close, his wet clothes soaking her own.

      “C-Cold,” he said. “It h-hurts.”

      “I know.”

      “B-Burns…”

      “Hang on.” She started peeling her jacket from her arms. “Let’s warm you up. The hard part’s over, so—”

      Gunfire boomed upstream. Ash jumped, then rushed Jake behind the nearest tree trunk. It was barely wide enough to provide cover.

      She hugged him tight. The shots kept coming.
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      Karl chased the echoing gunshots. After getting left behind in the thicket, he finally knew where to run. Snow and twigs crunched underfoot as he cut across rolling, uneven terrain. He reached the creek and chased it, rushing deeper into the woods. The towel supporting his gashed, aching knee loosened with each step. He didn’t dare break his stride to stop and tighten the knot. Not until Jake, Trent, and Ashlee were safe.

      More gunshots echoed through darkness. Louder, clearer. The firefight must be close.

      A few feet from the creek’s edge, he noticed footprints in the snow. A single set. He followed them with his flashlight, hurrying as fast as his knee would allow.

      Before long he realized where he was. The burial spot. It looked different in foggy darkness, but sure enough, there were towering pines all around. MacReady’s fresh grave was now snow-covered. Beyond were the graves of long-gone Traders—bodies he’d soon be joining if he didn’t get this situation under control.

      More shots boomed. As he closed the distance, Karl clutched his gun, certain he’d have to use it.

      Sidestepping between two pines, he stabbed his flashlight beam into the darkness, highlighting another footprint trail. He followed, gathering speed, until the prints tapered off. This makes no sense. The creek’s leading me toward the gunshots. If the footprints veer in a different direction, that means—

      He’d almost finished the thought when something barreled into his side.

      The impact knocked him off his feet and dropped him hard onto his shoulder. When he sat up, something slammed into his throat like a runaway truck. His whole head went numb before it struck the snow.

      Above him, through the fog, he recognized Candace. Saw three of her. Her eyes were narrowed with rage. She dropped onto him, a knee slamming his stomach. It knocked the wind from his lungs, leaving him gasping, woozy, and weak. She confiscated his gun with ease. Next thing he knew, he was reliving the warehouse nightmare all over again. Except instead of having a gun jammed against his knee, it was against his forehead.

      “Do exactly what I say, Karl.”

      He rubbed his tender throat. “Just like always, huh?”

      “You know the drill.”

      “Had enough of the drill.”

      “Good,” she said, voice edgy. “You won’t have to deal with it much longer.”

      “What’s the matter with you?”

      “Snare is holding Mickey hostage in his own body. That’s the matter. Only way I’m getting him back is if I help Snare get her parts back.”

      “You believe her? Snare has done nothing but lie.”

      “I don’t care. This is Mickey we’re talking about.” Tears pooled in her eyes. “Truth or lie, it doesn’t matter. I already killed MacReady for Mickey’s sake. A few more Traders won’t weigh much heavier on my conscience.”

      “No. No more. This ends here.”

      “For you, it does, yes.”

      She pressed the gun down harder. His skull ached.

      “Candace, wait,” he said, panting. “You’re a smart lady. Think for a sec. You just said Snare wants her parts back, right? Only way she’ll collect them all is if she gets yours, too. Did you think of that?”

      “My life for Mickey’s is a fair exchange.”

      “What about Mick’s brain? Snare’s gonna take it back. You have to figure that much.”

      The pressure eased from his forehead. “Snare said he’s a special vessel—that he can be spared, just like us Traders were spared from that fog disease.”

      “Candy, it’s a lie.” Karl swallowed. “You’re too smart for this. The rest of us trusted Snare and look where it got us.”

      “I warned you!” She reapplied pressure to his forehead. “Had you listened, this town wouldn’t be stuffed with corpses. I tried to protect everyone!”

      “You’re wrong.” He pushed his head defiantly against the gun. “Truth is, you’re the one who put us in this position—forced us into it. You never saw the Traders as people. At best you saw people like John MacReady as livestock—critters you could order around day after day until you needed to slaughter them for parts. With you using us like that, it’s no wonder we accepted Snare’s gamble. At least with Snare, we had hope. Ugly as it turned out, I don’t regret the choice we made.”

      “Here’s two choices for you, Karl.”

      He watched her finger brush the trigger guard.

      “I can shoot you, or you can drink this.” She pulled a plastic bottle from her pocket. Water swished inside. “You’ll lose your parts, but maybe you’ll survive. It’s win-win for both of us. Believe me, I’d rather not shoot you.”

      Karl knew better. She was afraid to shoot him. Not because she cared but because damaging his traded skin wouldn’t score her any points with Snare. That might work to my advantage, he thought. To get Candace’s guard down, he needed to convince her that a bullet scared him more than the liquid sloshing around that bottle.

      “Please put that gun away.”

      “No can do,” she said. “Not until you drink this.

      “Fine, I’ll drink it,” he muttered.

      “Smart move, Karl.” She extended the bottle out to him. “Who knows, maybe losing your skin won’t kill you. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      He swatted the gun away from his forehead and launched forward, shoving her onto her back. They both struggled to their knees. She swung the gun at his head, but he dodged, the barrel barely missing his nose. Before she could counter, Karl slammed his forearm against her wrist. With a sharp snap, the weapon flew free, clattering against a nearby tree root.

      In the distance, several shots barked.

      Karl’s palm met her cheek with a loud clap. It knocked her sideways, and he grabbed a fistful of her hair, yanking hard before slamming her face into the snow.

      He turned, desperately searching for the gun. It was the only way he could stop both Candace and Snare. He grabbed his flashlight off the ground and shined it widely. The light illuminated the gun in a hollow of shallow snow beside the creek. Karl grunted to his knees and hurried toward it. Candace rose to her feet and rushed after him.

      More shots thundered in the distance.

      He snagged the gun by the barrel with an oomph and spun toward Candace. As he lifted the weapon, her shoulder smashed his chest. She tackled him with both arms, propelling him backward, down onto his rump. Their momentum drove the back of his head into the slushy bank. He heard the creek flush by, closer than he expected.

      His arm pinned underneath her, he tried pointing the barrel into her chest. She flinched, but only momentarily. Her elbow hammered his sternum, knocking the wind from his lungs. His fingers went soft, and she ripped the gun from his grasp, stuffing it in her pocket. He made a grab for it, but her knuckles collided with his cheek, dropping him flat.

      Candace then climbed off him. When he sat up, both her palms crashed into his chest. He was driven further back. This time his head slapped the water with an icy shock. It swallowed his face and he rose in a hurry.

      That was when Candace dropped onto his thighs, straddling him—their old familiar bedroom position. Except this time, he felt no heat, no passion; only cold loveless fear. With her weight pinning him down, he couldn’t move. Couldn’t escape. And before he could fight back, her hands took his throat and dunked his head under.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            81

          

        

      

    

    
      Shots kept roaring. Every time Ash peeked around the tree trunk, gunfire forced her back. Mick, a pistol in hand, had a seemingly endless ammo supply and the cover of two thick, sturdy tree trunks, which he kept bouncing between. Ash, by comparison, was dangerously low on ammo, and she had a freezing, freaked-out eight-year-old clinging to her.

      “I’m so cold,” Jake moaned. “It really, really hurts.”

      “I know, tough guy, I know.”

      To best protect him, she sandwiched him between her chest and the bark. Not only did it shield him from bullets, it took some strain off her back. She badly wanted to set him down, but knew if she did, he’d shiver away and become a target.

      When things suddenly went quiet, she peered around the bark. A fallen flashlight—probably Berke’s—cast a white glow around Mick’s exposed foot and the tree root beneath it. Despite the bullet she’d put in Trent’s leg, Mick stood upright, apparently no longer fazed by the pain that had thrown him off the ledge. He slowly extended his leg, further exposing himself, daring her to shoot.

      Not that she could. After returning fire earlier, she had only one round left. And factoring in her shitty aim, she essentially had zero.

      Jake squirmed, pushing his head against her shoulder. A tiny hand crept around her side and scratched weakly at her back. He murmured something.

      “What, Jake?”

      “Am I gonna d-die?”

      “Hell no,” she said, hoping she wasn’t lying. “You’ll survive. Hang in there.”

      Two more shots crackled. A bullet ripped the bark by her thigh. She jumped back and had to resecure Jake against the tree.

      Could they survive this attack? Before long they’d be forced out of their hiding spot. She needed to act. If she couldn’t fire a miracle shot, she’d have to wreck her hand. But if she stabbed herself, she’d have a hell of a time carrying Jake back. Plus, ruining her hand wouldn’t necessarily stop Mick for long.

      She poked her gun out.

      Took aim.

      Snowfall plummeted, whiting out her view. She pressed her shaky forearm against the bark to steady her hand. She lined up the barrel with the edge of Mick’s hiding tree, waiting for him to pop out. She could barely see the toe of his shoe. She needed a larger target than that.

      Wind thrust against her eyes. She fought the urge to blink.

      His leg slid out further, exposing up to his knee. If she landed a lucky shot, he would collapse and give her an opportunity to run ahead with her knife. One firm stab through his eye socket could end this. If for some reason it didn’t, she would grab his gun and blast his brains out. She had options, but first she needed to get him on the ground.

      Her arm trembled. Her nerves tingled. She lined up the shot and prepared to fire. Then a silhouette appeared behind Mick. She hoped it was her father, but the shape wasn’t limping. It was probably Candace.

      Great. Now I have two lunatics and only one bullet.

      Then another silhouette appeared behind the first. She noticed something about the shadowy shapes. Both figures carried something long and pointed.

      Shovels.

      “Get him!” Ash yelled. “Get him!”

      The first silhouette lifted a shovel and chopped it down from overhead like an ax. When the spade crashed down on Mick’s shoulder, he dropped one of his guns. Another blow pounded his side and sent him staggering out from behind the tree.

      The attackers stepped into the light.

      Father McKagan and Gina Narducci.

      “Go for the head!” Ash yelled. “His head!”

      Instead Narducci swung low. The strike left Mick visibly wobbling on one leg, and another blow from the priest dropped Mick to a knee.

      Ash yelled again for a headshot.

      The priest heard her and swung high.

      But Mick caught the shovel handle. The men struggled, and Narducci wound up for another swing. Before her blow could connect, Mick pulled the shovel free, spun around, and jabbed its pointed tip through her neck. He released the handle, and she collapsed in blood-soaked snow.

      “No!” Ash lifted her gun. “Father, move so I can shoot!”

      The old priest never got the chance. Mick tackled him, and the two men left their feet, crashing into the creek, where they both went under.

      Ash hurried over, Jake hugging her neck. She set him down beside a tree and quickly stretched her lower back. She then turned to the splashing waters, clutching her gun in both hands. At this range, even she couldn’t miss.

      The dim moonlight shone on the limbs thrashing beneath the surface. A shoe poked through. Then a hand. Then Mick’s head.

      She fired her last shot.

      A splash kicked up. Mick sank under.

      Excitement filled her chest. She knew she’d hit something. The head—I think it was the head! While waiting for them to surface, she searched nearby for Mick’s gun and grabbed it out of the snow. She stood over the bank, gun aimed at the water.

      Finally a body surfaced. Father McKagan. She hopped in celebration, but her enthusiasm faded when she realized he was floating face down. Around his head, the water was black with blood.

      Over by the tree, Jake moaned.

      “Hang on, tough guy,” she said. “Need another minute.”

      Heart pounding, she searched for any changes in the surface flow. The priest was dead, but any second now she’d make sure Snare joined him.

      Long, agonizing moments passed. The creek pushed the priest toward the waterfall. Mick hadn’t surfaced, but he couldn’t hold his breath forever. Even if he were possessed by a water demon, he still had lungs and a brain that needed air.

      Then a splash bubbled twenty feet up the creek.

      Beyond the snow and fog, Mick pushed his head above the surface, gasped for air, and crawled out onto the slushy bank. He looked once in her direction before he turned his back and ran.
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      Trent lifted his head from the bloodstained snow. He heard Jake crying, or thought he did. Real or imagined, his son’s voice was reason enough to push himself up. As he did, wildfire flamed throughout his leg—an unfamiliar agony after ten years of suffocating discomfort. He twisted onto his back and lay there, seething, his teeth clenched.

      The worst of the heat passed. He turned his head. When he looked past Berke—dead, murdered Berke—he saw two figures running upstream. The lead runner veered into the woods and the other pursued. The pursuer’s dreadlocks bounced behind her.

      Ash. And maybe Trent imagined it, but she was carrying someone.

      A boy. Jake. Has to be Jake.

      His son was alive.

      Trent’s relief dulled the raging thunder in his leg. But when he tried to rise to his feet, he dropped down again, screaming.

      So much for playing catch-up. Still, he couldn’t just lie there. He had to reach Jake. Then he would keep the promise he’d made earlier. He would be with his son every step of the way. No exceptions. Otherwise, all the lives he’d sacrificed would be wasted. Rosita, Lauren, Berke—he cringed at the thought of what he’d done to them. Groaned at the thought of Jake joining them.

      He sat up. Pain yo-yoed through his leg, a not-so-friendly reminder that he wouldn’t be navigating the woods on foot. In that case I’ll crawl.

      When he rolled onto his chest, something crinkled in his pocket. The plastic bottle. The one Mick told him to drink from once the final parts were reclaimed. If he drank it, he’d lose his leg.

      Right now that wasn’t the shittiest idea.
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      Karl thrashed for his life. Every time his nose broke the surface, he sucked air before Candace stuffed him back under. The water swallowed him with an icy gulp, digesting him in its cold, merciless juices, soaking his skull, numbing his brain. All he could think about was breathing and how he was failing at that usually mundane act. His lungs burned, the few breaths he did claim stifled by her grip around his throat.

      It became harder to fight back. With Candace straddling his hips, he couldn’t shake free. His frantic hands tried shoving her off, but her weight held firm as his arms grew weaker. He tried launching forward and whipping his body sideways, but she met his every move with greater strength. He couldn’t escape the waters along the creek’s edge.

      Which left him with one choice.

      Instead of pushing his face toward the surface, he flung his head backward. It caught her off guard, and she flinched as her arms sank deeper into icy water. The grip around his throat loosened, and he jerked his neck free of her grip. Rather than savoring the relief, he punched his forehead through the surface.

      Cold air burned his drenched scalp. Before Candace could reclaim his throat, he reached for the slushy mud and yanked himself forward onto solid ground. As he gasped for air, she jammed something between his lips.

      The water bottle.

      Grimy liquid splattered his tongue, tickling the back of his throat. He twisted his head, desperate to spit, but she gripped his cheek, her thumb burrowing into his eye socket with unsavory pressure.

      More liquid flushed into his mouth. He spat, and water dribbled from the corners of his lips. Before he could force more out, Candace dropped a knee onto his gut. Air whooshed from his lungs, and then he gasped, sucking down the cold, awful slime. It poured into his stomach, coiling like a swallowed serpent.

      “We’re done here.” She slammed her forearm across his neck. Her weight shifted, and he was pinned again. He noticed the pistol grip jutting from her coat pocket, just out of reach. “Shame it had to be like this, Karl. We had quite an arrangement, you and I.”

      Her words struck deep inside him.

      For thirty-two years he’d played lapdog to this rotten woman. Cover-ups, burials, bad decisions—he always went along. He’d been afraid not to. Whether she was his leader or his lover, he obeyed. It was survival instinct. He’d been running for his life ever since he’d lost his knees. She could protect him—and she had—but only when he played his part. If that meant lying to the group, good enough. If that meant endangering those he needed to protect, good enough. If that meant leaving John MacReady to die, good enough.

      All those sacrifices. All those years. And now his loyalty was being rewarded with a stomach full of death.

      Enough is enough.

      He clenched his right fist and flung it at her scowling face above him. His knuckle struck curved bone, the edge of her eye socket. The hit felt solid.

      He threw another punch. Pressure vanished from his neck, then his chest as she rolled off him.

      He sat up, but her fist smashed his nose. Pain cracked across his cheeks. He raised his arms to guard his face, but she knocked them away and drilled her knuckles into his forehead.

      His vision vibrated.

      Deep inside him the creek water swirled. He didn’t have much time. This is it.

      “Stop this!” he said. “You’re hurting Mick!”

      “Hurting him?” she said, cocking her fist for another blow. “How?”

      “He feels pain when his parts are hurt.”

      “I’m well aware.”

      “You knew?”

      “Snare told me.”

      “Then why you hitting me? You think Mick likes getting his skin pounded on?”

      Candace hesitated, giving Karl an opening. He lunged for her jacket pocket and caught the pistol by the grip. The moment he yanked it free, she clutched his forearm.

      “Karl, no!”

      He bent his wrist and pressed the barrel to her abdomen.

      Years ago, when she’d drained her liquor cabinet over a long weekend, she’d spilled a bunch of secrets. Chief among them was her own trade. In the late Eighties she had been diagnosed with a rare form of intestinal cancer. The doctors said it should have killed her.

      Now Karl decided he would finish the job.

      “This is for the Traders.”

      He shot her three times in the gut.
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      Ash kept running. Ever since she’d entered this woodsy section, she’d struggled to keep pace. With Jake weighing her down, she could barely keep Mick in sight. Her flashlight found him and lost him again and again. Even running her hardest, she could barely see the snowy spray his feet kicked up.

      Before long, a cold despair sank through her, sapping her remaining strength. A cramp swelled beneath her ribs. Her stride broke. The chase had never looked more futile, yet she had to keep pumping her legs. Had to keep fighting the terrain. Had to—

      Gunfire barked in the distance.

      Mick stumbled as if he’d been struck. He doubled over, hugging his stomach as he collapsed into the snow.

      No bullet could have hit him, not through the surrounding pines. Ash assumed someone’s traded parts were damaged. Whatever had happened, it wasn’t enough to keep Mick down. He writhed in place for mere seconds before climbing to his knees.

      Snow nipped Ash’s sweaty face. Wind pierced her jacket and jeans. The cold devoured her. Even though Mick’s fall presented a golden opportunity to gain ground, she found herself wishing she could pass out instead.

      She recognized this feeling. It overcame her countless times when she was hunched over her guitar. It reminded her of all the mercilessly late nights she crafted riffs and solos. Of all the doubt she’d endured. Of all the band breakups, low-paying gigs, stolen gear, and every setback in between. If she could overcome that shit, she could overcome bodily exhaustion and the weight of a shivering boy.

      “Hang on, Jake!”

      Jake moaned and hugged her neck tightly.

      Ash sprinted ahead. A powerful urgency surged through her thighs—warmth, strength, need. She would catch Mick. She had to. Once she got within range, she’d pump every last bullet into his head.

      His footprints led her out of the woodsy area. Ahead a narrow muddy lane stretched between the creek and the pines. She followed it and saw him stumbling ahead of her, clutching his gut. Ash realized he was rushing toward the thickest fog. Toward the bend. She knew better—he meant to drink the bend water. It was the safest way to return his traded parts to Snare. If he succeeded, Ash wouldn’t get the chance to wreck Snare’s brain.

      Clutching Jake tighter, she pumped her knees. The cold stopped bothering her. Even the kid’s weight stopped mattering. He felt as light as a guitar strapped across her shoulder.

      That’s all this is, she thought. Another show on the road. Big stage, huge stakes. Time to rock.

      The bend was close now. She’d have to shoot soon.

      “Hold tight, Jake,” she said. “Wrap your legs around my back. Pretend you’re a monkey.”

      “I can’t feel my legs.”

      “Do it!”

      His shoes brushed her thighs. They scraped past her hips and curled loosely behind her back. Not the surest hold, but better than dangling like a sixty-pound necklace. With one arm secure beneath his butt, she lifted the other from his back and stuck her flashlight between her teeth. Jake’s weight dragged her forward, but she leaned her shoulders back to compensate.

      Once she was balanced, she withdrew the handgun from her pocket.

      Mick glanced over his shoulder. When he noticed her outstretched gun, he turned, ran a few more steps, and dove into the creek. Water leaped in a massive splash. He swam frantically, arms windmilling.

      Ash fought to maintain her balance against Jake’s dead weight. Danger pressed in on both sides of the narrow pathway. To her right, branches hooked and clawed. To her left, the creek rushed, eager to douse her like a fading fire. Before long she could only drop one boot directly in front of the other. With each step, the balancing act grew more demanding, like a guitar solo just beyond her skill level.

      Ahead, the creek curved along the rock cliff. Despite the fog, things looked familiar. She smelled the muddy, fishy stench of the bend. Tasted its mucky air.

      The sound of Mick’s splashes intensified.

      Lifting her chin, she spotted him dead ahead. A leftover lantern illuminated him at the cusp of the bend. There was no sense in hesitating. She aimed for him and fired.

      Boom.

      His body jerked.

      She’d hit him!

      But only in the shoulder. Fuck.

      She was lining up another shot when he dove into the bend.

      After setting Jake safely aside beneath a tree, she rushed toward the bend. Standing over it, she realized the surface was stiff as glass, surreal. It neither flowed nor rippled, despite Mick’s underwater thrashing.

      She searched for his head. She spotted the vague outline of a leg.

      Then his chest.

      Neck.

      Face.

      She fired.

      The bullet ricocheted off the creek surface. Impossible! She fired again. The second bullet bounced.

      “Goddammit!”

      In the lantern light she saw his mouth was wide open, drinking an overdose of bend water. Bubbles left his bearded lips. They floated like a necklace string, bursting as they reached the surface. Soon the bubbles stopped rising. In their place, his body rose. Mick floated to the surface, and the creek nudged him downstream, gently, as if it felt guilty for using him.

      Ash noticed his jaw was missing.

      That meant his brain was gone too.
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      Now there was only one way to kill Snare.

      But before Ash could finish the dam, she needed to get Jake out of his wet clothes. He shivered as she lugged him over to the duffle bag Lauren had left behind just before sunset. Hard to believe how much had changed since then. The bag was covered in snow, but the clothes inside were dry. Cold, but dry.

      Jake shivered as she peeled away his wet jacket, shirt, jeans, and underwear. He moaned as if she were peeling his flesh off along with them. She briskly dried him with a fluffy bath towel his mom had packed. His body looked pale. Ghastly pale. Pink blemishes covered him like bruises. The sight worried her.

      She wrapped a fresh towel around his wet hair. That would at least shield his head from the elements. For extra wind protection, she propped the folding table on its side, sheltering him.

      Jake started shivering more slowly, less emphatically. Ash realized he was weakening.

      “Don’t fall asleep.” She lightly slapped his cheek. “You hear me?”

      Jake blinked. The flesh surrounding his eyes remained scarred and ugly, but two healthy brown orbs looked up at her.

      “Ash?” he said. “You have…freckles?”

      “Yeah.” She smiled. “Listen, let’s get you into your spare clothes. They’re gonna feel cold, but you’ll warm them up.”

      Jake whimpered.

      She helped him into dry jeans. Then she handed him his socks. Then his shirt. Though he was dry and dressed, his teeth chattered. She couldn’t imagine how bad it was freezing your eight-year-old ass off. Poor kid. He moaned, and something melted inside her. Her eyes stung, hot despite the cold.

      Her teeth chattering, she unzipped her jacket and shrugged out of it. Then she removed her hoodie. Wearing nothing above the waist but a tank top and bra, she shivered brutally. Her exposed arms went numb as she tugged the hoodie over Jake’s tiny body and draped the jacket around him. She tucked his arms through the sleeves and zipped him. Then she undid her belt and double-wrapped it around his waist to trap whatever heat he might generate.

      “How you feeling?” she asked, rubbing her arms.

      “Better, I guess.” He blinked. “Aren’t you freezing?”

      “Nope,” she lied. “My tattoos keep me warm.”

      “Tattoos can do that?”

      “If you have lots and lots, yeah.”

      “Sure you don’t need your jacket?”

      “Nah. Besides, it looks good on you.”

      “Can we leave?”

      “Let me finish damming this creek. Then hopefully everybody’ll go back to norm—” She stopped. Jake didn’t know about the fog disease. Best to keep it that way. “I mean, yeah, we’ll head home soon.”

      “Is my dad coming with us?”

      “I hope so.”

      “Why’d you shoot him?”

      Ash opened her mouth, intending to bullshit him, but decided to tell him straight. “Snare, the creek ghost, is trying to kill us. Only way to fight back is by hurting our traded parts. That’s why I shot your dad’s leg.”

      “Is that why he shot that girl? The one who was with you?”

      “Yeah…that’s why.”

      “Oh.” He swallowed. “Where’s my mom?”

      Ash sighed. Kids asked the worst questions. “In her car.”

      “Can you call her?”

      “My phone’s dead.” Just like Lauren, she thought morbidly. “Hang tight. I’ll finish this dam, then we—”

      The water splashed. Not the usual trickle but an ocean-caliber flush. Ash turned to see, holding up a lantern.

      Something broke the creek’s surface.

      At first it resembled a fat red worm. Then three more worms poked up alongside it. No, not worms—fingers on a hand. A red hand without flesh, the muscles and tendons exposed. It rose from the water, revealing a skinless, muscled forearm that dripped with syrupy blood.

      The hand reached ahead and slapped the bank. The fingers clenched earth. Flexing its bicep, the arm dragged out the body attached to it.

      “What the fuck…?”

      In the light of the lantern, a blood-slathered skull rose above the surface. Two hollow eye sockets stared out at her. As more of the creature lurched onto dry land, she noticed the chest was shriveled, evidently lacking a ribcage. Then she noticed that the left arm ended at an empty wrist. She knew exactly why it was empty.

      “Snare,” she said, grabbing her gun.

      The beast lifted its head. Ash fired.
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      Bullets passed through the body like it was composed of water. The Snare-Beast didn’t even flinch. Ash kept squeezing the trigger, hoping to strike a weak point, but even a lucky shot to the face had no effect. Nothing did. The gun went empty with a hopeless click, and she flung it at the creature in a panic, the weapon bouncing off its shoulder and into the creek.

      The beast drove its lone fist into the snow, followed by its empty left wrist. It pushed itself up, straightening its sturdy, bloody arms until it assumed a gorilla-like stance, dragging its legs—limp and useless below the knees—behind. Despite its compromised legs, the creature moved with speed and tenacity, rushing toward Ash as she dove behind the table.

      Clutching Jake, she braced for impact.

      None came.

      The beast overshot them and crashed into the thicket. After ripping itself free, Snare tilted its gruesome head, turning an ear toward them, evidently listening in its blindness. It reset its stance and charged again, shifting trajectory when Jake whimpered.

      Ash rushed him away from the table, toward the far pines. A thundering smack sounded behind her. She turned around in time to watch the table bounce halfway across the clearing. One strike from Snare’s shoulder had sent it flying. She couldn’t believe the monster’s strength. Her stomach plummeted.

      “We need to split up,” she whispered to Jake. “I’ll head toward the trench. You stay quiet and avoid that thing.”

      “No, wait, don’t leave—I’m scared.”

      “It can’t see us. Stay quiet and you’ll be safe.”

      Jake nodded. “You be safe too.”

      “I will.”

      She circled toward the trench, knowing that the sound of her footsteps would draw the beast like blood draws a shark. She looked back and saw the skinless head tilt, listening. She was almost within reach of a shovel when the monster darted toward her, closing the gap in a split second, raising its thick red hand to strike. Her reflexes kicked in, and she dove sideways, dodging a vicious swipe. The beast’s fingers caught the back of her leg, however, and knocked her flat on her chest.

      “No!” Jake shouted.

      The beast spun toward him.

      Ash rushed to grab the shovel and held it defensively in front of her, like a spear. “Over here, you bitch!” She slapped the spade against the snowy ground, trying to lure the beast away from Jake. “Right here!”

      Snare whirled, tossing bloody spray into the frigid air. Its arm swung in a wide arc. Ash sidestepped the swipe and thrust the shovel hard, driving the pointed tip into the creature’s lower back. The spade passed through with a crunchy squelch.

      She expected a death scream, but the beast merely snorted. It twisted around, seized the shovel, and tore it free of its lower back. The gashed muscles sealed instantly, like some dark miracle.

      As Ash turned to run, something plowed into her back like a minivan. It leveled her so fast she didn’t remember hitting the ground. She rolled onto her side, gasping for air. Then a subhuman fist struck. Pain exploded across her body, agony so perfect she wasn’t sure where she’d been hit.

      The arm rose for another punch.

      “Ash!” Jake yelled. “Get up!”

      The beast hesitated. Ash knew it wanted Jake, wanted his eyes.

      She seized the moment of distraction and rolled into the trench. The arm swung for her and missed, blood dripping hot onto her bare shoulder.

      “Ash!”

      Again, Snare whirled, scraping a bloody path through the snow. Jake lunged forward a few steps, announcing his position. Snare adjusted and launched across the clearing toward him like a cheetah.

      Jake screamed.

      Ash pulled the knife from her pocket. Earlier she couldn’t bring herself to destroy her hand. Even now she hesitated as she angled the blade toward her palm. Stabbing it would waste all the sacrifices from the past two days. It would—

      Do something great with that hand.

      Breathing heavily, she watched the monster leap at Jake.

      Jake struggled through the shin-deep snow for a few steps and then stumbled, fell. He lay there, a bug waiting to be squashed.

      The beast raised its fist.

      “No!”

      The fist propelled downward.

      Ash drove the knife through her palm.

      Fire burst between her fingers and shot up her forearm. Her head pounded. Her vision blurred. She tumbled sideways, shrieking, until her head thumped the bottom of the trench.

      She forced herself to sit up, blinking away tears, and saw Snare writhing beside Jake. The beast clutched its empty wrist, sharing her hell.

      Jake sat petrified, his face white with horror.

      “Get outta there, Jake!” she yelled, her voice edged with pain. “Follow the creek! Find your grandpa! He’s out there somewhere—run!”

      Hesitating, Jake backpedaled toward the creek. He looked at Ash—maybe for the last time—then plowed through the snow to the edge of the thicket and disappeared.

      Snare rolled onto its stomach and propped itself up on its elbows.

      Ash twisted the knife, and they both screamed.
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        * * *

      

      Karl stretched two fingers deep into his throat. Tears stung his eyes as he scratched a moist softness behind his tongue, triggering his gag reflex. His throat hitched before he puked up gunky fluid. He spat it out but was still aware of something foreign moving inside his stomach.

      Good God.

      What had Narducci said about drinking creek water? Fifteen minutes till Traders started losing their parts?

      A few minutes had already passed. No telling how much time he had left.

      “Grandpa!” a voice cried in the distance. “Grandpaaa!”

      Karl bolted upright and ran toward the sound.

      “Jake! Little fella! Where ya at?”

      Jake shouted again, and Karl answered as he ran.

      Karl planned to make his final minutes count. Soon as he found Jake, they would rush back to the bend. Karl wound finish the dam. That would be easy. At this point all he needed to do was break the trench wall, jam the table into place, and redirect the water down the spillway. Easy, but he had to hurry. Once he lost his skin and knees, he’d be done.

      As he listened for Jake’s calls, he wondered how much skin would vanish. Maybe just a thin layer. More likely, he’d lose all of it, and everything inside would spill out, uncontained. He didn’t want to picture it.

      He had to keep moving.

      For Jake. For Trent. For Ashlee.

      For the people worth living for.

      Worth fighting for.

      He raced along the creek, arms and legs pumping. The wind sliced through him. His muscles shrank and tightened around his bones. He could’ve used a coffee from the Downhill Diner right then. Anything to fight off the chills.

      Up ahead, he saw Jake pushing through the snow toward him.

      The look on the boy’s face left Karl even colder.
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      Every time Snare threatened to rise, Ash jerked the blade penetrating her palm like a lever. White-hot bolts shot through her hand and arm. Her skull felt like a glass ball cracking against concrete. Her consciousness flickered, yet the beast kept rising. Kept recovering. Though they shared the pain, they didn’t share the damage. Destroying her hand wouldn’t destroy Snare.

      But the dam might. She had to finish it.

      Trouble was, she couldn’t imagine crawling in her current state, let alone grabbing the table and shoving it across the trench.

      Do something great with that hand.

      The blade still embedded in her palm, she propped herself up on her free arm. The cold no longer bothered her bare arms. It seemed her pain receptors were too occupied with the knife to react to anything else.

      Across from her, Snare also propped itself up, mirroring her. The blood-slathered creature crawled forward.

      Ash nudged the hilt of the knife.

      The beast collapsed on its belly.

      So did she.

      Filling her lungs with air, she used her good arm to pull herself toward the table in the middle of the clearing. Her vision became cloudy as she wormed toward it. When at last she gripped the edge, she couldn’t find the strength to drag it.

      Snare rose onto its forearms again.

      Pursued again.

      Went down again when Ash nudged the blade.

      The gap between them narrowed. Ash could smell the beast now—ancient rot, fishy and filthy. It invaded her nostrils and stuffed her lungs. The combination of blood loss and stench was overwhelming, and bile splashed the back of her throat. She swallowed it back, nostrils flared.

      Releasing the air from her lungs in a gush, she gripped the table by its leg and yanked it a few feet before nausea leveled her.

      Behind her, Snare slapped her ankle and squeezed.

      Ash rolled onto her back and jerked the knife.

      They both moaned.

      “Enough,” Snare growled. Blood dripped over the red gash of a mouth. “You have nothing left to fight for.”

      “The hell I…don’t,” Ash said, her consciousness fading, light dimming.

      “I’ve waited countless years for this. For the final trade.” The beast dragged itself closer. Ash flinched as its hand crept further up her leg. “Your lives…your parts… They’ll be put to good use. They’ll ensure the rebirth of my tribe.”

      “Tribe?” Ash didn’t care about the details, but she needed to buy herself time to recover. “What were you, some kind of warrior?”

      “Not a warrior—a healer.” The creature’s weight flowed over Ash’s lower body like a soiled, soggy blanket. A swampy stench overwhelmed her as Snare’s hand patted Ash’s hip and slid up her torso. “I told you I used my mind to heal people’s bodies. My tribe, my family, my son—I saved so many. But then they were taken from me.”

      “Taken…by who?”

      “Settlers.” The hand roamed along Ash’s collarbone. “They had a sick child, one I refused to cure before my own people were healed. But the outsiders didn’t understand that. Nor did they understand that exiting and reentering my body took a toll. Those fools didn’t care. They pressured me to help, more and more, until one monster among them shot my five-year-old.”

      Snare’s hand slid down Ash’s arm, toward her wounded hand.

      “My last human memory was seeing my son’s insides fly out his back.”

      “That’s…no excuse to kill us. We did nothing to your son, you bitch. All the people killed by your fog… You’re telling me they deserved to die?”

      “It was nothing personal.” Snare’s hand paused on Ash’s forearm. “The fog was necessary. After decades of absorbing all your diseases and injuries, I had to purge my poisons.”

      “Purge your…poisons?”

      “Yes. Did you think your trades came without cost to me? That wasn’t the case. I’ve been harboring all kinds of cancers and fractures for decades. Even in water form, storing them was an excruciating burden. When I completed my collection I had no choice but to release them.”

      “Take them back. If that fog keeps spreading—”

      “It won’t. It’ll only spread as far as my reach—my ‘zone’ as your people call it.”

      “Take it back anyway.”

      “It can’t be done.”

      “Bullshit!” Ash drew her impaled hand back and swung it at the creature, hoping the hilt would strike Snare and drive the blade deeper into her palm. Instead, Snare caught her forearm mid-swing and the knife slid free.

      Stars exploded beneath Ash’s closed eyelids.

      Despite the agony, she found the strength to slap the dirt. Her ruined palm struck some sharp twigs, and the beast hissed before rolling off her.

      Somehow, Ash mustered the will to crawl a few feet, far enough to gain some breathing room. She lunged for the table, but Snare beat her to it and swatted the table away. It bounced behind her, landing near the spillway, but farther from where it needed to be placed.

      “Stop this. You can join me in my new world.”

      “I’d rather have the old one back.”

      “That, I’m afraid, is impossible.”

      “Bullshit. If you can revive your tribe, you can revive my town.”

      “I’m not reviving anyone. I’m rebirthing. Creating children born of my mind and the waters of this creek.”

      “Then they won’t be your people. They’ll be fake.”

      “They’ll be as real as I remember them. As real as I am now. I can even rebirth Cheeto.”

      Heat flamed across Ash’s cheeks. “Don’t you dare.”

      “Why not? I swore I’d let you both off easy. Remember? Back when you promised you’d never play guitar again?”

      Snare’s words stung, sending Ash back to three nights ago, when she lay helpless in the Dark Diamond parking lot. Lying on the pavement, she couldn’t gauge how tall her attacker was. Almost anyone could tower above you when you were scared out of your mind. But now it made sense. Turned out, the ski-masked man hadn’t been some random lunatic.

      “You…” Ash said, gasping. “It was Mick. In the parking lot. It was Mick…you controlled him. You smashed my hand.”

      “That’s right,” Snare said. “Thanks to Mick’s memories, I knew you’d be desperate enough to help me gather the final parts. All I had to do was ruin your hand. Once that was done, you did the rest.”

      “You couldn’t gather the goddamned parts yourself?”

      “I could only control Mick when his head was soaked with bend water. If he asked for parts while drenched, people would distrust him. I considered blackmailing Candace, but I suspected she might refuse. She was, after all, content to keep Mick within the zone.”

      “Then why me, of all people?”

      “Because of your birth parents.”

      “What about them?”

      “You were born from my parts, remember. Because of that, my waters had a special effect on you. I could speak to you. All it took was a little mist on your tongue. I could’ve done the same with Trent, but he hadn’t arrived in town yet. Even if he had, you were my first choice. You were the better option. You’d do anything.”

      Tears stung Ash’s eyes. To think she’d been targeted from the start. Used. Lured along until she triggered mass damnation. And all because she’d wanted to peddle demo CDs after a show. All because she didn’t visit her bandmate in the hospital.

      “My offer still stands. I can rebirth Cheeto as soon as we’re done.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “You’d rather abandon him in death?”

      “I’d rather we both join him.”

      Eyeing the table, Ash shoved herself upright, but she wobbled, about to pass out. Her senses randomly flickered, leaving her in darkness and silence. Then came an abrupt awakening. A shock of life. She clung to consciousness and stumbled toward the table. With her good hand, she grabbed the metal leg and yanked it toward the bend.

      A hiss filled her ears as the beast lunged, hammering its shoulder into her side. The impact connected with her ribcage—their shared ribcage—and dropped them both flat.

      Ash lay on her back, dazed, staring up at falling snowflakes. A bloody fist entered her line of sight. Before she could move, the fist dropped. First her hip, then her stomach, absorbed blows. Air whooshed from her lungs, leaving her shaken and numb. It was like the Dark Diamond parking lot, but worse.

      The fist rose again, directly above her face.

      Ash reached for the table. With her remaining strength she dragged it over her head like a clumsy shield and braced herself.

      The beast hissed.

      “Don’t move!” From the far end of the clearing a voice shouted. Ash’s hearing was fuzzy, but she recognized it.

      Dad!
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      The place stank like an old wound. Even the fog carried a reddish tint. But nothing disgusted Karl more than the situation he observed near the spillway. There lay Ashlee, beneath the folding table and the beating fist of a blood-covered monster. Though she’d shielded herself, he couldn’t stand to see punches flying her way.

      With a sure hand, Karl aimed and fired.

      A direct hit. Blood splashed from the monster’s neck. The shot should’ve been fatal, but instead of dropping dead, the thing turned toward him. Karl fired two more rounds, but the bullets had no effect. The creature grabbed the table, ripped it away from Ashlee, and flung it aside, exposing her.

      “Ashlee!”

      Karl charged ahead. He lowered his shoulder and barreled into the monster. The impact, to his surprise, knocked him backward. He landed hard on his rump. As he picked himself up, he noticed the creature’s left arm was missing a hand—Ashlee’s hand. Not only that, the legs had loose, stringy muscles where the knees should’ve been.

      “Dad—our parts!” Ashlee yelled, raising a bloody hand. “It’s the only way to hurt the thing!”

      Karl shuffled backward. Pulled his knife from his pocket. After a second of hesitation, he slashed it across his sleeve.

      The beast hissed and grabbed its forearm. With a fluid, fishlike twist of its body it faced him.

      Karl launched himself upright and sliced his skin again. Snare released a fresh hiss, albeit a short one, and dove straight at him. Its head bashed into his stomach and dropped him onto his back. He lifted his hand to slash his arm again and realized he’d dropped the knife.

      Snare grabbed him by the jacket and flipped him over, strength beyond strength. As he tried to push himself up, Snare slammed his head into the snow. The icy snow softened the impact, but now Karl couldn’t breathe. Nor could he see.

      In that moment he expected to suffocate, but Snare hoisted him into the air. Oxygen tickled mercifully at his nose. He blinked to clear his eyes as melting snow dripped from his lashes.

      His vision cleared just in time to see the creek’s surface.

      Then he was thrust down into it.
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      Ash watched in horror as her father was slammed through the bend’s surface like a cheap action figure. He barely kicked or splashed as Snare held him under. The waters themselves thrashed, no doubt trying to drown him.

      She had to do something.

      Her knife was gone, so she grabbed the first rock she could find and jammed it into her wounded palm. Fireworks burst beneath her eyelids. She made a fist, squeezing the embedded rock like a burning coal. Snare hissed and gurgled, grabbing at its empty stump.

      The intensity topped out at eleven and left Ash withering in the snow.

      “Ashlee!” Now free, Dad lumbered out of the creek past Snare. “The table!”

      She opened her fist. The relief was overwhelming. With Dad’s help, she rose to her feet, and they rushed toward the table. He was shivering and soaked but he quickly grabbed one end. She lifted the other. They hurried through the snow toward the creek.

      Grabbing a shovel, Dad broke up the dirt wall that blocked off the spillway. Water immediately forked away from the creek and into the trench. At first it trickled through and then outright rushed.

      Less than ten feet away, Snare threatened to rise. When Ash punched her bloody hand, they both collapsed.

      Dad helped her to her feet.

      “Now the table!” he said.

      Together, they slid it between the creek banks like a deadbolt. Water shoved at the makeshift dam, tipping it toward the bend, threatening to flatten it. Dad hopped in to support it and keep it upright. The dam redirected the creek’s path into the spillway. For a moment they grinned at each other, sharing a sense of triumph. Then Ash noticed thin streams trickling beneath the table, feeding the bend.

      “Dad!”

      “I see it.” He sat in front of the biggest leak. Water squirted through other gaps. He tried sweeping mud in front of the leaks but couldn’t reach them all.

      She climbed in after him and sat in front of the table with a splash. The freezing water jolted her. It rushed alongside her legs, soaking her jeans, making her reluctant to move. Shivering, she steadied her back against the table and dug her heels into the muddy bottom.

      Snare growled and darted toward them.

      Beside her, Dad moaned through gritted teeth. He shook as though something were eating him from within. When he drooped forward, the table tipped along with him, squishing them both.

      “Dad, hang on!”

      He growled and leaned back. Some of the table’s pressure lifted from her shoulders.

      Another leak sprang between them. Water gushed through the new gap. Snare became less frantic and approached the improvised dam, turning an ear toward them.

      Her knees bent, Ash drove her shoulders backward against the table. The weight resisted her. She became lightheaded. Blood loss, she thought. Even with Snare so close, she couldn’t rally herself to damage her hand again.

      The beast rolled its crimson fingers into a fist. A punch flew past her ear, a red blur. It rattled the table, inches from her head.

      Snare jabbed again, smashing Ash’s shoulder. She cried out and realized she’d just made her face a target.

      The beast took another swing.

      The third strike drilled Ash’s nose, cracking it with a sound that reminded her of a snapping guitar neck. She smelled blood. Tasted it, too. At some point her head had bounced off the table, and she sensed the birth of a throbbing bruise along her scalp. The rest of her didn’t feel any better, but she continued to sit upright. She refused to go down.

      Snare cocked its fist yet again. Blood dripped from its gruesome arm as the beast drew a seething breath. Then, with a subhuman shriek, the creature launched its knuckles toward her face.

      Ash begged her body to dodge, but nothing below the neck responded.

      Wincing, she braced herself, expecting this next hit would shatter her skull.

      But the impact never came.

      Instead, Snare hissed.

      When Ash blinked, she saw two hands clutching Snare’s arm.

      “Leave her the fuck alone!”
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      Trent clung tightly to the blood-slick arm. Beneath his grip the beast’s muscles flexed, hardening as they prepared for another haymaker. The elbow drew backward, causing his now-empty leg to bend like a rubber sleeve beneath him. Queasiness stirred his insides as the beast squared its shoulder. Trent shoved every fear aside and held on, weighing down the arm.

      Yet another punch sailed wide of Ash’s face.

      Snare adapted and whipped its arm sideways, trying to fling him off.

      Good fucking luck, Trent thought. I’m not letting go. Not after hopping back here on one foot. And definitely not after what you did to Jake.

      “Ash!” he shouted. “Dad! Finish the dam!”

      Snare slammed him against the ground repeatedly. The first couple times, the snow softened the impact. When he struck solid earth, Trent managed to tough it out. He could handle a bruised shoulder, a bashed hip, even the bizarre discomfort of his boneless leg flopping around. But the damage kept adding up. The pain kept multiplying.

      Snare hoisted him overhead. Trent hugged the arm tightly to his torso, his back toward the ground. He braced himself, swearing he wouldn’t let go.

      The arm swung downward. His shoulders slammed the cold earth, and his neck whipped brutally, pounding his head against the ground. Everything went fuzzy.

      His grip waned and Snare flung him aside. He bounced, rolled, and landed in the trench with a splash. Frigid water shocked him awake, but he couldn’t move. Something was broken in his chest area—rib, collarbone, he couldn’t tell. Worse yet was his neck. When he tried to lift his head, his nerves screamed.

      Grimy water flushed against his face. He could see Ash a few feet away. He spat the filth and tried pushing himself upright. He barely lifted himself an inch before his neck roared with heat.

      He couldn’t fight.

      Couldn’t move.

      Couldn’t—

      “Daaaad!”

      Jake screamed from the edge of the clearing.

      “Daaaad!”

      Neck be damned. Trent dragged himself out of the trench. His heart burst as he spotted Jake’s face poking through a wreath of pine branches.

      “Stay there, Jake! Don’t come closer!”

      “But Ash and Grandpa—”

      “Stay there!”

      Looking at the makeshift dam, Trent realized Snare had locked Ash in a chokehold. Her head drooped sideways. Her eyes were closed. Dad reached for her, but the table tipped forward as he did. They were losing their dam. If it collapsed, there would be no stopping Snare. The beast would slaughter them all, including Jake.

      Trent stumbled ahead, pain lancing through his neck. He ducked under the arm Snare was using to choke Ash and splashed down on his butt between his father and sister, blocking a leak and steadying the table with his shoulder. His neck roared.

      “Snare!” he called. He brought Ash’s ruined hand to his mouth. “Here’s your fucking favor.”

      He bit down on the seeping wound like it was his last meal. A metallic taste soaked his tongue. The beast hissed and pulled back, releasing Ash’s throat. The bite shocked his sister into consciousness. She screamed and yanked her hand away.

      Trent tried to reclaim her arm, but Snare clapped its hand over his face. Massive bloody fingers closed around his cheeks, jaw, and eyes like a cursed mask. Through a gap, he saw Jake leave the thicket. Trent tried to shake free, tried to warn him.

      A bloody thumb slid along Trent’s cheek. It left a greasy trail as it curled along his nose and into his eye socket. The pressure on his eyeball blacked out his vision. Heat flushed through his head. The pressure increased, harder and sharper.

      Then the thumb punched through.
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      Ash shrieked as she watched Snare bury its thumb into her brother’s skull. With a soggy crunch, the thumb tip disappeared, followed by the joint, then the entire thumb. All the while, Trent roared at a pitch too extreme for human ears. His head spazzed. His body jerked. Then he abruptly stopped.

      From somewhere—it could’ve been ten million miles away—came a boy’s screams. Jake had just watched his dad die, she realized. Gets his eyes back, and this is what he has to see.

      The thumb withdrew, swollen and bloody. Trent’s head hung, his eye socket dripping with syrupy fluids.

      His body was lifeless.

      Gone.

      All because he dared to oppose this goddamned beast.

      No way will his death be in vain, Ash vowed.

      As badly as she wanted to respond, to kill Snare, she couldn’t move. Her head pounded in a thousand places. Every breath was accompanied by agony. She tasted blood, swallowed it, coughed it up. Only one nostril received air, and not enough of it.

      Trent’s body sagged toward their father. Another leak sprang beneath them, threatening to replenish the bend.

      “Ashlee.” Dad grunted in pain. “Move toward—”

      Snare punched him before he could finish. His head smacked the table, and he slumped against Trent.

      “Stop it!” Jake screamed from the center of the clearing. “Stop hitting them!”

      The beast turned its head to the sound.

      “No…” Ash croaked.

      Grunting, she leaned toward Trent, her shoulder bumping his. Water from the leak flushed against her thigh. A little closer and she’d block it. But before she could shift toward him, Snare grabbed her throat.

      The pressure was unbearable. The word Deathgrip crossed her mind, and it had nothing to do with the eponymous band she had planned to open for tomorrow. As Snare’s grip tightened, alarms went off in Ash’s brain. She tried to strike her left hand but couldn’t move her arms. Couldn’t move anything below her neck. She sat there, a head waiting to pop.

      The beast leaned closer, its breath suffocating. In its eye sockets she saw two pools of flowing darkness. In the left socket she saw the image of her ideal self—that stunning, unbroken woman she first met yesterday. In the right socket she saw Cheeto, alive and laughing. He jumped to the other socket, where he threw his arms around her ideal self. The two of them laughed as if he weren’t dead. As if she weren’t joining him. When they broke their embrace, a guitar magically fell into Ideal-Ash’s arms. She played. Cheeto sang.

      None of it was real, but Ash couldn’t stop watching.

      Everything became less painful. More peaceful.

      “Let go of her!” a voice shouted to her left.

      She tore her eyes away from the images in Snare’s empty sockets.

      “Let go of her or I’ll hurt you!”

      Jake knelt in the middle of the clearing. Whatever he held in his hand gleamed in the lantern light. A knife. He lifted it toward his face and angled the tip toward his eye.

      “No…” Ash croaked.

      Jake hesitated. He was crying. Breathing rapidly. His shoulders rose and fell as his hand trembled.

      “Jake, don’t!”

      He flinched as the knife stabbed his eye.

      Snare hissed, releasing Ash’s throat to cover its left socket. Thrashing, the beast screamed, the noise torturing her ears. As Snare whipped back and forth, blood gushed, splattering her face and stinging her lips.

      Ash wiped the muck away and checked the leak. A thin stream ran between Trent and her, no deeper than the potholes on the main road.

      This was it. The last of Snare’s life source.

      With the last of her energy, she shifted sideways toward her brother. Her leg settled beside his and blocked the leak.

      She sighed with relief.

      Then something tickled her left thigh.

      More water.

      Goddammit.

      In plugging one leak she’d opened another. She couldn’t stop them both.

      There had to be another way.

      Do something great with that hand.

      In front of her, Snare thrashed. Its head whipped back and forth between gore-slathered shoulders. Screams erupted from its gaping mouth, the jaws wider after every shriek. The noise reached a glass-shattering pitch before the mouth finally shut, teeth snapping together like a bear trap.

      Ash knew what to do.

      Her left arm lay numb at her side. She no longer felt pain, only exhaustion. Her vision darkened as her consciousness faded. It shouldn’t have been this hard to lift her hand, but she felt drained to her core, like she’d lost more than blood. Much more.

      Snare howled in her face, its tongue flicking like a tortured lizard. Rancid breath poured from its lips as the shrieking went on—louder and harsher, punctuated by the snap of its teeth.

      Ash stared into the beast’s mouth.

      Then into its uncovered eye.

      Within the dark socket, Ideal-Ash raced across a stage, her Gibson slung over her shoulder. She and Cheeto met at the microphone, and the crowd below them erupted in applause. It was a massive crowd. Larger than any she’d seen.

      That was how she knew it was a lie.

      She thrust her sacrificial hand toward the beast’s open mouth.

      Her timing was dead-on. All five ruined fingers slid between the teeth. Ash leaned forward to poke the back of its throat and braced herself.

      Snare’s powerful jaws snapped down across her hand with a pain so perfect that Ash forgot to scream. Waves of torment crashed in her body. Her sight went dim, but before total darkness claimed her, she yanked her clamped arm sideways and dragged the beast down.

      Snare crashed into the creek bed with a wet slap, blocking the last remaining leak. Water flowed against Snare’s skinless chest, puddling there, with no way around.

      Ash and Snare met eyes again. In those watery sockets she saw Hollow Hills. She saw the dead return to life. Saw Dad leaving town. Saw Trent and Jake tossing baseballs. Saw her unbroken left hand. Saw her fingers caressing Cheetos’s face.

      In that moment she saw it all.

      Everything she wanted.

      And she forced her eyes shut.
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      Darkness captured her. Surrounded her. Annihilated her.

      Ash blinked, but it made no difference. There was nothing to see but shadow upon shadow. The void of death. The end.

      Her end.

      End.

      End.

      A breeze stirred, chilling her, burning through her wet clothes. It directed the stench of dead fish into her nostrils. She coughed, tasting rot. She rolled over to puke.

      But something curled against her. Seized her. Tightened its grip. The ground—

      No, not the ground.

      She heard sobbing above her. The sharp intake of breath.

      “Ashlee?”

      Something warm splashed her cheek. A teardrop?

      “Ashlee?” Dad sniffled. “Please answer me.”

      “What…happened?”

      “Oh God.” He scooped her into a clumsy, muddy hug. “You’re okay. I thought I’d lost you both.”

      “Both? Oh, shit…” She remembered. Trent. He’d fought Snare. Finished the dam. Died when the beast’s bulging red thumb pierced his eye socket. With the memory, nausea flushed through her midsection. She writhed, clutching at her father’s muddy shirt to keep from falling.

      A flashlight gleamed above her.

      She lifted her forearm to block the light. Pain blitzed through her hand. She seethed, teeth clenched, waiting for the hell to pass. When it did, she saw Dad looking her over, tears filling his eyes. A ripped piece of cloth was knotted around his sliced arm. She noticed that another cloth was wrapped around her ruined palm.

      “Thought you were a goner, darling.”

      Exhausted, she shook her head.

      He stroked mud from her hair then held her, sniffling over her shoulder. His tears trickled down her neck and stung exposed cuts. She groaned.

      “Hush now. Relax. You’re in my arms. You’re okay, Ashlee.” He held her tight. “My little girl.”

      “What happened?” She checked the bend. Fog hung above an empty creek bed. “Where’s Snare?”

      “Gone. Snare’s gone. We did it.”

      “We…” She could barely believe it. “We did it.”

      He cleared his throat. “We need to help Jake now.”

      “Jake?” Images rushed back to her. Snare going for the kill. Jake grabbing the knife. Stabbing his eye. Stopping the beast.

      Saving her.

      She rolled free of her father’s arms. Her body ached in places she’d never felt before. Her wet clothes rubbed mercilessly against her ice-burned skin. But she crawled toward her nephew.

      He lay in the clearing, a strip of cloth wrapped around his head like a bandanna. He still wore her jacket, the belt fastened around his waist. Some snow had glazed over him. She lifted the cloth.

      His eye leaked blood.
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        * * *

      

      Ash threw open the Subaru’s passenger door in a blazing panic. She checked the glove compartment for first-aid supplies as worst-case scenarios—infection, gangrene, death—rolled through her mind. She gathered the supplies as Dad laid Jake across the back seat. The boy whimpered.

      They carefully cleaned his eye, then applied gauze and bandaged it with discolored sports tape.

      Jake looked like a pirate wearing a fuzzy white eyepatch. The sight made Ash smile for some reason. Maybe because it was oddly cute, maybe because pirates survived stabbed eyes and so would Jake.

      With the leftover gauze, she wrapped her ruined hand. It burned like a hundred hells. She couldn’t believe the heat. She couldn’t believe a lot of things.

      “Let’s get moving,” Dad said.

      “Where?” she said, squinting into the ubiquitous fog.

      “We have to find a hospital.” He slid his hands under Jake’s knees and shoulders. With a grunt, he lifted. “Can you ride shotgun with the boy on your lap? Keep him upright?”

      “Yeah.” She went to open the passenger door but stopped herself. Instead, she hurried toward the driver door.

      “Ashlee? What’re you doing?”

      She reached in beside the steering wheel and popped the trunk. It opened with a dull double-thud. Her heart pounded in a similar way as she approached the trunk. The closed lid covered Cheeto and Lauren. Ash curled a finger beneath the lid. The moment she lifted, the stench hit her.

      The stench didn’t necessarily mean Cheeto was still dead, she promised herself. Perhaps the trunk just needed to air out. With any luck, Cheeto would leap out and tackle her to the ground with one of his signature hugs. Then they’d laugh, and she’d tell him about all the sacrifices she’d made to bring him back.

      He had to be back. It was only fair.

      With a nervous breath, she lifted the lid.

      Slowly.

      Barely enough to peek inside.

      The pulse in her neck quickened. The stench grew thicker. She saw his hand. She recognized the bulging purple fingers with a crimp in her heart and a lump in her throat.

      “Cheeto…” Her eyes stung, hot and wet. “No… Please, no.”

      She took his hand in hers. It was cold. Mangled. Lifeless.

      With a heavy heart, she squeezed.

      He didn’t squeeze back.
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        * * *

      

      Ash couldn’t bear to ride in the car that stank of Cheeto and Lauren, so they left the Subaru at the banquet hall and drove off in the church van. Dad steered through snowy, foggy streets. Ash rode shotgun, Jake asleep in her grasp, his cheek on her shoulder. The heater threw chilly air in her face as she looked outside. Houses scrolled by, all of them hiding dead residents, dead visitors, dead families. The more bodies Ash saw collapsed on porches and sprawled in driveways, the more helpless she felt.

      There had been no mass revival. Killing Snare had ended the beast, not the nightmare. It had brought no one back. Everyone remained dead. All because of her.

      Her chest felt compressed, like two trucks were plowing into her from opposite sides. She couldn’t breathe. She inhaled a deep breath and started dry heaving.

      No way would she ever get over this. You don’t unleash a death plague and start fresh the next morning. Or any morning.

      “Ashlee?” Dad lifted his foot off the gas. The van eased past a crashed sedan, its flashers blinking. He glanced at her. “You okay?”

      “They’re still gone,” she said. “Everyone.”

      “Darling…”

      “They’re dead!”

      He nudged the brake. “We did the best we could.”

      “Did we? We killed Snare, but Snare could’ve brought everyone back. The bitch said so.”

      “Snare always lied. You know that. If we’d left her alive, she’d have killed us, then maybe billions more.” His eyes found hers. “Billions, Ashlee.”

      Every car they passed revealed the same story. Battered bumpers, flickering lights, someone dead behind the wheel. Every wreck meant another twist of red guilt in her guts. To think she’d traded her broken hand for this broken world.

      “I can’t.” She slumped against the window. “Can’t live with this.”

      “Ashlee, look at me.” Dad stopped the van. “Us survivors, we gotta keep on living. We can’t afford to be hopeless. Besides each other, hope’s all we got.” He pointed to the highway entrance ramp. “We’re gonna get on that highway, drive toward Clarks Summit, and hope we make it past Snare’s zone. We’re gonna hope that beyond it, everything’s all right. That someone can help heal our wounds. That we can find a new home and start living again.”

      “But, Dad… How am I supposed to live with what I did?”

      “By remembering what you have to live for. Who you have to live for. Anytime you need a reminder, look at that boy in your arms. The little fella needs us. Needs you.”

      Jake looked about as bad as she felt. Scrapes covered his forehead. Bruises bloomed around his bandages. Bloodstains discolored his nose, cheeks, chin.

      Poor kid. It was heartbreaking.

      “He stabbed his eye for you, Ashlee. He’s worth it.”

      Seeing Jake, knowing what he’d been through—it made her feel even worse.

      “He deserves better than this ruined world,” she said.

      “You keep saying the world’s ruined,” Dad said. “You’re wrong. The two most important people to me are still around. They’re my world. So stop saying the world’s ruined.”

      His words melted through her like hot water through ice.

      She clutched Jake tightly. His good eye blinked—one small miracle within a massive disaster.

      Maybe Dad has a point.

      He put the van in drive. They crossed the bridge, leaving Hollow Hills. The high beams blazed ahead, reflecting off the snow along the I-81 entrance ramp. They took it and merged onto the messy highway.

      Because of the throbbing pain, Ash couldn’t tell if her hand was buzzing. Her ribs felt normal. She looked at her father. “Dad? Any buzzing?”

      He shook his head.

      With a bittersweet smile he pressed the gas.

      They rumbled up the highway, pushing through fog, following tire tracks whenever possible. They rounded the curve of a rock wall. Dodged wreck after wreck. The van stalled in deep snow. Rolled free. Stalled again. Rolled free again.

      When the van struck a pothole, Jake stirred.

      “My head,” Jake moaned. “It hurts.”

      “I know.” She hugged him closer. “We’re almost there.”

      “Hurts…”

      “You’ll make it, tough guy,” she assured him. Then she whispered to herself, “You’ll make it.”

      Their car ate up more miles. The Clarks Summit exit loomed in the headlights. Nobody buzzed, nobody burned.

      Dad hit the gas.

      They held their breaths.

      And broke on through to the other side.
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