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Previously, in Rust: Season One
 
 
 In Rust: Season One, Kimberly Archer was living in New York with her fiance Aaron when she was pushed in front of an oncoming C-Train. Moments later she woke in Rustwood, with a husband she'd never met before and a baby she couldn't remember having.
Committed to St Jeremiah's Hospital under the watchful eye of Doctor Keller, Kimberly faked the symptoms of post-partum psychosis to gain release. She immediately ran from her 'husband' Peter Archer and infant son Curtis, but quickly found that all roads lead back to Rustwood.
Kimberly met a ragged man named Fitch who claimed to know the secrets of Rustwood, but she rejected his assistance, believing him crazy. Kimberly attempted to flee over the mountains, while Fitch built pipebombs and molotovs in his basement in preparation for an assault on Rustwood.
Meanwhile, other forces were in play. Detective Goodwell, initially assigned to Kimberly's case, was actually reporting to the power that rules Rustwood. A monster was also stalking the streets, puppeting innocent nurse Bo Tuscon and forcing him to kidnap and kill strangers. Drawn by the strange energy surrounding Kimberly's arrival, Bo set his sights upon her as a fresh target.
With his only companion a strange creature living in the hip pocket of his jacket, Fitch soon found himself pursued by a posse of hunters. They chased him to the eastern shore of Rustwood and cornered him in the coastal caves, where he fought them off with pipebombs. The leader of the hunters, a suited woman in bug-eye sunglasses, was killed by a colossal monster in the depths of the cave that scissored her in half with slick claws.
Fitch escaped. Kimberly wasn't so lucky. At the peak of the mountains, Bo Tuscon caught and dragged her back to the abandoned house he'd made his home. Upon waking, Kimberly discovered Bo's plans to use her as the next shell for the creature growing inside him.
Fitch's attempts to track Kimberly led him to an old acquaintance, Mister Gull, a man of great and subtle power. Gull took some of Fitch's blood in exchange for locating Kimberly. Meanwhile, Detective Goodwell and Peter Archer were also trying to locate Kimberly. Their only lead was Fitch's pickup, seen several times near the Archer's house.
Fitch found Bo Tuscon's house in time to help Kimberly escape. Together they fought Bo, crushing him with a refrigerator, just as Peter and Goodwell arrived. Fitch, wisely, vanished into the night.
Days passed. Kimberly endured her 'husband's' attentions while Goodwell monitored her from a distance. Fitch returned to ask for Kimberly's assistance in fighting the forces of Rustwood, and after finally killing the 'clicker' that had been living in Bo Tuscon's throat, Kimberly agreed.
As Kimberly left Peter Archer's house, a hooded figure stepped from beneath a tree, set on making Kimberly hurt. Finally, Detective Goodwell tracked down a trio of teenagers responsible for graffiti left across Rustwood. He found they were servants of the False Queen, the entity opposing his master.
With no way to cure the teens, Goodwell shot them and dumped their bodies down a well. Shaken by what he was forced to do, Goodwell assured himself that he served the right master, and that through his actions the original, true Queen of Rustwood would prevail.
The story continues...
 



Chapter 1
 
 
 She remembered knives. Serrated blades dragging across her skin. Muscle parting and peeling back like sheets of Christmas paper, revealing neatly wrapped bone.
A shape in a black cowl leaned over her, breath sour with engine oil. "All new," it whispered. "Ready."
Then came the blessed darkness. The dreamless sleep she hoped would become death.
And-
Listen.
She woke.
It felt like she'd spent years in that black space but some hind-brain instinct told her it'd only been days. Her heartbeat skipped and thrummed. Sometimes it stopped for a minute or more, and she wondered if she was truly dead this time or whether she'd be trapped in that limbo forever, dragging bloodless limbs, pawing at door handles with dead grey fingers. Then a sudden thud, a whap like a lock slamming home, and her pulse would resume.
The heartbeat was all she could hear. It echoed in her ears and off the walls. It vibrated in her molars. But sometimes, in those longer gaps, the minutes or half-minutes where all was still inside her, she could hear something larger, something much worse.
A grinding noise like teeth meeting concrete, bone shaved away by stone. Something huge was watching her in the darkness. Tasting her scent.
It was hungry. She could read its intentions by the heat steaming off it. But it wasn't coming any closer. Didn't dare? Scared of her, so tiny and useless and broken? No. Scared of losing control. Scared of swallowing her down before it'd used her.
It needed her. Even now, it was desperate.
And
She blinked. For the first time in days, her eyes opened. The stink was gone. Chill on all sides made the hairs on the back of her arms stand tall. Her heartbeat was slow but steady. She counted five beats a minute. Just enough to keep her moving. Not so much that she'd get pretensions of being anything more than a puppet.
She was lying on her back, naked. It'd been a long time since she'd been naked. Since she'd had any concept of modesty or fear. All she could see was grey. Grey soil ceiling overhead, grey rock walls on either side. A faint light somewhere up ahead, white and cold.
Mould in the air. Mould, and the steady trickle of running water breaking through the mud. Even this far underground - there was nowhere else she could be, not with every breath so thick in her lungs and the ceiling carved directly from the rock - you couldn't escape the Rustwood rain. The tiny seeds of her master dripping, dripping, dripping.
She knew where they'd left her. The question was, why? All she could remember were the waves. Salt on the tip of her tongue. Fingertips bruised by the coastal cliffs...
"Fitch."
The word sounded strange. Like her tongue wasn't used to making sounds. A dead root of muscle contorting into unfamiliar shapes. "Fitch," she said again, tasting the single syllable like it was a curse. She'd been chasing him, her and three companions. Then an explosion, the heat curing her skin. She'd smelled barbecue as her companions burned. Then came the monster in the black, that great claw scissoring out of the shadows...
"I died." Impossible. And yet, she could remember the sensation of her guts unzipping across the rock floor of the cave. Sand in her wounds. Her last bubbling gasps as she drowned on her own blood.
She tried to stand and realised she was lying on a plinth of steel. No, something less refined, pitted with rust, eaten through in places like moth-chewed wool. A mining cart turned on its side, wheels fixed in place by decades of grit. An altar to subterranean industries, she thought, and had to hold in laughter. That was the sort of poetic bullshit she'd have spat out in a previous life. A life...
A sudden, stabbing agony behind her eyes left her curled into a ball, screaming. A voice in her head whispered in soothing tones. "Forget it. Forget it all. Come to me."
The pain faded. She wiped her nose, smearing blood and tears across the back of her hand. The voice was right. Those memories were all false, anyway. Stolen. She didn't need them. All she needed was to obey.
The soil was soft beneath her bare feet. She shivered as mud slid between her toes. She didn't need her sunglasses, not down here. Her legs felt odd. Each stride was a little shorter than she was used to, and her knees were stiff. Her stomach ached, too. Worse than the time she'd taken a stray bullet in the hip during hunting season, back when-
No, no, no! I promise, I wasn't thinking about it! I swear!
The voice chuckled in the recesses of her mind. It urged her on. She stumbled, dragging one hand along the wall for balance, fingertips brushing rotten beams and the scars left by picks and hammers. The light grew stronger, and she found herself squinting, wishing for those bug-eye lenses. She looked down at herself and the scars crocheted across her naked chest. Thick wires of tissue running across her breasts and down her sides, sawing back and forth over her palms. The huge wounds up her wrists where they'd added raw-edged bones, the first of many little surprises hidden beneath her skin. All the damage she'd taken while running errands for her strange master, chasing runaways, being stabbed, bludgeoned, roasted black by pipe bombs...
The largest scar ran across her stomach, just below her navel, continuing around her waist until... Yes. When she followed it with her fingertips she found the two ends met at her spine, just above her tailbone. Above the scar she was pink and freckled. Below the scar she was oyster-pale.
Her naked, stumpy legs. Her knees that clicked like they were fifty years too old.
The beast had repaired her. Stitched dead flesh into place. Made her new.
Good.
The light had grown so intense it felt like it'd shatter her eyeballs inside her skull. She covered her face with her hands but the light still broke through. She was weeping, although she didn't know why. There was nothing left inside her to cry with.
It was too much to bear. She fell to her knees in the mud as the form beyond the light came clear. "Please," she whispered. "I did all I could. He-"
The light spoke in a voice composed of the roar of a thousand insects. "Rise, my faithful."
"He had bombs. The guardians killed my men. We didn't know."
"You did as you were told. A good soldier." When the light spoke it stole her breath away. The buzz was in her lungs. It made her want to cry and vomit and worship all at once. "And now you fight again."
"You gave me new legs," she whispered. "You're too kind."
"Don't waste my gifts." The voice was horribly sweet. It made her tongue tingle. "She is important. Bring her to me intact. Her companion is dangerous. Break him. Make him worship me before the end."
"And her family?"
"They'll soon know my grace."
The light faded, and as it dimmed she saw great blades snapping closed on the air. Forelegs of steel and bone twitching manically. A carapace the size of a delivery van suspended from diamond filaments.
She blinked, and it was gone.
Water dripped ahead of her. The steady tattoo of damp breaking through the mines, turning the earth to mush. It was a beacon summoning her onward.
She forced herself to stand. The new legs were shaky but they'd do. After all, they were a gift, and gifts were to be treasured.
 
 
 The path wound upward, switching back upon itself. The oak ribs holding the ceiling aloft became twisted, stained with muck, sprouting new green shoots and bending away from the walls. The closer she got to the surface, the more life leaked down into that black place.
She tasted smoke on the air. Not a fire, but the peppery scent of candle-smoke.
The slope levelled out. Up ahead was a thin line of light. The edge of a doorway. She fumbled for a latch but found none. The wood was puckered with lumps and gashes like open wounds. Heavy oak, too heavy for any normal woman to shift.
She was no normal woman. The things they'd put inside her, the coils of bone and spring-wound muscle, slammed against the door. Stone hinges ground together. The door eased open.
She understood where she was the moment before they reached out to take her hands. The flicker of hundreds of tiny flames welcomed her back to the surface as women with faces hidden beneath deep black cowls ushered her onward.
The Pentacost Convent. She knew it only as a sore growing on the skin of Rustwood, a foul spot best avoided at all costs. She'd glanced at it across the river months before, through heavy lenses, and even then it'd left her with a headache. Now she was inside, bathed in candlelight, the flames reflecting slickly off pillars of granite and sandstone. The floor canted as it sunk into the soft earth - or perhaps it was the mines below, falling inward inch by inch and taking the rotten convent with it.
Her first step inside the convent left her reeling. A thrumming like the steady thud of an electrical engine pressed on her eardrums and stole her balance. She sagged against the doorframe, eyes squeezed shut as that terrible hum shook her bones and clicked her teeth together.
A hand rested on her bare arm. A cold hand, slick as steel.
The pain behind her eyes receded. She let the hand lead her.
She surveyed the convent through eyes opened to slits. The figures were assembled in two long rows, guiding her from the darkness of the cavern through the cold stone belly of the convent. She didn't bother meeting their eyes - if they even had eyes, beneath those heavy cowls. She knew her place and they knew theirs. They were wetnurses, and she the hunter.
She had the strangest feeling that they recognised her. Impossible. She'd never been in the convent before. Never traded words with these servants. But still, there was something terribly familiar about their silence. The vaulted ceiling and the boarded windows felt like home.
Nobody spoke to her. All were silent as they led her to the great oak double-doors and out into the rain.
The cool wash across her cheeks was such a shock that she staggered back against the doors. She turned her face to the clouds and opened her mouth wide, drinking it in. The rain splashed off her cheeks, ran between her breasts, puddled in the soft earth around her feet.
In those last moments, deep in the coastal caves, as the creature in the dark had snapped closed around her waist, she'd thought she'd never feel the rain again. Strange, how she needed the feeling of rain on her shoulders. As much as she hated it, she'd grown used to the constant growl of stormclouds. The thought of never blinking water from her eyes again or feeling her shirt sticking to her back left her wishing she'd killed that asshole Fitch in Rustwood High, stabbed him through the spine when she'd had the chance.
This time it'd play out different. She'd get some new clothes, some glasses to hide the abominations in her eyes. Track the woman. Split her away from Fitch. Burn the places where they slept and hid. Hound them until they begged for mercy.
This time, there'd be no mistakes.
 



Chapter 2
 
 
 They were halfway across the street, crossing from the shelter of a red-brick alley towards the Rosenfeld Mission, when Kimberly was dazzled by the sweep of police-car headlights.
She raised one hand to shield her eyes, frozen in the centre of the road like a startled doe. She knew she had to run but her legs wouldn't obey, even as she screamed in her head they'll take you! They'll give you back to him!
A hand squeezed her arm. Fitch tugged her, hissing "Scoot!" in her ear. It was the jolt she needed, skidding on the wet macadam as she threw herself back towards the alley. Fitch was a few steps behind, tumbling around a dumpster and pulling his coat up to hide his face.
They waited together, panting, shoulder to shoulder, as the patrol car passed. Kimberly caught a glimpse of the man behind the wheel: buzz-cut, straight-backed, wreathed in cigarette smoke, the hollows of his eye sockets lit from below as he sucked deep and tapped off ash.
The engine grumble faded. Fitch sighed, wiped the water from his eyes and eased out from behind the dumpster. "Knew they'd be watching. Tricky bastards. Shouldn't ever have talked to that detective, I'm telling you-"
"Get down!" Kimberly shoved Fitch to the ground as lights skimmed along the blacktop. The patrol car was reversing, reversing...
It stopped at the mouth of the alley. Kimberly squeezed low against Fitch, trying to fit into the small square of cover provided by the edge of the dumpster. She counted off long seconds. Her heartbeat was so loud she was sure it'd carry through the rain. They'd hear her any moment, crack open the door and step into the storm with flashlights in hand...
The engine coughed and the patrol car moved on, tail-lights fading into the evening shadows.
Kimberly counted to fifty before she crawled out from behind the dumpster and crept to the end of the alley. The street was empty, lit only by the pale orange cast of streetlamps. On the far side of the street, shadows moved behind the curtains of the Rosenfeld Mission. A man lay in the doorway, blanketed in newspapers. From across the rooftops came the mourning cry of an owl hunting in the nearby park.
"You okay?" Fitch wheezed as he got to his feet in a series of slow, painful, marionette motions. "Not getting too drowned?"
Kimberly grimaced, shucking her jacket collar up around her cheeks as the rain pattered off her crown and down the back of her neck. A month before she'd cursed under her breath every time she woke to find the rain still sheeting down, cloud crawling from horizon to horizon, every square inch of sky slick and grey and drained of hope. Now it was just wallpaper. The concept of clear skies, the memory of sunshine, were as distant and alien as her fiance in New York. The warmth of his skin, the taste of him. Even his name was hard to hold for more than a second. Aaron? Yes, his name was Aaron. She knew that much.
"Don't worry," she said. "Think I'm getting used to it."
 
 
 They'd spent the past week living out of a stolen Audi 5000, eating bad takeaway and flinching away from the distant howl of police sirens, all while Fitch waited for the right time to introduce her to this Rosenfeld woman. Fitch had a safehouse somewhere to on the south side of town but he refused to take the risk of leading another clicker back there, not while he still had the stink of the dead creature on his skin. That meant parking in dank alleys, Kimberly curling up on the back seat at night with a blanket pulled over her head while Fitch kept watch.
Fitch called the stolen car 'appropriated'. A cute word that turned Kimberly's stomach. Stolen cars meant police attention. Police attention meant being dragged back to her fake husband. Worse again, her fake baby. Bawling all night, staring up at her from its crib with all too familiar eyes...
If she had to choose between the two, she'd take the car.
The Audi was too small to stretch out in and her dreams were always laced with acid. New York, Aaron, the C-Train bearing down and crushing her into the tracks. Voices without mouths. She'd wake sweating in the middle of the night and find Fitch still staring out the windscreen, eyes twitching left-right, right-left as he scanned the shadows for movement.
Sometimes she wondered whether the ragged man needed to sleep, or whether his anger sustained him. He was always vibrating, hands tensing into white-knuckle fists. His left leg pistoned up and down when they pulled over to fill up with gas - although maybe that was because he was terrified of someone at the pumps recognising the stolen Audi. Sometimes she saw him blinking furiously, as if trying to get a speck of dirt out from beneath his eyelid, dirt that itched so bad it was burning.
Once, Kimberly caught him dreaming with his eyes open. He sat in the front seat, hands by his sides, watching the rain pounding on the hood. There was no life in his pupils, no spark. His tongue protruded over his lips, spittle shining on his tongue, and when she'd asked if he was awake he'd only grunted in reply.
Even dreaming, his legs jerked. He was chasing something, she figured.
Or being chased.
But now, as they inched out into the road once more, preparing to dash toward the Rosenfeld Mission, Fitch was very much awake. He was jacked up like he'd taken amphetamines, checking over his shoulder, shoving his left hand into his coat pocket like he was squeezing some special totem.
"I think we're clear," he whispered.
"Scared?"
"Cautious. That Goodwell, he's smart. Bet he's the one sending the patrol cars. Folk like him are the worst. Think they're doing good when they're really working for the beast." Fitch shuddered. "Hardest thing in the world, fighting a man who thinks he's being noble."
He waved her into the rain, and Kimberly couldn't help but stare at that extra finger. The little nub of pink flesh on his left hand, about the length of a bean sprout. It was growing, she was sure. In the few weeks since she'd met him that finger had gained maybe a tenth of an inch. She could see the beginnings of a second joint forming.
The urge to ask about it was almost as maddening as the dust in Fitch's eye, but she couldn't bring herself to blurt out the words. Instead she bit her lip and took the lead, dragging Fitch through the tumult, between pools of light cast by street lamps and beneath the awnings of the Rosenfeld Mission.
By the time they were safely sheltered, Kimberly was soaked to the skin. The winter jacket she'd taken from Peter's closet - the one that had a waterproof tag on the sleeve - was as useful as a tissue against the storm. Her jeans clung to her thighs and her hair was plastered down across her eyes, blinding her as she spluttered in the sheltered doorway.
"Fuck this town," she managed, in between spitting mouthfuls of rainwater. "Fuck the weather, fuck the bad parking, fuck everything. This better be worth it-"
"Get inside!"
More lights were sweeping down from the far end of the street, the familiar silhouette of the patrol car returning. Kimberly threw herself at the door, bounced off uselessly, realised she was pushing instead of pulling, and tumbled into the safety of the Rosenfeld Mission. Fitch slammed the door behind them and they sagged against the wall together.
The lights passed down the street. Kimberly found herself grinning. "Not bad. Very Mission Impossible. You can be Rollin Hand and I'll be Cinnamon."
"I never watched it." Fitch shook the water from his hair, shivering like a dog. "You see Rosenfeld?"
"I don't know what she looks like!"
"Big black lady. Gleam in her eyes like she's gonna put her boot up your ass."
Kimberly took in the expanse of the Rosenfeld Mission. A huge hall with a ragged collection of trestle tables at one end and the kitchen at the other, where men in fingerless gloves and mud-stained jeans waited patiently for a bowl of soup. She could smell it from the door: salty beef and potato, leek and broth. Toasted bread. The rich, heady aroma of meatballs and canned spaghetti, machine-made tomato sauce bubbling in huge stock-pots.
After so many days and nights spent in the Audi, living on mushy takeaway chicken and drive-thru Cola, Kimberly was ravenous. One big breath left her salivating. 
"If anyone knows what we should do, it's Rosenfeld," Fitch continued. "She's a guru, honest to God."
Kimberly barely heard him. She grabbed Fitch's sleeve, the plastic raincoat crinkling beneath her fingers. "Get me a bowl of that, now."
"Lady, we're not here for the food-"
She was already angling for the end of the line, keeping her head down and her hands folded before her as she joined the queue.
New York had taught Kimberly to be wary of the homeless. Ninety-nine percent friendly pan-handlers and desperate veterans, one percent drug-fucked schizophrenics. She'd gotten to know a couple, like the one-legged man on the corner of Broadway and Worth who always complimented her shoes. She had no issue with him. It was the ones you weren't watching that'd jump up off the sidewalk and grab your handbag or your ass and whisper in your ear about all the things they were gonna do to you once they had you alone.
But if she had to choose between feeling safe and hungry, or joining the line and getting some hot food in her stomach, the food won every time. Anyway, after so long in the stolen Audi, steaming inside her mouldy clothes, she bet she smelled the worst out of anyone in the Mission.
Fitch shuffled into line behind her, looking sheepish. "What're you doing? You and me, we can meet Rosenfeld and she'll feed you 'til you explode."
"It's rude to skip the line." In truth, she could've kicked everyone in the line to the floor and stomped across their backs to get her hands on a bowl of soup, but there was something oddly satisfying in putting Fitch in his place. She'd spent six and a half days folded into the front seat of a stolen sedan, peeing in bushes on the side of the coastal road when Fitch decided it was safe, waiting for answers that'd been far too long coming. Now she was on her feet again, finally able to feel her toes, and goddamned if he was going to stop her from getting a square meal.
The line moved fast. Two young women served soup behind the counter, pale from lack of sun, hair pulled back into tight buns as they lifted and poured, lifted and poured. They looked half-asleep from the monotony.
"I thought you said Mrs Rosenfeld was black," she whispered to Fitch. "Where is she?"
"You don't hurry a woman like her," Fitch said. "She'll be out when she wants to be."
The line jerked forward. One of the pale girls pressed a porcelain bowl into Kimberly's hands, still hot from the sink, soap suds clinging to the clean white curve. The second girl - so similar they had to be sisters, Kimberly thought - poured her a dripping ladleful of watery brown soup. Chunks of mushy carrot and potato bobbed to the surface, breaking the skin of beef grease.
Fitch watched her very closely as she took her first sip.
It was a salty punch in the face. Beef falling apart in strings, celery so soft she could crush it with her tongue against her palate. After a week of bad takeaway it might as well have been foie gras. "You should have some, Fitch," she mumbled through a mouthful of soup. "High-class stuff."
"Better than crackers and fried chicken?"
"That chicken was a crime against taste."
"Smart mouth for a lady who came beggin' for my help."
"Excuse me? You're the one who kept turning up outside my bedroom window-"
"You needed me then and you need me now-"
"No arguing in my soup hall!"
Kimberly spun. A small, dark woman had appeared as if from nowhere, broom clenched in both hands like a staff. The bandanna pulled tight across her brow was set at a jaunty angle, like a classic sea-captain's cap, and the shawl wrapped around her shoulders was a rainbow of 70's earth tones. It reminded her of some British TV show... Yes, that was it. A tiny, scowling, elderly Doctor Who.
It had to be Rosenfeld.
"You enjoying the soup?" The woman swept the floor without taking her eyes off Kimberly, gathering up cigarette butts and dirty napkins in a great filthy ball. "Better finish that bowl. We don't make it so you can waste it."
There was something about Rosenfeld that made Kimberly feel very young again. She slurped down the rest of the bowl, soggy potato falling apart on her tongue. Beside her, Fitch said, "Didn't mean to turn up unannounced, but we need some advice if you're in the mood to give it. This is-"
"Yes, I know. Kimberly Archer. You keep thinking I'm slow, Fitch, but you're gonna be smirking out the other side of your face before this is done." She nodded at Kimberly, who'd frozen with the spoon half-way to her mouth. "You look like a fish, gawping like that. Stack your bowl and come with me."
It wasn't a voice you argued with. Kimberly set her bowl atop the already-teetering pile of porcelain beside the kitchen counter, shying away from the blank stares of the two blonde sisters, and followed Rosenfeld to the back of the dining hall. Rosenfeld muttered the whole way. "Kids turnin' up through the front door. Got half the town looking for you and you don't even think to sneak in the back..."
"Figured you'd keep the door locked, after what happened last time."
Rosenfeld smirked. "Maybe you're not so daft after all."
Mrs Rosenfeld might've been old, but she wasn't weak. It wasn't just the steel in her voice that made Kimberly wary, but the muscle banded under those bat-wings, the sort honed through years of repetitive sweeping, lifting and stirring. She glanced around the hall but couldn't see any assistants besides the twins serving soup. Rosenfeld was obviously all the handywoman the place needed.
Easy to see why the lady didn't scare easily. And if Fitch trusted her...
"No sense of occasion," Rosenfeld continued. "Did you bring me a bottle of wine this time, at least? No? Fitch, you're the world's worst houseguest."
Fitch shrugged. "I'm a wanted man. Didn't think it was right to stop by the liquor store to buy you a nice Pinot. Will a hug do alright?"
"I don't want your damn hugs, Fitch. I want you out of my place before you bring the wrong sort of attention down on my head."
Fitch froze with his mouth open, then ducked his head like a shamed puppy. "Sorry."
"Damn right. Nothing but trouble, you are." Mrs Rosenfeld undid her bandanna, revealing neat black curls, and wiped her hands clean. "And as for you, lady. Come all this way, even with the police and the beast's little soldiers looking for you. Way I see it, you're either getting ready to quit town, or throw yourself into some dark places. So, which is it? This man asked you to die for him yet, Miss Archer?"
To that, Kimberly found she had nothing to say.
 
 
 It wasn't until Rosenfeld took them into a back room and locked the door that Fitch felt secure enough to speak. "It's getting bad out there," he whispered. "You know what we had to kill?"
Rosenfeld had yet to let go of her broom. She leaned on it like a wizard's staff, and Kimberly had to admit she pulled off the look. The way her fingers twitched on the wooden shaft made her feel like the old woman would start casting spells at any moment.
"I don't want to know," she said. "Told you so many times, I'm not getting involved. I keep quiet and nobody pokes their nose in my business. Hell, you shouldn't even be here. Police came looking for you. Not just any police. He knew things. Talked about the public baths."
It was hard to miss how Fitch stiffened. "Nobody talks about that."
"That's because nobody remembers. But he did, you understand? He's special. Been touched by something big."
"But he's not here now, is he? You can still help-"
"I make soup, Fitch! I make soup and I keep people warm. That's a good life! Why do you keep dragging trouble to my door?"
"This isn't for me!" He jabbed one finger at Kimberly. "This is for her! She's gotta get home, you understand?"
"Does she? Is that what you're really after?" Rosenfeld whirled, staring Kimberly down. "You think he's gonna get you out of this town, young lady?"
"I..." Kimberly swallowed hard, held in place by those dark eyes. They weren't eyes you could lie to, not unless you wanted to be bent over one knee and paddled. The back room scared her as well. Concrete walls, concrete floor. Only a thin mattress in one corner for comfort. Less of a storage closet and more of a cell. Was this where Fitch spent his time away from home? Hiding from monsters in a prison of his own choosing?
Or was it a prison Rosenfeld chose to lock him inside?
"I think so," Kimberly finally said. "I'm not sure, but... I know he'll try."
"Hmph." Mrs Rosenfeld pursed her lips like she'd tasted something foul. "Put too much faith in someone and you'll end up burned. And why do you think I can help, anyway? You think I've got a private jet in my garage? Nobody gets out of here." She took Kimberly's hand. "Where're you from? New York, I bet."
A cold finger ran down Kimberly's spine. She jerked back. "How'd you know?"
"The accent, dear. Thick as butter."
Kimberly, on the other hand, couldn't place Rosenfeld's accent. Bible belt, perhaps, or even further south. Mexico? Peru? Christ, she didn't even know where Rustwood was. Virginia? Georgia? Oregon, maybe, judging by the rain. She'd meant to ask so many times, but it always slid away from her, like something was pushing the question into the furthest corner of her mind.
Get it out now, she thought, before you forget again. She blurted, "Where-"
"I don't know what that man's told you," Rosenfeld said, "but I'm nothing special. You're welcome to stay, long as you need, but don't be expectin' favours or magic tricks. I don't go poking my nose in places I don't belong and I expect you'll be happier if you do the same."
She turned to leave, chin thrust high, like a legionnaire on the march, and was almost out the door when Fitch grabbed her arm. "Please-"
Rosenfeld whirled, eyes wide, lips drawn back over her teeth. "You best let go of that if you don't want to lose your hand, Fitch."
"You think I'd be here if I didn't have to? You're the only family I've got. Information, I swear, that's all we need. A bit of blood, a bit of guidance, and we're out of your hair." He gripped tighter, not breaking Mrs Rosenfeld's gaze. "Please."
Rosenfeld jerked her arm free. "Boy, you don't know when to roll over, do you? Trouble from head to toe."
"You have to-"
"I do what the hell I choose, and nobody commands me. Not you, not the Queen, not-"
At that, Mrs Rosenfeld's face fell. She stumbled backward through the open door, one hand up to her throat.
"That man's gonna get you killed," she whispered, and slammed the door.
An awkward silence settled in the room. Kimberly coughed. "She sure knows how to make a girl feel welcome."
Fitch didn't reply. His eyes were squeezed shut to slits, focused on a point somewhere far beyond the walls of the Mission.
"Hey, Fitch. You in there?" Kimberly sat on the old mattress, wincing as springs dug into her butt. "Be straight with me. She was scared, yeah?"
"What? Yeah, yeah. Suppose she was."
"That's bad, right?"
Fitch didn't meet her eyes. "Very bad. Worse than the clicker, worse than the bodies in that basement. When Rosenfeld's too scared to tell you something... Well. You'll figure it out."
When Kimberly closed her eyes she could hear the patter of rain on the roof, faint but ever present like radio static. The distant grumble of the soup-line in the hall outside. The hundreds of shuffling feet, men and women clothed in rags and loneliness.
It wasn't home. Then again, what was home these days? Her little New York apartment, or the Rustwood bungalow where she'd endured the wails of her fake child, her lie of a husband? At the very least, it was better than sleeping in the Audi
Something tickled at the base of her skull. She'd meant to ask Rosenfeld an important question. It was on the tip of her tongue, but for the life of her she couldn't recall what it was.
It'd come back to her in time.
 



Chapter 3
 
 
 The girl behind the bakery counter gave Goodwell his paper bag of croissants and flashed the sort of smile that'd melt the flinty heart of Ebenezer Scrooge. "Have a nice day!"
Detective Goodwell couldn't remember the last time he'd had what anyone could call "a nice day," but he still made the right noises, mirrored her sentiments, and left his change as a tip. He tugged his suit jacket over his head as he dashed between the bakery and his car, protecting his lunch as best he could from the rain, then gnawed one of the croissants down to flakes as he drove to the Rustwood PD.
He barely noticed the turns he took, the red light he almost ran through. He steered on autopilot, the streets of Rustwood blurring past until he found himself outside the iron spires and red-brick peaks of the faux Victorian edifice that was the police department. Arched windows banded in black iron, stone drain-funnels radiating at every corner. Old Glory hanging faded and waterlogged from the flagpole beside the parking lot, where four battered cruisers waited in a neat row, tail-lights like dead glass eyes.
The radio was playing The Supremes. Diana Ross crooned, I'm aware of where you go each time you leave my door... I watch you walk down the street...
He shivered and snapped the dial off, licking the last crumbs from his lips. Too damn spooky. Sometimes it felt like everything in the damn town was levelled against him. The rain, the voices on cold nights... even the radio was fucking with his head.
Or maybe he was reading too much from too little. He'd been doing that a lot, ever since the incident at the Hill family farm. When he watched the six pm news it always felt like the anchor was staring directly into his eyes. That at any moment the next story would be, "Police have released the name of a man wanted for questioning..."
But it never came. He'd been careful. Covered his tracks. Retrieved the casings and burned the clothes he'd worn that day in a ditch on the far side of Rustwood. Scraped and hosed any trace of farmhouse mud from his tire-treads and sterilised the interior, removing every stray hair. And anything he'd missed, his employer would take care of. The voice, the first and one true Queen, was good at smoothing over rough corners.
His second croissant was still warm in the paper bag. No point sitting in the car until he froze his ass off, avoiding easy paperwork.
"Fuck it," he whispered, and threw himself out into the rain.
 
 
 The Rustwood PD was a long stretch of peeling Formica and nicotine stains. Most of the beat cops in Rustwood smoked like brushfires, lighting each new cigarette from the butt of the old, and the ceiling fans - some busted, some canted, some missing blades so that they spun like dying flies - only ferried the smoke around, hustling banks of tobacco cloud from one end of the building to the other.
Goodwell didn't smoke. He couldn't. The stink of burning blood was bad enough. No need to add cancer to the equation. He kept his eyes ahead, angling for his desk beside the window where he could gulp down what little fresh air squeaked in through that tiny gap. But he hadn't made it five feet from the door when he heard his name shouted across the top of the cubicles. "Goodwell! Get in here!"
He winced. Commissioner Snow. What a pain in the ass.
Goodwell felt the eyes of every other detective, beat cop and coffee-drone in the office as he trudged across the hall to Snow's door. He envied their casual cool. The way they could puff away all their worries. Days like this he needed something to take the edge off. Maybe a blade pressed against the crook of his elbow...
"Hurry it up, Goodwell. I've got shit to do."
Commissioner Snow - the hard fist that kept Rustwood PD in line - was waiting behind his desk when Goodwell came in, clipping his nails with a pair of silver scissors that looked tiny in his ape-like hands. Snow was pure hard-top muscle: strawberry-blonde hair cropped low like a wannabe Marine, forearms bulging from hours spent beating the stuffing out of his punching bag, collar unbuttoned, tie hanging loose around his throat. Framed photo of his wife on one end of his desk, framed photo of his Jack Russell at the other. The picture of the dog was the bigger of the two. Moustache and sideburns so wiry you could use them to clean industrial piping.
He didn't look up as Goodwell shut the door behind him. "Don't sit down. I haven't seen a report out of you in a week. You sick, or just lazy?"
Goodwell forced a grin. "Following through on the Tuscon incident."
"Thought you had that all wrapped up."
"Maybe this time next year, boss."
"Put it away." Snow tossed his nail clippers into a desk drawer and slammed it shut. "Tuscon's dead. No trial, no inquiry."
"Who says?"
"Orders from up the chain."
Goodwell couldn't hide his grin. That was the Queen, most likely. Sweeping all those dirty little issues, the knots that couldn't be untangled, into dark corners and under heavy rugs. Keeping Rustwood tidy. "You need me back in the queue?"
"Tell me about the Archer woman. Her husband still calling?"
"Five times a day."
"And?"
"I found her once already. She's missing because she wants to be."
"You think he-"
"Mister Archer never laid a finger on her. She just wants a different speed. Leaving your husband isn't illegal."
"Doesn't mean we don't keep an eye out." Snow flipped papers on his desk, seemingly at random. Stalling as he thought of some other reason to chew Goodwell out, most likely. "Speaking of people who don't want to be found, you seen the missing person's report?"
Goodwell clenched down on his panic. Finally, after all the sleepless nights, the tickle of paranoia at the base of his neck, it had come full circle. "Every morning, every night."
"Those three kids. You know them?"
"Everyone knows them. They make enough noise for ten."
"Wish they'd make some noise now. We've done a clean sweep, knocked on every door, interviewed their friends, swept the woods. Still no sign of the little shits. Couple of leads - someone saw Dylan Cobber getting into a stranger's car the day he disappeared, and an unidentified man collected Taram Traore and Martin Goldfarb from underneath a bridge shortly after noon. After that..." Snow spread his hands. "It's now a potential murder investigation. I want you on top of it."
Goodwell almost laughed. He'd always known his position as Detective was a secondary concern when weighed against the wishes of his true employer, but being ordered to investigate his own triple-murder? It was a farce. "You sure you want me swap me off one murder for another?"
Snow made a sound in the back of his throat that was half cough, half growl. Adolescent posturing, Goodwell thought. He suspected all new police commissioners were handed a ten page booklet along with their pay rise explaining exactly how to dress, how much weight to gain, and how to scowl at their detectives. Commissioners all over the US had an image to uphold. Ten bucks said Snow was having marital problems, and that he'd call his wife 'the old lady'. Another ten said there was a half-finished bottle of whiskey in the third drawer down.
All image and ego, designed to put the fear of God into their employees. Problem was, Goodwell had a different god to fear.
"Look, Commissioner." Goodwell dropped his voice to a seductive purr. "We don't need to look for them. Just like the Archer woman. Some people don't want to be looked for."
Normally this was enough to shut Snow down. He had a simple mind, the sort of spongy brain that bent easily to suggestion. No different to any of the other thousands of drones sleepwalking their lives away in Rustwood.
This time, Snow wasn't so easily turned aside. "Parents are on the phone every fucking hour. They've been calling the mayor, Goodwell. The shitting mayor! Make it a priority. And, by the way, I'm assigning you a partner."
Goodwell bristled. Last time he'd had a partner was when he'd first made Detective. Six months following that tubby bastard Detective Western around the office, pretending like he couldn't smell the rancid after-odour of peanut butter and bacon on the old man's breath. They'd taken on three cases and cleared zero. Then came his new, secret employer, the bowl of blood, the voice in the basement. The real cases. The bodies that mattered.
Detective Western had quit shortly after. Heart problems, shortness of breath. Goodwell had never been assigned another partner. Paperwork always went missing. Snow would mention the issue in passing, then stop, stare at his feet, and lose his train of thought.
The true Queen of Rustwood kept Goodwell independent. Unfettered by bureaucracy or suspicious eyes. It was the way Goodwell like it. "I don't have a partner," he said. "Not now, not ever."
"Funny, that. You've met Detective Chan?"
He knew Chan. Good cop, better detective. Solid clearance rate. Still didn't mean he wanted to work with her. "You want me to do the kids, fine. But Chan's gonna get in the way."
"Shit a dick, Goodwell. You just don't want anyone looking over your shoulder when you fudge the paperwork. Chan's with you until you clean this up, so stop whining, get out of here and do your job."
Goodwell could only open and close his mouth uselessly. This wasn't supposed to happen. The Queen was supposed to take care of things, press on Snow in the right ways, keep Goodwell a free agent-
Snow coughed, reaching into his desk drawer. "You still here? Find those kids, Goodwell. Stop the damn calls. I don't want their parents camped out on my doorstep."
Goodwell had to turn his head to hide his grim smile. "Don't worry. They won't."
Because people never stayed angry for long in Rustwood. Because tempers flared up and rage exploded across the town like flashbulbs, burning bright and fading just as fast. Because people had a habit of forgetting, even things as important as their missing kids. Because the rain was everywhere, in the walls and in the soil and in people's mouths, and he'd seen what it did once it reached the brain.
Sometimes he wondered whether the false queen, the monster championed by those three dead boys, had put Snow in his way. Not to stop him dead but to frustrate him so much he gave up the fight. If Rustwood could conjure up women from New York, why not a caricature from a New York cop show? It would be just like the false queen to stall him with frustrations instead of real monsters. Something else to ask his master next time he communed.
He stumbled out the door, back to his desk. The world was slightly off-kilter, the walls tilted just beyond ninety degrees. Chan, he could deal with her. But Snow was supposed to bend. Snow was supposed to listen. But the sliver of influence his master had always applied to him, the spare inch of power that let him do his job and keep the town from imploding, was gone. Or maybe just muted, damped down by something even greater than the Queen.
That scared him all the way down to his guts.
 
 
 He'd been musing at his desk for nearly half an hour, wondering whether to head home and commune with the big boss via a wooden bowl and a splash of blood or to just jump out the window and solve all his problems permanently when someone coughed behind him. "They told me I'd find you here."
Goodwell spun. Detective Chan leaned against the windowsill, a fat sheaf of papers in one hand, the other on her hip. She looked Goodwell up and down and made a disappointed clucking noise. "Figures you'd need backup on your own case."
Goodwell grimaced. "Nice to see you too."
Detective Karen Chan was short and wiry, young police recruit muscle that hadn't had the chance to go soft after too many stakeouts. Straight black hair cropped just above her shoulders - the less there was for some asshole to grab in a fight, the better. Not exactly intimidating, but her scores on the firing range were formidable and she spat innuendo like she was paid by the pun.
She was the sort of detective Goodwell was glad to have working the streets, so long as she did it well away from him. Now that she was up in his face he wasn't feeling half so charitable. "This is an ambush, isn't it? Snow set this up."
"Little from column a, little from column b." Chan tossed the sheaf of papers on to Goodwell's desk. "He suggested you'd run if I left you an opportunity."
"Cute." Goodwell didn't bother leafing through the stack. "Missing kids, huh? Waste of our time."
"Too good for the youth of today, is that it?"
"Chan, I've got so many bodies that they're double-parking them in the morgue. But hey, if you want to piss about town and chew up overtime, be my guest." He nodded towards Chan's stack of paper. "Leads?"
"Tipoffs and crank calls, but the guy who saw Dylan Cobber getting into a strange car seemed solid. The kid's friends who were there under the bridge, less so. They were drunk and high, by their own admission. Either way we're knocking on some doors, so you'd better get your boots on."
"And meanwhile, the custodian at Rustwood High? The dead one? Still dead. So if you don't mind-"
"I spoke to their parents." Chan perched on the end of Goodwell's desk. "Distraught. Said there was no sign the boys were making a run for it. No camping gear, no hoarded cash. This all comes down to that stranger."
"What would the parents know? You know how much attention they pay these days."
"They might've raised shitty kids, but they're not stupid. Well. Not all of them. Look at it this way, Goodwell. Three teenagers get more newspaper column space than one old man."
One of the world's little injustices, and one that Goodwell had grown hard to long ago. Still, he did his best to look scandalised. "That's the heart of it, yeah? Save some dumb kids and make the department look good. Don't you have your own murders to chase?"
"Not like this. Not a potential triple. This has to be done." Chan tapped the stack of papers that were now spilling across Goodwell's desk in a slow-motion tidal wave. "I've got an appointment. Let's start the door-to-doors tomorrow, nine am. Unless you'd rather sit around here and piss off Snow?"
"Fuck it. Nine it is." He massaged his temples as Chan eased out the door. He already had a headache coming on, a real gale force nine motherfucker. "Wait. Appointment?"
"My therapist." Chan shrugged. "How else am I supposed to work with assholes like you?"
At least that was something Goodwell could agree with.
 
 
 The lock on the door to Goodwell's basement was secure but the bowl and candles were set out when he got home that night. For a moment he suspected his wife Hannah, but she'd never shown any interest in what he kept in the basement. Maybe it was a sign, then. His employer wanted to get in contact so bad that it'd reached into the one place he kept sacred and left him a message.
Or maybe he'd just forgotten how he'd left the place after their last chat. He was forgetting things more often these days. Too much to keep in his head at once. That, or the Rustwood poison had gotten to him, just like Dylan and Taram. The rainwater on his lips. Those tiny threads like worms or filaments beneath their skin, in their eyes...
He shuddered and set to the business of blood-letting.
A quarter-inch in the bowl was all he could spare before he felt dizzy. He'd been communing too often and sleeping too little. Too many croissants, not enough steaks grilled medium-rare. He'd have to ask his employer for a couple days off. That, or a coupon for the Rib Shack...
"Goodwell."
He hadn't heard the voice approach. Usually it grew from the dark corners, swelling around him like a volume knob slowly twisted up to eleven. This time, it'd snapped into existence around his ears the moment he'd lit the second candle.
The voice wasn't happy.
It was sometimes hard to tell his employer's true moods, seeing as how the voice wasn't a single person speaking but a tapestry of tiny voices all threaded together, the querulous whispers of old women and whiskey-rough bartenders and the drowned gurgles of dying sailors. It kept Goodwell on his guard. Prevented him from getting too self-important and saying the wrong thing. There were some people you could irritate - Snow, especially - and walk away from with your head held high. Not the voice. Not the one, true, first-and-last Queen of Rustwood.
This time there was no mistake. His employer was seriously pissed.
He ducked his head. "What can I do for you?"
"The woman. Where is she?"
"With her friend, I assume. She's not my problem right now."
From the silence that followed, Goodwell knew it was the wrong answer. Sweat pricked on the back of his arms. "She's safe," he said. "Where ever she is."
"Nobody is safe." The voice swooped and echoed off the brick. "They'll come after her."
"Stop them, then! Don't you have anyone else? Snow wants me looking for missing kids, I've got paperwork backed up and bills to pay. I can't be everywhere at once."
The voice was silent, and for a moment Goodwell thought he'd gone too far. Was his employer actually sulking?
Finally, it said, "I am chained."
"You speak to me. You can speak to others."
"The pretender took the others."
"Killed them, you mean?"
"Stole them. Cloaked them. I can't see where they run."
"How can they hide? This is your town!"
Another long silence. Then: "Times have changed. If you don't protect her, she'll be taken."
"I can't be everyone's babysitter! Snow's gone strange. He's not listening to me like he usually does. He's given me a fucking partner. They'll crucify me if they find those kids-"
"Separate her from the man," the voice rumbled. "He is the danger. He'll drag her down with him."
"This would be a whole lot easier if you'd just tell me why she's important."
"You make demands of me? You dare, you insolent-"
The candle flames were bent horizontal by an unfelt wind. Goodwell's lips drew back over his teeth, his eyes shut to slits, as a terrible pressure settled around his temples.
He'd suffered the squeeze before. It always passed, but as Goodwell counted off seconds and the pain grew brighter and sharper he began to wonder whether he'd finally pushed too far, whether Hannah would find him slumped over the shrine with his skull pulped and his brain turned to soup in his lap-
The pressure eased, and Goodwell gasped, blinking back tears. The candle flames shuddered, then righted themselves. The voice was a low grumble that vibrated in Goodwell's teeth. "You dare."
"I know her better than you."
"Nobody knows her better than I. Nobody, nobody!"
"Not well enough. She's scared and looking for friends, and the only one she's found is that crazy with the pickup. God knows what games he's got her playing... But if I keep coming at her like a cop, telling her the one person she trusts is nuts, she'll keep running. I have to be her friend."
When the voice finally returned, it was sullen, thrumming with the petulant words of children and jilted lovers. "You'd tell her the truth."
"No, no. Nothing like it. Just enough to make her trust me."
"Kill the madman."
"He's not our enemy. Hell, as far as I can see he's fighting the same things we are-"
"And once he's finished with them? He won't rest. He'll look for new things to burn."
"Sure, his aim is a little scattered. He's doing as much damage to you as he is the false queen-"
At that, the candlelight swelled and popped, like dust igniting in the tip of the flame. It was, Goodwell thought, like his master was recoiling at the mention of the pretender.
His lips were dry. It hurt to swallow. The séance had gone far too long. "I'll find a way," he said. "But if you'd just tell me why she was so important-"
"Tell her this," the voice intoned. "Tell her she is not the first. Tell her the other is dead. Her friend killed his first companion without love or mercy in his heart."
"Is that true?"
The voice said nothing for a long time. Yeah, that was what Goodwell figured. But if it worked to separate Mrs Archer from her travelling companion, it'd do. "Anything else?"
The voice barked, "They know you."
Goodwell stopped. "What?"
"They know your name, your face. They will hunt you."
"Who? That bug-thing? We got every egg, every-"
"It has other agents."
"The ones it stole from you?"
"Among others." The voice was fading. "They will hunt you and they will kill you. Be careful-"
At that, the voice snapped out of existence, leaving a ringing in Goodwell's ears. He worked his jaw until his ears popped, then blew out the candles and scraped out the bowl.
The one thing he didn't do was complain. Not down in the basement, not in the same room where the voice had been nesting only moments before. Just because the ritual was over didn't mean his employer was truly exorcised. And after all, who'd taught him those rituals in the first place?
No, there was no way to tell what it could hear, what it could see. He obeyed the voice because he knew it was right. He'd die if the voice asked.
But he'd be damned before he'd ever trust it.
 
 
 Hannah was already in bed, reading by the light of her side-table lamp, turned away from him as she always was. As he closed the door behind him she shut her book with a hard snap and rolled over, exposing the pale sweep of her back.
Goodwell climbed in beside her, shuffling his socks off underneath the covers. He reached out to touch her bare shoulder, drew back, and finally settled for running a finger down the knobby landscape of her spine. "Hey."
She mumbled something into her pillow and turned off the bedside lamp. In the sudden darkness Goodwell couldn't tell what of her was blanket and what was skin.
"I said hey."
She might've said hey back. Maybe it was just a sigh.
"I had a really, really tough day."
No reply at all. Hannah had slipped into one of her moods, and she was known to stew for days. Maybe weeks. No point apologising at midnight - she'd just find another way to hold it over his head come morning.
He settled back into his lumpy pillow. Now that his eyes were adjusting he could make out a dark patch on the ceiling. Damp breaking through from the attic. He scowled. It didn't matter what he tried, how long he spent replacing tiles or laying down plastic sheets, the rain always won from above and below. Damp pilings and rotten ceilings. Stains on the walls. Moss crawling up the back steps and over his garden boots. Staining his feet and fingers...
He dreamed of the day by the barn, and the three dead boys. Martin, Dylan and Taram, fat-faced kids, the oldest of them just sixteen with their stupid puffy jackets and their battered backpack full of spray cans, fingertips covered in black paint, eyes red from smoking under the bridge. All of them too stupid to know what was happening. Or maybe they knew but didn't believe.
In his dream the gun was already in his hand and his finger was already pulling the trigger... or was the trigger pulling his finger? The two were one and the same, metal bonded to flesh, his skin like spiderwebbing wrapped around the steel.
Dylan was backed up against the wall of the old barn. He licked his lips nervously. Just a boy, no poison in him at all. Wide eyed and scared, the crotch of his jeans dark as Goodwell pushed the pistol into the soft skin of his forehead.
"I didn't want to," Goodwell said. "I swear, I didn't want to. If there was any other way-"
The pistol bucked in his hand. No smell of gunsmoke, not with the rain coming down sideways. Blood slashed the faded pine slats of the barn and Dylan fell in slow motion, mouth agape as if in shock.
"I don't want to," Goodwell whispered. The pistol was twisting in his hand, pulling him around to where the other two boys stood. "I wish I could let you go, I really do."
The trigger-finger tightened. Taram was pleading, hands up over his face, cowering away from the black mouth of the muzzle. "Shit! Oh God, please don't, please-"
"You should run," Goodwell said. "Run, kid. Please." Far overhead, black clouds twisted into the silhouettes of tendons and teeth. "It doesn't have to happen."
Taram wouldn't run. Taram was held in place just as firmly as Goodwell's finger was soldered to the pistol trigger.
Taram knew it.
He lowered his hands, blinked the rainwater from his eyes, and grinned. "Kill me," he said. "Kill a kid. Right between the eyes. Kill a kid and make your Queen happy."
"No," Goodwell whispered, but his fingers disobeyed.
He pulled the trigger.
He knew what came next. The stone well out the back of the barn. Dragging the bodies one by one, the skin still warm against his palms. Blood trails on the dead grass washed away by the sheeting rain. The low crunching sound that echoed up the well each time one of the dead boys hit the bottom.
It was done. He wanted to slide the well cover back and run for his car but something held him, forced him to peer over the edge, into the black.
Their eyes were open. Shining. Even from the bottom of the well he could see them gleam like polished pennies, reflecting moonlight even though there was no moonlight to reflect.
Six points of light, unblinking and accusing.
"No," Goodwell whispered. He tried to shift the well cover but it was too heavy, carved from stone. "Stop looking." His fingers were curled into claws around the edges of the well cover, pressing indentations into the stone. "Stop looking at me!"
Far below, three mouths opened in unison, showing teeth stained red. A rattling rose from the pit, echoing off the stone. 
Goodwell stumbled back as the rattling rose higher. He clawed at his belt for his pistol but it had vanished, leaving only the empty leather holster. He couldn't stand. The air was too heavy.
A pale, bloodless hand curled over the lip of the well.
He woke, breath coming in fits, his right index finger curled around the trigger of an imaginary pistol. Copper on his lips. The dream was still thick in his mouth, in his nostrils.
"Jesus," he whispered. He was no stranger to bad dreams, but that one had reached right into his bowels and twisted. He didn't know whether he wanted to cry or shit himself. "Those fucking kids..."
He waited for his breath to slow. The bedroom was quiet - even with the windows open, the curtains hung still. The rain on the roof was a soothing patter. Hannah hadn't woken, but she'd always been a deep sleeper.
He leaned over her and whispered, "I did what I had to do. You know that." Her face was hidden by her hair. She smelled of vanilla shampoo. He brushed her bare shoulder, skin cold against his knuckles.
"I had to," he whispered. "It was in them. Once it's in you can't get it out. No off switch. There wasn't any other way."
She didn't reply. He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, whispering to himself in the dark.
"There wasn't any other way. There just wasn't. No other way.
"I had to."
 



Chapter 4
 
 
 After a week spent running from shadow to shadow, heart slamming against her ribs every time a patrol car rumbled past, killing time in the Rosenfeld Mission was physically painful.
Kimberly marched up and down the length of the little back room, wearing out the rubber soles of her boots as she did tight concentric circuits. Every few minutes she paused by the door, resting one hand on the knob, contemplating. Then she'd relax, back off, and resume pacing.
She was hungry. She could've killed for a glass of orange juice. But still, it didn't feel right to chase Mrs Rosenfeld down and make demands. Something told her to keep calm and wait.
So she walked, and walked, and walked.
Fitch finally grabbed her by the arm and dragged her down to sit beside him on the mattress. "You're gonna wear a groove into the floor if you keep that up."
"Can't help it. I've got itchy feet."
"You think I don't? Most of war is waiting. You sit, you get fed, you get ready."
"Who said anything about war? I'm going home." Kimberly closed her eyes. She could almost recall the smell of New York, the acid tang on the wind, the sting of 4 am car horns. Pastrami on rye from the deli down the road. Sandwiches wrapped in crackling paper. His hand curling around hers...
Aaron. She had to hold on to the name. It slipped away if she didn't concentrate, didn't whisper it to herself at night. Aaron so quickly became Andrew or Alfred or sometimes nothing at all. A hole in her memories in the shape of a man.
And then, clattering through those memories, came the train. The aroma of grease on the tracks. A burger wrapper sticking against her bare ankle, blown by the oncoming rush of air. The light bearing down...
"I wish I could remember how I got here. I saw the train and then..." Kimberly pounded one fist against the mattress. "Smack. I wake up in bed with a nutcase."
"Enough to make you think you'd gone crazy?"
"Almost. But you know what's weird? Someone pushed me. That's the sort of thing you think you'd remember, right? But I don't, not unless I concentrate. Otherwise it feels like I just... threw myself on to the tracks."
Fitch nodded. "Like it was your fault."
"Exactly. Is it the town doing that?"
Fitch didn't meet her eyes. His gaze was fixed on the backs of his hands, like he could read some sort of truth in the whorls and scars there, the puckered burn marks left by what Kimberly assumed were his explosive experiments. "You know how people get sad when it rains? I think that's how this town keeps everyone down. Nobody ever launched a revolution in the rain. Water torture breaks you eventually-"
The doorknob squeaked, and Kimberly jumped to her feet as Mrs Rosenfeld came in.
After all the piss and vinegar spat her way, Kimberly had never expected to see Mrs Rosenfeld looking contrite. But here she was, broom in hand, head low, staring at her feet as she eased through the doorway.
"Evening," she coughed. "Dinner service is closed. You settling in?"
"I've been nicer places." Kimberly slapped the mattress, sending a plume of mould spores and dead skin into the air. "It's a step up from the back seat of that car, so thank you."
"Well, good." Rosenfeld still hadn't met Kimberly's eyes. "Maybe I was being rude, earlier. It's hard keeping this place spinnin'. Easy to let it all weigh on you. God bless the Raconte girls, they work hard, but they can't run the Mission if I get tired or sick."
The Raconte girls? The twins serving the soup, Kimberly recalled. "So you'll help me get home?"
"I didn't say that, girl. But I can give advice. Not so much that I'll feel guilty if you get yourselves killed, but..." She sighed. "You know the routine, Fitch. Bowl and blood, chop chop."
Kimberly watched, uncomprehending, as Mrs Rosenfeld set a small porcelain soup-bowl in the middle of the floor and took a safety-pin from the sleeve of her knitted top. She pressed the pin into the tip of her left index finger, and Kimberly winced as steel slid into flesh without resistance.
Two bright pearls of blood splashed into the bottom of the bowl. "You now." She passed the pin to Fitch, who stabbed himself in the palm of his hand without hesitation. "And you, Miss Archer."
Kimberly tried to hide her disgust as she took the pin. "Don't you have a clean one?"
"I don't have the flu or nothing."
"What about..." Kimberly shuddered. "Never mind." She closed her eyes as she pricked the tip of her pinkie and shook a single drop of blood into the bowl. "Abracadabra. Do I get a lollipop?"
Mrs Rosenfeld hunched over the bowl, squinting at the three separate blood-slicks. She stirred them lazily with one finger until they became a single rapidly-drying smear. "Blood is power," she said. "Everyone knows that. Even little children. That's why they cry when they skin their knees." She whispered into the bowl, lips fluttering. "Any part of a body will do, really. Blood, fingernails, earlobes, eyeballs... They remember where they came from. They knows where they're going."
Rosenfeld closed her eyes, and for a moment the only sound in the room was the whistle of her breathing through a blocked nose. Her nasal whine grew louder and louder still until Kimberly found herself grinding her teeth.
The blood popped.
A single bubble bloomed and burst. The barbecue tang of cooking meat filled the room. Kimberly jerked back, a curse caught on her lips. "The fuck-" 
"Seen this done before," Fitch murmured. "Never with so little, though. Man I spoke to, he took a whole pint. But Rosenfeld..."
Mrs Rosenfeld sucked air between her teeth. "Came from here to there to here to there to here. Hear the train coming. Man who pushed you, can't see his face... no, too early. You know this already."
Kimberly shuddered as Mrs Rosenfeld's hands curled into skinny, bloodless fists. "What's she doing?"
"Seeing the path," Fitch replied. "Not easy, to wring the truth out of a drop of blood. Just you wait."
"Big dreams," Rosenfeld muttered. "Everyone dreaming of the same place. Girls screaming in the public baths. Dreams of little school desks all white with mould. Pencils in tins. Smiling lady in a photograph. Blackboards with nonsense words. The convent and the Queen."
Queen. It'd been a long time since Kimberly had thought about the graffiti scrawled across the tunnel out of town, the kids in puffy day-glo jackets spraypainting on the belly of the water-tower up in the woods. THE TRUE QUEEN LIVES! She'd dismissed it as adolescent punk bullshit at the time, some Sex Pistols revival crap, but now...
"I see you there." Rosenfeld's voice had dropped to a low scrape. "Convent is the womb. Navel of the world. Axis mundi. Everyone dreams of that place. It's a door and the door goes both ways. I see you there, young lady. I see fire. See you screaming in the rain. Nothing but death and lies waiting for you."
Rosenfeld's eyes snapped open, fixing on Kimberly. "And that's all I got."
Kimberly's throat was so dry she couldn't reply. Smoke wended between them; the blood had burned down to a hard crust on the bottom of the porcelain bowl.
 
 
 The bowl was tucked away, as was the safety pin, now wiped clean on Rosenfeld's sleeve. Kimberly watched the process in silent, horrified fascination. A prick of the skin, a rambling fortune teller... it was almost too theatrical.
And yet, she wanted to believe.
"Mrs Rosenfeld..."
Rosenfeld paused, still reattaching her shawl with the safety pin. "Mm?"
"I don't mean to be rude, honestly. Fitch says you're a seer, but I didn't see anything that I couldn't get for ten bucks in a carnival tarot booth."
Rosenfeld's spotted lips curled into a sly grin. "Suspicious girl. I like that. Pays not to trust. Let me lay it out plain: the Pentacost Convent is where arrivals get spit out. A door, and I've never seen a door where you can't step through both ways. You want to get home, that's your target. But I'm warning you, it's not gonna open just because you ask nice. No, this will take delicacy."
"You saw the future?"
"No such thing as the future. Just shades of possibilities. Nothing runs straight in this town, young lady. Especially not time. You'll understand that soon enough."
"So the fire, the screaming-"
"I know what you want me to say. Wish I could tell you one way or the other. All I know is maybes." She turned to Fitch, who was perched on the edge of the mattress, tense, unblinking. His left hand, the one with the nub of a sixth finger, was deep in the hip pocket of his coat. Kimberly could've sworn she saw something squirming against the fabric, pressing taut into the stitches. "You ain't got nothing to contribute?"
Fitch didn't look up. "Maybe I do, maybe I don't. Figure you owe us an explanation either way. Who's the Queen?"
"Wish I knew. Not all the things I see make sense."
"I don't believe you."
"I don't care. You take what you get."
Fitch's lips were thin white lines. "The convent, huh? I always knew that place was bad. Looking at it across the river is like sucking on a loose tooth. Same as the tug I felt when you arrived," he said, looking to Kimberly. "Makes sense, now. Big old door. Who woulda thought?"
"This doesn't make any sense. You're telling me I walk in there and... what? Beam me up, Scotty?"
"Suppose you'll see once you're inside," Rosenfeld said. "Thing is, you rush in there, you won't be coming out in one piece. Not with all the crowbars and pipe bombs in the world. Yeah, I know what you got up to in here, Fitch. Don't think I can't smell it when you're telling me lies."
Fitch's hands tensed inside the pockets of his ragged coat. "You're not telling me what I need to hear."
"I didn't want you dead, Fitch. You've smelled the sickness. You know what's waiting in there. No, don't give me that face. I've stuck my neck out for you too many times. Lied to the police, and Lord knows that won't wash off easy. You owe me a bit of time and attention, you hear?"
Fitch ducked his head, and Kimberly could barely believe his mumbled apology. "Yes, Mrs Rosenfeld," like some primary-school kid being ordered to stand in the corner or risk detention. "Whatever you know, whatever'll help-"
"Listen, then. I can feel when someone's about to arrive, same as you. I get the tug so strong my heart's gonna pop. That's when the door opens. I can tell you when the feeling's coming in time for you to get to the convent. Take some binoculars, watch from a distance. Maybe you get a peek in the front doors, maybe you don't. But at least you get an idea of what you're up against, instead of playing the hero and getting your head torn off. Then we wait for another arrival. You learn a little more. Find a back way, some weakness."
"I know how to be sneaky. Don't need a lecture."
"Maybe you do, Fitch. Maybe a lecture and a spanking's exactly what you need." Rosenfeld sighed. "I got angry before, and I apologise. But it's for your own good. If you take this slow, you do it my way, maybe you get this girl home. You do it alone like you usually do... Well, I guess I'll get my storage room back." Rosenfeld shuffled out the door, slippers whispering on the linoleum. "Time for my beauty sleep. Seeing into the blood, that takes a lot out of you. More blankets down the hall if you need them. And... don't do anything stupid."
It wasn't until the door was closed and Rosenfeld's footsteps had faded down the hall that Fitch mumbled, "Don't know if I like this."
"What, like how we're chasing some hallucination? Yeah, that's got me just a little concerned."
"No. Something else. What she said about school desks. The lady in the photo." There was a light in Fitch's eyes that hadn't been there a moment before. "Goddamned if she wasn't talking about Principal Huang at Bourtet Primary. Twenty years, now."
"Excuse me?"
"Vanished places," Fitch said. "You ever walk past an empty lot downtown and you think, wasn't that a department store just a week ago? Whole places gone faster than you can track? In Rustwood, it happens like..." He snapped his fingers. "Same as happened to the public baths."
"I'm sick of stories that don't go anywhere, Fitch. Is this really gonna get me home, or were we just fed a whole lot of esoteric BS?"
"Oh, you best believe her," Fitch said. "I always knew that convent was bad news. Was on the way to throw a bomb through their window when that nurse grabbed you off the mountaintop. Thorn under the skin, that place." Fitch kneaded the edge of the mattress like dough, knuckles white, until Kimberly was sure he was about to tear fistfuls of stuffing and springs out of the mouldy old slab. "She's delaying us. You see that, don't you? Goddamned if I know why, but she's keeping us out of there."
"Oh, come on. Why would she-"
"Hiding something. You don't know her like I do. Police came knocking here once before, you know. Hell, the beast sent servants after me in the parking lot a while back. Maybe she's worried we'll bring down more attention. Something worse."
"Rosenfeld doesn't seem the type to scare easy. I think you're reading too much into this."
"And I think you're looking for an easy out. Come on! This isn't like you. You stabbed that clicker right in the guts! You're a warrior. You really want to play this softly-softly crap, or do you want that door?"
Kimberly closed her eyes. New York, close enough to touch. Midnight taxis screeching on asphalt. Doves massing on the boughs of elms in Central Park, painting the pavement white. Thin-crust pizza.
A man's arms around her waist. His teeth on her neck. The name on the tip of her tongue - yes, Aaron, Aaron, Aaron. Waiting for her, sick with worry, always waiting.
She nodded grimly. "More than anything."
 



Chapter 5
 
 
 Even though it'd been a week now, even though every knock on the door had been a false alarm - Mrs Hinkermeier from two houses over checking on the baby, the gas man come to read the meter, a pizza delivery he'd forgotten he'd ordered less than five minutes after hanging up the phone - Peter Archer's heart still skipped when that rhythmic bang bang bang echoed through the house.
Kimberly. It had to be her. Seven days missing, off with her boyfriend or drug partner or whoever he was, soothing the pain of her depression, and she'd finally come home to him. Come back to apologise, to fall into his arms, to beg forgiveness.
Fat chance.
He was in the middle of changing Curtis's diaper when the knock came, and for a moment he considered setting the baby down and running for the door. But the memory of finding the bedroom empty - that heavy, sick feeling in his gut as he noticed the missing jacket, the vanished back pack - still burned.
She'd left him in silence. She'd abandoned her own child. Kimberly could wait a couple minutes.
He bagged and binned the dirty diaper, wiped, powdered, and diapered the little squealer - Curtis would stay clean about thirty minutes, if Peter was lucky - and washed his hands in the upstairs bathroom. The knocking returned, louder this time, more urgent, but Peter wasn't going to be hurried. No damn way he'd jump to her tune. Not after she vanished without warning into the rain and left him with their son, left him to his sleepless nights, left him to his ulcers and ragged nails, his nightmares of phone calls where emotionless police constables blurted, "We need you to identify a body..."
The banging wasn't stopping. If it was her... and he hoped it was, even through the fury and the fear he hoped it was her... then she was pissed. Pissed, or desperate. Maybe finally regretting what she'd put him through. Well, he knew just what to say to her. He'd spent days rehearsing the speech, whispering the lines as he fed Curtis formula from a yellowed bottle and showered him and sang to him and waited by the phone, whispering until he thought he almost had the guts to say them to her face.
Almost.
"Okay, okay!" He jumped the last few steps, checked his hair in the hall mirror, and cleared his throat. "Come inside," he whispered. "Sit down." No, no, more authoritative. "Come inside!" God, he sounded like a jerk. He'd have to wing it.
The moment before he turned the knob he knew there was something wrong. It was like pushing through the heavy scrub up in the mountains and seeing, from the corner of his eye, a snake coiled in the grass in the instant before his foot came down. A terrible tight feeling in his guts, in his groin. Too late to stop: his hand was already on the knob.
Hinges creaked. He peered through the gap. "Kimberly?"
It wasn't Kimberly. It wasn't the police, either.
The man waiting outside was dressed from head to toe in a black rain-slicker, the hood pulled up to hide his face. He was... tall? No, only Peter's height. Or was it a woman? He couldn't tell under that rain-soaked hood, and his gaze kept sliding sideways, as if to stare directly at the stranger's face caused him eyestrain.
The figure said, "Peter Archer. I'm coming inside."
It was like staring at a TV test pattern. The figure blurred, stretched along all axes, fuzzed at the edges like static. He rubbed his eyes. "Sorry, what did you say you were selling?"
"I'm coming inside, Peter Archer. I have something to tell you about your wife."
"You-"
He wanted to slam the door closed in the stranger's face, but it was like a hot towel had just been thrown around his crown and yanked tight. Everything was suffocating, the air too hot in his lungs, the walls bending inward with every inhalation. He braced against the door as the floor flexed away. He was floating, weightless, stomach lifting up into his throat.
His grip on the door failed and he stumbled back, slamming against the hallway side-table. The vase jumped, wilted roses shedding petals across the carpet.
The figure shut the door and cocked its head. The lock snapped home. "Do you have a headache?"
"I can't..." Peter tried to focus on the stranger but his world was a blur.
"You have a migraine," the figure crooned. "You should sit down. Have some water. Clear your mind."
"Why are you..."
The pain stabbed him through the left eye, sending him reeling. He clutched his face, hissing between clenched teeth. Water. The stranger was right. Water and a handful of aspirin.
"Here." The stranger was offering him a glass, already full to the brim. In his other hand, two small white pills. "You'll feel better."
The pills tasted chalky. He'd swallowed them before he thought to check whether they were aspirin or something stronger. Should he have asked? No, that was ridiculous. The stranger in his hallway was a friend. Nobody else would be so thoughtful.
The stranger took him by the arm, almost tenderly, and Peter let himself be led to the sofa. The pain was already fading. Those pills, whatever they were, had swept his migraine away and left his mind clean, unburdened by fear. Anger, yes, but not fear.
The stranger sat across from him, expression swaddled in shadow. Such a slight figure, but it seemed to take up half the room. The question of whether the stranger was a man or woman didn't seem so important any more. What was truly important was:
"You're worried about your wife."
The stranger had stolen the words from Peter's lips. He didn't look up from where he sat. His hands were knotted together like each was trying to strangle the life out of the other.
"You suspect her of... wandering."
"Suspect?" Peter whispered. "I know she wanders. I don't know what she does when she goes away but she sure as hell isn't here."
"I understand your concern."
"Do you? The police never gave two shits before."
I am not police," the hooded figure said. "His name is Fitch. At least, we believe that's his name. It may be assumed, or stolen."
"Is that normal?"
"Everyone has something to hide, don't they? Unfortunately, this Fitch is hiding your wife." The stranger adjusted the lapels of its rainslicker with whisper-thin fingers. There was something odd about the button on that slicker. Whenever they caught the light it flashed directly into Peter's eyes. It made it impossible to hold a thought for more than a few moments. Everything was confused, fleeting. "You want her back."
"I want her safe," Peter said. "Here, with her son, unharmed. That's all."
"Do you love her?"
"Of course I love her!"
"Does it make you angry, to think of her with another man?"
"No shit! You think I haven't thought about, well..."
The stranger leaned in close. "Yes?"
"The D word." Peter's face twisted. "Divorce. But that's a last resort. I... It's none of your business, anyway. I just want her back."
The wink of light on buttons was a pin being driven into Peter's left eye. "You should be angrier."
"No, no. We never went to bed on an argument. Not until her breakdown. I'm not gonna mess it all up now. Anything I can do to fix this relationship-"
"Be angrier," the stranger said.
"I'm not-"
"Hate her."
Peter scowled. "I don't hate her."
"You should."
"Why are you-"
"Hate her."
There was some part of Peter than wanted to jump to his feet and order the stranger out of his house. He'd been through too much bullshit already for one day - the baby had been crying for three straight hours, overflowing diapers, bills stacking up he couldn't bear to open, his boss demanding he get his ass back to work or take a permanent vacation, and worst of all - the yawning space in the bed beside him every morning when he woke. The woman that wasn't there.
There was another part that wanted to take Kimberly, wrap his hands around her neck, throw her to the ground and stomp on her head.
He didn't know where the fury had come from, but it burned white-hot behind his eyes. His hands had curled into fists, fingernails biting into the soft flesh of his palms.
And still he said, "I don't hate her. What the hell are you playing at?"
"You do," the stranger said. "I see it all the time. Men who suffer their shrieking, hateful wives every day for no reward. Good men, honest men who bear that anger like a millstone. But every man has a limit, and she's pushed you far enough. She lied to the police about you. She said you were a stranger, that you tried to rape her in her own bed."
"She didn't-"
"That woman wanted you arrested. She wanted you dragged away from your own child. You think she had a breakdown? She lied to the doctors, to the psychologist, to everyone. She played them for fools, and the biggest fool of all was you." The stranger jabbed one long finger at Peter's chest. "You would've ended up in jail if she'd had her way. Wasting, beaten, broken. She hates you, so why don't you hate her? Wouldn't that be easier?"
"Because..."
And yes, wouldn't it be so much easier if he hated her? If she'd told him she no longer loved him, he could've walked away without anger in his heart. If she'd said she needed space, needed time, needed the touch of another, he could've worked through the hurt. Maybe over months, maybe years, but he would've forged a path. He could still, in some small way, have loved her.
But not after she abandoned Curtis. Not after she betrayed her own son. 
"Hate her," the stranger said, and Peter felt the anger creeping in around the edges. It was a tickling heat, an urge to grind his teeth, a need to scream until the windows shook. Hating her would be so easy. It would be so right.
And yet, he said, "I won't."
The figure sighed. Its knees creaked like gritty, unoiled hinges as it stood and moved to the stairs. "As they say, we're going to do this the hard way."
"Get out of my house." Peter tried to follow but his legs were tingling, bloodless. "Don't go up there. Don't you dare!"
The figure took the stairs slowly, one hand on the bannister, as if he or she or it were worried about tripping and falling. The squeaky third stair didn't squeak beneath its weight.
 "You can't-"
The figure said nothing. Peter could only watch, sweat running down his forehead, as it reached the landing. The nursery door creaked, then clicked shut.
He tried to scream but all he could manage was a whisper. "Please-" The tips of his fingers were pricked by pins and needles. He could just curl his index finger if he concentrated, but everything else was staked in place. A dream, then. It had to be a dream. If he could just pinch himself he could wake, protect Curtis, get the hell out of the house...
But he couldn't pinch himself. All he could do was bite his lower lip.
Upstairs, the baby was crying. The stranger in the rainslicker whispered, "Hush, hush, soon..."
Peter bit down hard.
The pain was sudden and blunt. He reeled, the taste of blood on the tip of his tongue. He'd sunk his teeth into the flesh so far they'd almost met in the middle.
The sensation rushed back into his fingers. He clenched his fists. Curtis wailed upstairs.
Peter forced his way to his feet and ran for the stairs. "Don't you touch her, you mother-"
The figure was waiting at the top of the stairs with Curtis clutched in its arms, bright blue onesie harsh against the stranger's black rainslicker. The baby had stopped crying, but his face was bright red, tears already running down his cheeks, mouth open so wide that Peter could see his little pink tonsils.
Peter gripped the bannister so hard the wood creaked in his fingers. "Give him to me."
The stranger cocked its head.
"Put him down or I'll-"
"You made things difficult," the figure whispered. "I gave you a chance."
Peter's mouth was dry as sand. He glanced to his left, at the phone on the hallway side table. Four quick steps, three little numbers, nine one one, and he'd have the cops at the door...
And the figure in the rainslicker would snap Curtis's neck. He knew that as surely as he knew the sun would rise and the rains would come.
"What do you want?"
Even with its face hidden in shadow, Peter could hear the smile in the figure's voice.
"Obey."
 



Chapter 6
 
 
 Fitch drummed on the dash, a rapid tap-tap-tap running from pinkie to thumb, like he was playing the piano. Kimberly tried to ignore it, but the strange rhythm nagged at her. It was all wrong. Not five little taps, but six. That damn extra finger.
"Would you stop that?"
Fitch paused, fingers frozen and outstretched. Then he stuffed his hands back into the pockets of his jacket. "Why're we here?"
"Because."
"Thought you put these people aside. They're not yours to worry about."
"I know. But-"
"But?"
Kimberly grasped for an easy answer but nothing came. They'd been parked across the street from one-one-eight Rosewater Avenue since dawn, waiting for... what? The curtains to twitch? For Peter to step outside and give her a little wave, a sign of approval? For the familiar wail of baby Curtis to split the quiet suburban morning?
A sign that she was doing the right thing?
She couldn't put it into words. Every time her thoughts turned to the house, she got the feeling she'd forgotten something inside. The sort of paranoid ache that said you left the gas on, or did you remember to lock the back door? Except this time, what she'd forgotten was people. Her so-called husband. Her so-called baby.
She remembered standing above the crib in the moments before she'd grabbed her bags and split from the house, leaving that fake life behind. Watching the fat-faced baby gurgle and dribble and grasp at the air with its tiny, chubby hands. Its eyes...
It had her eyes. He. He had her eyes.
"You seen enough? Can we get on with business?"
"In a minute." God, he was a real baby. Only fifty yards away, behind a deadbolt and a couple inches of wood, her baby.
Her hand fell to the caesarean scar across her abdomen. She knew the contours of that line like she knew her own face in the mirror. Hours spent in St Jeremiah's Hospital tracing back and forth across the impossible cut. She could believe that Peter was a madman, that Curtis wasn't her real son. But that line was solid, impossible to deny.
And what if she was wrong? What if everything-
Fitch snapped her back to attention. "Don't tell me you're getting attached," he snorted. "They're not real. Not in any way you care about, at least. Walking around blind, not knowing the world's splittin' under their feet. Leave it alone. Nobody ever healed a scab by picking at it."
"But what if," she whispered. "What if they are?"
"Are what? What's it matter? You know things they don't. You know what it's gonna take to break this place apart."
Kimberly shook her head. "No. I've got no idea-"
"Listen!" Fitch jammed the car into first. "I know what you're thinking. You want to go knock on the door, don't you? Say hello, get a cup of coffee, pretend like you can play family. That's what they want you to do! Stay in one place, stay easy to find. Get lazy. Forget how to fight. Next time they send something after you, you'll be sleeping, or playing with that kid, and they'll twist your head right off." He made a popping sound, like a champagne cork exploding from the bottle. "That's what you want?"
"No," she whispered.
"Damn straight. Won't stop with you, either. That baby, that man... Doesn't matter if they're your family or just another set of dupes. You don't want them dead. Best way to keep them safe is to keep the hell away."
"I know that! It's just..."
A light blinked on in the upstairs bedroom of one-one-eight Rosewater, glowing behind thick red curtains. Kimberly's breakfast rose up in her stomach. Suddenly, the thought of seeing Peter - or Peter seeing her - left her shaking. "Go!"
"Finally," Fitch grumbled, and pulled away from the curb. The slick squeal of tires carried down the street. "Let's get the hell out of this pit."
 
 
 They could've stayed in the Mission. Rosenfeld had offered them the mattress - a single mattress between two, yes, but a mattress was better than the back seat of the Audi - and all the soup they could eat. So long as they played it her way, she'd keep them safe. But behind her words had been thinly veiled threats: she also wasn't going to accept Fitch bringing trouble down on all the homeless men and women waiting for their meal of the day. If the police came in search of Fitch and shut the place down, or if one of those clickers broke the wards and crept in through an open window...
So Fitch had taken the high road, made his apologies, and led Kimberly back out into the rain. Now they were cruising the streets of Rustwood looking for somewhere to sleep. Again.
Fitch turned down another street of empty row-houses, and Kimberly sighed. "And on the seventh day, God invented the Motel 6."
"No way. No motels. Nowhere to set up my wards. Besides, they'd throw us out as soon as they smelled what we were brewing."
"You have a house, don't you?"
"It's not safe. They'll be watching, you can bet. Eyes in every corner. Got wards around there too, but that won't stop them if they're determined. All about the will, you understand? If a man's got the will to walk through fire-"
"I don't have a clue what you're talking about-"
Fitch wasn't listening. "Look at that one!" He jabbed at one of the abandoned buildings. "That's the one. I feel it, don't you?"
It stood at the end of the street, three stories tall, towering over the row-houses and busted-up milk bars. Red brick, windows boarded over, gang tags and racial slurs sprayed six feet high across the door. A small garden out front encircled by a wrought-iron fence, the grass churned to mud and weeds, the remains of ferns wilting in the rain. A baby pram lay on its side in the middle of the path, rusted away to a skeleton, one wheel spinning lazily in the wind.
The sign above the double doors had almost been wiped clean by weather and time, but Kimberly could just make out the ghosts of lettering painted on chipboard: LEYBOURN COMMUNITY THEATRE.
Kimberly shuddered. "Looks like a B-grade horror waiting to happen."
"Whaddaya mean, waiting to happen?" Fitch grinned, showing the remains of his breakfast caught between his teeth. "This is my nine to five."
 
 
 The front door wasn't locked, just stapled closed with a two-by-four and a couple nails. Three good kicks snapped it open, and Kimberly stepped through into the darkness.
In the thin light coming through the door Kimberly could just make out the extent of the lobby: a hall fifty feet on each side with a ticket booth partitioned away behind dusty plexiglass. The air was thick with mould and the walls reduced to a tapestry of graffiti, but the floorboards were dry and when Fitch tested the stairs leading to the mezzanine they barely creaked beneath his weight.
"At least it's structurally sound," Kimberly grumbled, following signs on the walls to the ladies bathrooms. The water was still running, even if it came out of the tap red with rust. She splashed her face - she didn't know why, but even filthy tapwater felt better than rainwater on her cheeks.
When she returned to the hall, Fitch was working on the fusebox. It was locked with a fat padlock, but he jammed a screwdriver into the hinges and opened it up like a sardine can. With a length of aluminium foil and a chunk of wood, he built a makeshift fuse and eased it into place with surgical precision.
Kimberly held her breath as the theatre hummed. She could smell the electricity, the ozone crackle on the air.
One by one, the lights popped into life.
"Good enough." Fitch jammed a length of wood up against the door and dusted his hands. "Let's do some spring cleaning, eh?"
They circled the building together and inspected the main stage, peering into the darker corners, sweeping condoms and the remains of syringes into a plastic bag. Kimberly winced as Fitch casually plucked used needles from the floor with his bare hands. "Aren't you worried about diseases?"
"Nothing in here's gonna kill me faster than what's out there."
"What happened to this place, any way?"
"Same thing that happens everywhere else. People forget. You think people in this town need a cute little theatre? People jumping around on a stage dressed like cats?"
"Last time I saw a play was..." Kimberly gnawed her lower lip. "Huis Clos."
"Not familiar. Broadway?"
"Community theatre. Jean-Paul Sartre." Fitch just shook his head. "Have you heard the term, 'hell is other people?'"
"It's come up a couple times."
"That's the play. Three people wake up in hell. They figure they're about to be punished with fire and brimstone, but they realise their true punishment is being trapped together, forever. Sometimes..." Kimberly shuddered. "I got hit by a fucking train, Fitch. I'm supposed to be on a slab. So either I didn't get run over, or I did and someone dragged me off the tracks and brought me here, or I'm dreaming all of this in a coma at Mount Sinai Hospital, or..." She took a deep breath. "Or that train pancaked me, and this is my personal Huis Clos."
Fitch probed in his coat pocket with his left hand. He bent his ear, as if listening to a whisper too low for Kimberly to make out. Then he grinned. "Bullshit."
"You don't think so?"
"No way. Hell was never this damp."
Kimberly snorted. "Should put that on a t-shirt."
"Damn straight. I'm nothing but good ideas. And speaking of..." He pranced across the stage, surprisingly nimble inside his coat, and vanished into the wings. "Best idea I've had so far. Feel like a change of rags?"
 
 
 Most of what was left in the costume department was moth-eaten all the way down to the roots, but when Kimberly dug through the regency era gowns and the oversized codpieces she found a pair of riding pants and knee-high boots that were only one size too large. Paired with a leather motorcycle jacket she found in a back corner - the shoulders were studded and T-BIRDS was stitched across the back, twelve inches high - she felt almost like a new woman. All she needed was a change of socks and underwear, and she'd be ready to bury her foot up Rustwood's ass.
Fitch sloughed off his filthy clothes in a back room - surprisingly modest, seeing as Kimberly had been living out the back of a car with the man for nearly a week and had seen and smelled almost everything there was to see or smell of a man. When he emerged he'd traded his ripped-up jeans for a pair of corduroy slacks and his nasty old coat for a duster so long it brushed the floorboards.
"You like it?" Fitch twirled on the spot. "Must've done some Philip Marlowe adaptation, that's what I reckon."
"Very fancy. All you need is the hat." Fitch's left hand was deep in the pocket of the duster, and the way the fabric bulged as he wriggled his fingers left Kimberly feeling strangely nauseated. "What've you got in there, anyway?"
Fitch looked down at his hand, then grinned awkwardly. "Just something I do. Better than biting your nails, right?"
"Looks like you're playing with yourself."
"Sticks and stones." Fitch withdrew his hand from his coat pocket and wiped it on his new slacks. "Question is, what do we do now? Not in favour of sitting still. It'd be stupid to wait on our asses until the beast sends more servants after us. No, we've got the advantage. I say we get some petrol and a couple quarts of benzene. Styrofoam packing is easy enough, so all we need are a couple cases of beer, and-"
Benzene. Styrofoam. Kimberly knew those ingredients. Something she'd read long ago. Back when she was still hoping to snag that internship at Penguin, she'd devoured every new Penguin paperback to get in-tune with their publishing habits. Yes, it was a pulpy Vietnam-era novel, the sort that read like a pro-Communist bible, complete with recipes for all the monstrous shit they'd dumped on the jungles of Cambodia.
"You want to make napalm?"
"You're damn right," he replied. "Had a good batch cooking back home, but that's no use to us now."
She understood now why Fitch's right cheek was puckered and blistered. The scars wrought by accidental burns shone clear as greasepaint. "What do you think you're gonna do, burn the doors down?"
"And if that doesn't work, I'll ram them in with the Audi. Piece of shit car, anyway."
"Fitch, are you even listening to yourself? You said you'd get me home, not start a war."
"Believe me," Fitch whispered. "I'll get you back. I'll don't know what the doorway is or how it works, but I'll cut a path to it for you. And once you're back in New York, I'll close that bastard for good and burn the convent down around it." His pupils were tiny, like pencil points, and his lips were flecked with spit. "You're gonna be the last motherfucker this place steals."
There was something in his voice that left Kimberly shuddering. The manic head-toss, the flared nostrils, like he was about to charge across the room in a raving fit. He was wound up so far he was ready to pop. "What about you? If this isn't all bullshit, if there is a real door there... you don't want to go through?"
Fitch shook his head. "This place has claws, lady. They're in me too deep. Always knew I was going to die here, and hell, I probably deserve it. But maybe I can even it out a little if I get you home." He held out one skinny hand - the left hand, the stub of his sixth finger wiggling pathetically. "You help me, I help you. Deal?"
Kimberly shook his hand. This time, she didn't shy away. "Let's make some napalm."
 



Chapter 7
 
 
 They'd been partners less than twenty four hours and Detective Chan was already driving Goodwell crazy.
Maybe it was the way she grinned as he stumbled from the Rustwood PD to her car, his mouth still dry and chalky from lack of sleep. Maybe it was how she looked so damn neat, pressed pink shirt beneath sharp black blazer, her nails painted with little blue flower petals, while his slacks were flecked with crumbs and his tie hung loose around his throat, the knot unravelling, like the stereotypical drunkard who'd slept in his clothes. Maybe it was the way she held the door for him, eyes twinkling and patronising as she offered to buckle him in.
"Don't get smart," he grumbled. "Didn't sleep too well."
"Who does, around here? I'm never in bed before two."
"So how come you look so... fresh?"
"Coffee," Chan replied. "Coffee and dark chocolate. Best breakfast for a hard-working girl. So what's your excuse? Troubles with the wife?"
"You married, Chan?"
Chan punched into first, tires spinning on the slick macadam. "Don't have the heart to break anyone else's."
"Then don't comment on mine." Goodwell squinted out the window at the sun, barely visible through storm clouds, dim like a forty-watt bulb behind thick gauze. Another pretty day in Rustwood.
He leaned back and closed his eyes. "Wake me when we get there."
Goodwell hoped he looked calmer than he felt. The day before had twisted him up good and spat him out, left him jittering and sweating. His back teeth hurt. He thought he had a stomach ulcer.
He'd come into the office early to try and work off the tension. Made lots of calls in the pre-dawn hours, when his colleagues weren't around to listen in. Given Kimberly's description to everyone that mattered, all his contacts who weren't police. Friends at coffee bars. The mechanics who owed him a favour. Even Doctor Keller up at St Jeremiah's Hospital. If Kimberly stuck her head up, Goodwell would get the call.
But none of it helped take his mind off the job.
Lucas Kensington. Friend of Dylan, Martin and Taram. He'd been there when Goodwell had arrived under the bridge and ordered the two boys into his car, and even though he'd been stoned senseless at the time there was no telling how much the boy remembered. If he got a bad vibe from Goodwell, if his memory had grown clearer with time...
Goodwell was wishing he'd taken a couple antacid tablets after breakfast. The dream was still weighing on him: pale hands, accusing eyes. Hannah hadn't said a single comforting word. Not that he'd told her the truth, God no. If she knew what was truly going on, if he told her even a fraction of the truth, she'd be out the door in moments.
He couldn't be that cruel. Some things he had to carry alone. He'd known that when the Queen of Rustwood first called him to her cause. That, sometimes, dark things had to be shouldered for the good of all.
He just wished he'd known in advance how heavy those burdens would be.
"Goodwell, you napping on me?"
His eyes snapped open. Chan was clicking her fingers before his eyes. "Shit, you look terrible," Chan said. "Not worth dragging your ass around."
Goodwell coughed, hoping he sounded ill. "Maybe you can do this interview solo. Don't want to give the kid whatever I've got."
"Stop being such a child." She shoved Goodwell out of the car and into the rain. They'd pulled up outside a house of white-washed brick, shabby curtains drawn tight across the windows, a bicycle lying overturned beside wilted geraniums. Two sad-faced garden gnomes with broken fishing rods stared at Goodwell from beneath bushes the colour of ash.
"Cheery place," Goodwell muttered, as they scuttled through the garden. "I love the smell of neglected children in the morning."
"Hilarious. That a new suit?"
"Old one had holes in the elbows."
"Hrm." Detective Chan looked him up and down, appraising. "Looks good on you. Not sure about the stubble, though. Is that regulation?"
"Like you give a shit."
"You look like you're about to go down on Linda Lovelace."
Goodwell rubbed his eyes, hoping the inflammation would appear like sleeplessness and not nerves. "This Lucas kid. He gave a statement already, didn't he? Was it reliable?"
"As reliable as a teenager can be, which is to say, not very much." She rang the doorbell and stepped back, the rain bouncing off the peak of her cloth cap, while Goodwell stayed beneath the eaves. "What, worried the water will ruin your suit?"
"More than that," Goodwell murmured, thinking of the things squirming beneath the soft flesh of Dylan and Taram's eyeballs.
The door creaked open. A worried face peered out: Lucas's mother. "Are you the detectives? Have you found something?"
Badges in hand, Chan and Goodwell stepped inside.
 
 
 "Lucas. I need you to understand the importance of what we're doing today. The statement you gave us, that was excellent. Very helpful. Now we need you to think hard, think back to that day, and tell us everything you remember."
Lucas was a short boy, brown hair swept back, a single twisty forelock dangling down so far it tickled his chin. Goodwell didn't know whether the kid was channeling Hasidic Judaism or Adam Ant. He didn't recognise the boy, but he'd had other things on his mind that day beneath the bridge.
Now Goodwell had to hope the teenager had been just as inattentive.
"He had a car," Lucas said. "I think it was black."
"Do you remember the type, or model?"
Lucas shook his head. "I'd been, um..." He glanced sideways at his mother, who'd decided to sit in on the interview. She lounged against the living room door, fat arms crossed beneath her tremendous breasts, gaze flitting between Goodwell, Chan and her son.
"Mrs Kensington," Chan said, without taking her eyes off the boy. "Could you give us a private moment?"
"Anything he can say to you, he can say in front of me."
"That's not strictly true, Mrs Kensington. If we feel Lucas is withholding information, we might be forced to take him to the station for a formal interview. I'd like to avoid that, so if you wouldn't mind..."
Mrs Kensington spluttered but eventually stepped outside. Even so, Goodwell was certain her ear was pressed to the door.
Lucas swallowed hard. "I was high," he finally said. "And kind of drunk."
Goodwell shared a look with Chan: told you so. It didn't seem to register. "We've got more important things on our minds than the dope, son. What did this guy look like? Tall, short? Dark hair, light hair?"
Lucas screwed up his face in concentration. "Medium height," he said. "About as tall as you."
Goodwell's heart stopped for a count of five as the boy pointed at him. "About..." His voice was a bare squeak. He cleared his throat. "About as tall as me. Not a little taller, or shorter?"
"Maybe taller. I was sitting down the whole time, so I don't know. He was wearing a suit, too."
"Like mine?"
"Different. Sort of... old. I don't know."
Sweat slid coolly down the back of Goodwell's neck. "So you don't remember much at all."
Lucas shook his head. "He didn't have a beard or anything. That's it."
Chan broke in. "Would you recognise the man if you saw him again?"
"I, uh, I guess-"
"What about working with a sketch artist? It'd be a big help, Lucas. Enough so that we'd make sure your underage drinking and the dope charges stay off the record. You'd like that, wouldn't you?"
Lucas looked ready to cry. "Please don't tell my Mom."
"Did we say we'd do that? Of course not. We're your friends." Chan reached across the table and patted Lucas's hand. "Now, let's go back to the start. The guy pulls up, and..."
 
 
 Half an hour later, his guts still cinched tight like he'd swallowed shoelaces and battery acid, Goodwell was back outside with Chan. His fingers twitched by his side. Damn, it'd be nice to have a cigarette. Even though he didn't smoke, the thought of sucking that flavour into his lungs, the heat so strong inside him that even the raindrops would steam away when they touched his skin...
"Waste of time, huh?" He grinned at Chan, hoping she'd drop the po-face for at least a second. "Just like I told you. Doped out of his skull. If we ever did catch this guy and brought that shithead up to give evidence, the case'd get thrown out."
"Leave that problem for the prosecutors. Right now, we need bodies."
"And you think the testimony of another three dope-head teenagers will help?"
"Goodwell, are you ever not a complete salty pain in the ass?"
"Here's an idea," Goodwell said. "I'll catch a taxi back at the station. You grab a formal statement off the guy that saw Dylan getting into the car while I pull files on every child molester inside state limits. Then we start making serious housecalls. Matching cars to kiddy-fiddlers."
"You're really gonna take the molestation angle?" Chan gnawed absently at her thumbnail. The nail-polish flowers were chipped to hell, Goodwell noticed. "Okay, okay. Maybe you should grab coffee while you're at it. Or a nap. Or, I don't know. A fucking clue."
"Thanks, Chan. You're a real peach."
Chan drove away with her face screwed up tight and a curse on her lips, leaving Goodwell in the rain. He jogged across the street to a payphone and fumbled a coin into the slot, waiting with the receiver against his ear until Chan was out of sight. Then he hung up and retreated into the shadow of a weeping elm, shivering as a stray drop of rain splashed off the leaves and trickled down his spine.
He didn't have to wait long.
Fifteen minutes after Chan had peeled off, Lucas stepped into the drizzle. He was wearing a red leather jacket, collar turned up around his ears, hair plastered back with fresh Brylcreem. Waste of time - it wouldn't last long in the rain.
The kid set off down the street with his hands in his pockets, hunched like he was trying to hide his face. Goodwell kept fifty paces back, just enough to keep the boy in sight. They passed long rows of silent, shut-eyed houses, the rain tickling the nape of Goodwell's neck. A left turn down a narrow alley, then a hard right down Taurel Boulevard. Goodwell nearly lost the kid when he jogged across the street against the red light, but he quickly found Lucas again lounging outside a milk bar with a Coke in hand. He was checking his watch, like he was waiting for someone. A friend from beneath the bridge?
Goodwell would have to move fast. If two of the teens got together and compared notes...
He quick-stepped across the road and came up behind the kid, sliding effortlessly into a chair beside him. Lucas made a strangled sound. "I told you everything, man!"
"Calm down. You're making a scene. Just came by to share some special wisdom with you. You want another coke? Maybe a float? Slice of pie?" Lucas didn't reply. "Look, I'm not here to bust your balls. Let me give you some advice and I'll get out of your way."
"Please," Lucas said. "I don't want trouble, I told you what I saw, so please-"
Goodwell grabbed Lucas by the shoulders, squeezing hard enough that the kid flinched. "Listen, kid. I'm a reasonable guy. I know what teenagers like to do. I was one once, believe it or not. I smoked a little, I got my big brother to buy me some beers. No big deal, right?"
Lucas nodded. His eyes were wide and terrified.
"But my partner, Chan? She's got a real hardon for busting guys just you. Yeah, I know what she said about letting the drinking and the dope slide. It's an act. She'll bleed you for all the info you have and then drop an underage possession on you. You want to go to a nice college? You want to keep your record clean?"
Lucas bobbed his head back and forth rhythmically, like he was deep in prayer. It was as good a plan as any, Goodwell thought. At the very least, it'd keep the kid from going insane.
"I want that too," Goodwell said. "Last thing I'd like is you missing out on a future because of a nasty little mark on your file. That sort of thing is permanent, you know. Haunts you for a lifetime. So, here's what we're going to do. Listening?" He got right up close to Lucas's ear. "Are you listening, kid?"
"I don't want trouble," Lucas whispered. He sounded close to tears. "My Mom can't know. Please, my Mom-"
"Listen!" Goodwell's lips brushed Lucas's earlobe. "From now on, you say you weren't there that day. You say you never met those kids. You never smoked any dope, and you definitely never saw any man."
Lucas's lower lip quivered. "They'll know I'm lying."
"Trust me, son. Better for a judge to throw out your testimony than lose your life... your entire life, believe me... just for having a little fun with your friends. We'll find Dylan and the rest, don't worry. You've been very helpful. All you have to do now is look out for yourself. "
"They'll arrest me-"
"I promise, they won't. If Detective Chan calls you for that sketch, you say no. Politely. If she asks about the guy you saw, you say..."
The teenager's voice was a bare scrape. "I wasn't there."
"Good lad." Goodwell patted him on the shoulder. His hands were shaking so he thrust them into his pockets. "You'll go far. You wouldn't have a cigarette on you, would you? Ha, no, just joking. You take care. And stay out of the rain."
Lucas had gone white. His mouth opened and closed soundlessly. His pupils were tiny points. "You're the guy," he croaked. "I know you. You were there. You're the guy-"
The entire world fell out beneath Goodwell's feet. The skin across his forehead prickled and tightened as he forced himself to smile. "Think you're mistaken there, Lucas."
"I remember you. You had Dylan, and-"
Goodwell shoved his chair back fast. There were already eyes on him, other customers looking up from their coffees and cakes to stare at the sudden commotion. He had to move, move fast, before the whole situation imploded.
He gave Lucas one last punch in the shoulder, light enough that it wouldn't leave a bruise but hard enough so the kid would flinch. "Remember what I said. Stay quiet, keep your head down, and don't say a word." Goodwell flashed a grin, showing his teeth. "Whoever hurt your friends, I don't think he'd be the type to forgive if you put the heat on him. Never know where you might end up if you flap your mouth."
His stomach was a tight fist of pain as he walked away. He wanted to throw up, but held it in until the shivers stopped and his breathing relaxed. Kept his shoulders back, his suit jacket blowing out behind him as a gust of wind came up the street.
He caught a glimpse of himself reflected in the milkbar window. Damned if he didn't look kind of dangerous.
It wasn't altogether a bad feeling.
 
 
 It was afternoon by the time he got back to the Rustwood PD. Chan wasn't waiting for him, thank God. He could take a minute to towel his hair dry and breathe before digging into those old files. Last time he'd requested info on stalkers and child molesters in Rustwood he'd received a wad of papers so thick you could drop it on your foot and break your toes. There'd be someone in there with connections to teenagers, someone with a history of assault or threats. Someone the world wouldn't cry over if they went down for the murder of three teens.
He'd barely sat at his desk before a heavy hand fell on his shoulder. "Goodwell. Could've sworn I assigned you a partner. Little lady, big old pistol on her hip, hair done up all pretty. Seen her around?"
"You're a pig, Commissioner."
"And you're shirking work. Got bodies for me yet? Ah, I'm kidding." Snow slapped Goodwell on the back so hard Goodwell's teeth clicked on his tongue. "Get me an update by Monday."
Goodwell cracked a simpering smile. "Might have something for you by tonight. Shit, give me a couple hours-"
"It'll have to wait. Got a date in, oh, thirty seconds."
Goodwell looked Snow up and down, taking in his chalk-white suit, his mustard-yellow tie, his strawberry buzzcut slicked down with gel. He'd even changed his shirt and trimmed his sideburns. "What, with a woman?"
"Hilarious, Goodwell."
"I'm impressed, boss. You didn't seem the type."
"I didn't ask your opinion." Snow leaned over Goodwell's desk, passing a wary eye over his paperwork. It must've been up to scratch, because he grunted and backed off. "Play nice with Chan. One complaint from her and I'll have your ass. Find the kids."
Goodwell watched Snow stomp down the hall, then went to the window to peer down at the commissioner as he splashed across the parking lot towards his Merc. There was a woman waiting there, dark hair plastered down around her face by the rain, dressed in neat black from toe to tip. Her eyes were concealed behind wide, bug-eye sunglasses.
Weird woman, to be standing in the rain without an umbrella. Then again, she'd have to be strange to take a shine to Snow. There was something about her that made his palms itch. The way she took Snow's arm and led him to his own car like a nervous puppy. The way she looked up at the second story window and seemed to meet Goodwell's eyes.
Her smile was altogether too sharp.
 



Chapter 8
 
 
 Fitch had been building explosives long enough to know all the best places to 'appropriate' raw materials. Problem was, those sources were running thin. The crates of gelignite abandoned by the Rustwood quarry were picked clean, both by himself and other light-fingered wanderers. He suspected the self-titled King of the Highways, personally. Every time he'd bumped into that nutcase at the Rosenfeld Mission he'd smelled the particular greasy chemical on the man's skin. No way to mistake someone who'd been playing with high-grade explosives, no sir.
Molotovs, on the other hand, were a simpler proposition. He'd explained it to Kimberly in detail the night before, as he drew up plans for their theft-spree. "Tool of the oppressed. Cheap and easy. A little petrol, a rag, and any freedom fighter can burn out a tank. We're gonna make ours a little meatier, but it's the same principal."
Kimberly smirked in reply. "Regular little Che Guevara, aren't you?"
"Of course. What'd you want to be when you grew up?"
There was a long silence. Kimberly stared into the distance, tongue jammed into her cheek, like she was probing a loose tooth. "A writer," she said, finally. "Didn't last past high school, though."
"Why not?"
"Didn't have the mind for it. I do better with other people's words than my own."
Fitch read the truth in her eyes. Rejection, most likely. The great American novel returned in a fat manila envelope, slashed with red pen. Aching eyes and broken hearts.
"You know what I wanted to be?" he said, breaking the silence.
"Shoot."
"Finnish."
"Excuse me?"
"Saw it on TV," Fitch said. "It was the Spanish that invented petrol bombs, but the Finns named them molotovs. Soviet Union invaded Finland in '39, you see. Dropped cluster bombs all across the place and killed more people than I could ever count. Now, Molotov was a Soviet Commissar, and his job was making it all seem like a misunderstanding. Told people the bombs were food parcels to feed the starving Finns. Finns weren't pleased with the bullshit, so they served up the Russian troops a little cocktail to go with dear old Molotov's breadbaskets. And thus..."
"So you wanted to be Finnish?"
"I wanted something to fight. Real hellraiser on the playground. Used to hit kids with juice boxes and shout boom!" Fitch finished his scrawled plans. Bottles from the Old Butler - they were always left in a trash can out back, waiting for collection. For styrofoam they could rip off a couple empty boxes from out the back of American Radio. As for benzene, he knew a place. If it worked they'd be set up for months. A humming little napalm factory. 
He gave Kimberly a winning smile. "Funny how life gives you exactly what you want."
 
 
 There were places a man could buy benzene in Rustwood, if he had the proper licenses and enough cash to choke a mule. It wasn't cheap, no sir, and the only two industrial retailers that stocked the product demanded you hand over all manner of safety certificates. Highly carcinogenic, they said. Had to treat it like a new-born baby, carry it in heavy gloves, use only in well ventilated areas, wear respirators, yadda yadda yadda.
Cancer didn't scare Fitch. Hell, he could chug a quart of benzene right now and Rustwood would still kill him long before the cancer. Kimberly, on the other hand... She had a future. Maybe in New York, if everything went right at the convent. Maybe in Rustwood if it didn't.
He had to keep her insulated.
So he'd come up with a plan. Not his best, but it'd serve. No point in wasting time faking credentials and pussy-footing around with the consumer-grade shit. Go right for the source: Ryan Roberts Industries.
It was close on midnight when they parked the Audi two hundred yards back from the gates of the Ryan Roberts complex, noise pointing out so they could peel away in a hurry. The rain had reduced to a low drizzle that barely tickled Fitch's stubbly cheeks. He looked to Kimberly, who was hunched over, hands deep in the pockets of her new riding pants. "Couldn't have brought an umbrella?"
"I'm conditioning you. Gotta become one with the rain and wind."
"This isn't Vietnam, bucko."
"Says you." Fitch knelt behind a briar bush and surveyed the Ryan Roberts plant: a colossal grey concrete slab on the west end of town that looked like a Nazi bunker air-dropped into the hills. No way had any architect with even a sliver of a soul scribbled down the lines for that monstrosity. Not without one of Rustwood's monsters guiding his hand.
That almost got Fitch laughing. The thought of Bo Tuscon slaving over a drafting board, drooling and vomiting blood as he marked the load-bearing beams...
Beside him, Kimberly said, "Something you want to share with the class?"
"Naw. Just getting my head in the game."
Fitch squinted across the two hundred yard gap to where the chain-link fence rose up around the borders of the complex. Ryan Roberts distributed a whole cocktail-menu worth of chemicals throughout Rustwood, outfitting damn near every white goods manufacturer, tannery and fast food joint in town, and it was all synthesised at their industrial headquarters. Far as he knew from reading the papers, people didn't break into the place often. Security wasn't too tight. Locked gates, barbed wire, the sort you could clamber over with a blanket or a heavy jacket.
Lucky he'd found a new use for his worn out old coat. He'd transferred the chittering thing into the duster he'd found out the back of the theatre, and it seemed to be settling in, squirming around the boundaries of his pocket, flexing against the weave.
He petted it idly, wincing as it gnawed on the tip of his sixth finger. Poor thing was teething, but he endured. It kept him calm. In control. He'd need to be, to pull this off.
"Deep breath," he whispered to it. "Can't be freaking out now. Too important for that." A couple hundred yards would be a quick dash on dry soil, but the damn rain would leave them skidding and slipping like coked-up penguins. This called for the slow and steady approach.
He patted down his pockets, making sure he had all his equipment - screwdrivers, tin snips, pocket flashlight, and a strip of cloth to tie over his face just in case they had cameras set around the compound. Kimberly had the boltcutters, a huge steel set he'd bought from Dusty's Hardware in the north end. They'd get through any padlocks Ryan Roberts could afford.
All they had to worry about were the watchmen.
"Stick to the shadows," Fitch said, and crept onward into the night.
 
 
 The fence was all bluster. They clipped a hole large enough to roll a barrel through, waited for any hint of a midnight guard, and darted across the open ground into the shadow of the factory.
Kimberly was wide eyed, panting, almost manic. "Oh God, we're gonna get arrested. Jesus Christ, oh Jesus, this is-"
"Deep breaths," Fitch whispered. Huge arcing lamps cast pools of light across the concrete. The Ryan Roberts complex was a maze of doors and he didn't have the first idea which to open. All he knew was what he'd heard from one of Rosenfeld's crew, a young man left homeless after a round of merciless layoffs. Three quarters of the plant was manufacturing - filtration, extraction, all manner of chemical processes Fitch couldn't even put a name to. The last quarter was distribution and storage.
Made sense to look for a warehouse, but he couldn't do that with Kimberly having a panic attack. He shook her by the arm. "This isn't the time, lady!"
She turned, and he realised the sheen in her eyes wasn't terror. It was adrenaline. "We can't stay here. Need to keep moving. Go, let's go!"
It was almost scary how intense the woman had gone. From reluctant to turbo-charged in five minutes. She'd argued through the whole drive, saying they could find the money, buy the damn benzene legitimately, save a whole mess of trouble...
But here they were, and damned if she wasn't shooting steam out her nostrils. "There," Fitch said. A building on the far end of the complex with massive roller doors, facing the south road. "That's where they'll keep it."
They darted across the gap together, and this time Kimberly took the lead. She held the boltcutters against her chest like a talisman as she hit the wall of the warehouse, panting, strings of hair tangled against her cheeks. As Fitch caught up Kimberly pressed a finger to her lips and jerked a thumb around the corner.
A flashlight wavered in the distance. A night watchman on patrol, barely a shimmer of black against the rain. It was getting stronger now, sheeting across the asphalt, getting into Fitch's ears. A bad omen, he figured.
"Back," he whispered, and they pressed hard against the wall. The flashlight beam licked across the concrete, swaying between the fenceline and the warehouse, stabbing into the dark corners. The urge to peek around the corner and see exactly how far away the watchman was standing was unbearable, but Fitch thrust his left hand into his pocket and let the chittering thing chew until he calmed.
Footsteps grew closer. Kimberly grabbed Fitch's arm and shuffled him away from the corner, until they rounded the far side of the building. It felt to Fitch like playing a patient game of tag, circling the warehouse counter-clockwise, just far enough ahead of the night watchman that he couldn't make them out in the black, just close enough that the long-suffering midnight employee was always sure he'd heard something, just beyond the bright pool cast by his flashlight.
But it had to end, in time. Fitch and Kimberly pressed down into a drainage culvert, the rainwater up to their knees, breath steaming as the night watchman emerged from behind the warehouse.
The flashlight beam was a metronome. Fitch hissed every time it passed over their hiding spot. Beside him, Kimberly's teeth were chattering. She still clutched the bolt cutters against her chest. Her eyes were squeezed shut tight.
Finally, mercifully, the night watchman turned away, headed for the main road that ringed the complex. Fitch tapped Kimberly on the shoulder. "Before he comes back, yeah?"
Kimberly exhaled in one long, shuddering breath. "I almost shit my pants. How do you do this?"
"Easier than getting a job. Didn't think you'd take to this so well."
"Alex always said I was full of surprises." Kimberly's brow furrowed. "Or was that Peter? Or..."
The slap of footsteps faded. "Fuck it," Kimberly said. "Let's move."
The roller door was sealed with a simple padlock, too heavy to bust off with a crowbar but no great challenge for the bolt cutters. The door squeaked and groaned as they lifted it, working at each end to overcome the grind of rusted gears. The noise was muffled by the rain, but only barely, and Fitch expected the night watchman to return at any moment with his walkie-talkie in hand, summoning backup or cops or worse.
But they closed the roller door behind them without any trouble, and when the footsteps of the guard passed by they did so unhurriedly, splashing through the puddles with a who-gives-a-damn attitude.
Fitch exhaled and flicked on his pocket flashlight, casting a thin beam across the warehouse, ending in a circle no larger than his palm. He passed it over shelves stacked with round plastic barrels, rows upon rows piled eight or nine high, all the way up to the arched ceiling.
He figured maybe thirty rows, a hundred and fifty barrels long... that made for over four thousand barrels. Ten or twenty gallons in each made for a lot of profit.
And somewhere, buried among the tubs of acid and petrochemical sludge byproducts, were a couple hundred sealed barrels of pure, poisonous benzene.
He only needed one. They'd never miss it.
Kimberly blinked as she took in the enormity of the warehouse. "Which one is it?"
"I'd wager the one that says benzene." The barrels - all with their lids vacuum-sealed and clamped down - looked like funeral urns. Each just large enough to fit an adult if you squashed them down good. Funny how much space a body could occupy. Seemed so small walking around and then once they were dead they became bunches of spindly spring-loaded limbs, flopping everywhere you didn't want them to be, slapping you in the face with their cold palms as you hustled them into the grave-
He shoved his left hand into his coat pocket and grabbed the chittering thing, shuddering as damp pseudopods lapped across his knuckles. It burbled and spat into his palm as he kneaded it. Squeezing the bad thoughts away.
It wasn't the time. Not here, not now, not when they had so much to do. He needed...
"Ah." Third row along, second from the bottom. The barrels were bright green and stamped with black text: CYCLOHEXA-1,3,5-TRIENE/BENZENE/C6H6/DO NOT MOVE WITHOUT FORKLIFT, followed by a series of black-on-yellow safety illustrations showing chemicals leaching through skin, burning eyes, invading lungs.
No little diagram that showed a man dying painfully of cancer over a period of years, but Fitch supposed they had to keep it snappy. "We only need one," he whispered, clambering atop a shipping crate in an effort to wrestle one of the benzene barrels to the ground. "Christ almighty, this is heavy. If the lid pops off, run. Don't breathe it, don't let it on your skin, don't-"
"I've got it, I've got it." Kimberly's breath was shallow and panicked but her hands were steady as they levered the barrel down to the ground. It thudded hollowly on the concrete, and Fitch found himself doing mental calculations. The barrel was one of the smaller ones, only ten gallons, but at a five percent mix... He'd be throwing napalm-molotovs from now until the day he died.
Which would be soon, if they didn't get back to the car ASAP.
Kimberly was up against the roller door, listening for the passage of the night watchman. "I swear it's not supposed to be this easy," she whispered.
"You forget where we are." Fitch grunted as he rolled the barrel the last few yards, parking it in front of the roller door. "Small town plants don't worry so much about security. Especially when there's not many who'd take a job that puts them out in the rain at midnight. Sure, people round here don't notice the bad stuff as much as they should. All of them have blinkers. But they know real deep down that walking around in the dark isn't healthy. That sucker out there, he's brave."
"Maybe just desperate." Kimberly pressed her ear to the roller door. "Shhh... he's almost... Go!"
They yanked the roller door up and rolled the barrel into the night. Rain plinked off plastic as they angled for the hole in the fence. It was a clear run all the way to the car, nothing in their way, but Fitch couldn't help glancing over his shoulder at the warehouse. There had to be more than one night guard, had to be some alarms, some cameras...
Nothing. Not a word of protest as they eased the barrel through the hole in the fence and shunted it down the slope towards the Audi. The plastic barrel made a gentle zipping noise against the asphalt, like the buzz of nylon stockings rubbing together.
Fitch grinned at Kimberly. "Too easy, huh?" She didn't reply, her lips pursed in concentration. "I'll buy you a beer when we get back. Gotta celebrate the little victories-"
"Hey!"
A light bobbed behind them. The night watchman, arms pumping frantically as he tried to catch up. "Hey! Police! You stop right there!"
"Go go go!" Fitch shoved the barrel so hard it almost got away, skipping over the rough surface of the back-country road and bouncing up against the rear bumper of the Audi, leaving a dent the size of a dinner plate. He scrambled to open the trunk but the keys slipped in his sweaty palm. "Not now, not now, goddamnit-" The key socked home and the trunk creaked open. "Get it up!"
Easier said than done. The barrel weighed about a hundred pounds and was smooth and round from top to bottom, the only real lip or crease being the clamped-down lid. No way was Fitch gonna lift it there and risk spilling cancer-juice all over their shoes. "Other end," he grunted. "Lift with your knees."
Kimberly was panicked, panting. "We don't have time-"
"Just lift the damn thing!"
For a moment it didn't seem like they were going to get it high enough, but the barrel finally thudded into place. The night watchman was through the fence now, two hundred yards away and gaining fast. Fitch slammed the trunk shut and threw himself into the driver's seat, already pumping the gas. "Lady, will you move-"
Kimberly tumbled into the car and snapped her seatbelt closed. "What're you waiting for?"
The tires whined, skidded and finally caught, but the night watchman had closed the gap. He slammed his flashlight against the trunk. "Get out of the vehicle. Get out of the vehicle, you hear me?"
Fitch replied by goosing the gas. The night watchman swore and lunged for the door handle. "You assholes!" His fingers squeaked on the rear window. "Stop!" His flashlight clattered against the door and fell away, bouncing off asphalt, the beam of light blinking as it tumbled into the bushes by the side of the road. "Stop!"
Fitch pressed his middle finger against the window and floored it.
The night watchman shrieked and cursed and finally stumbled over his own feet, falling on to hands and knees on the roadside. The Audi bounced hard off potholes until the night watchman was only a shimmer in the rear view mirror, moonlight curving around the brim of his cap. Then even that was gone.
Fitch exhaled in a rush. He was gripping the wheel so tight it hurt to let go. "Better hurry back. He's gonna call the cops, no question. Jesus! Didn't think we were going to make it for a while there."
Kimberly's reply was so quiet he barely heard it. "We were always gonna make it."
"Bullshit. Tell me you weren't scared of going to jail."
Kimberly turned away, staring out the window. They whipped past leaning pines and rocky outcroppings kissed by moonlight. Clouds growled just beyond the peaks. Thirty minutes from now, the storm would truly break and Rustwood would be half-underwater.
"I'm already in prison," Kimberly said. "No big deal."
But he saw how her fingers shook, trembling against her legs, like a butterfly trying to find a safe place to land.
 
 
 The street was empty when they arrived back at the theatre. Kimberly helped Fitch carry the barrel from the car and they rolled it up the stairs together. "Have to find somewhere out of the way to store this," Fitch grunted. "I'll get us some safety equipment from Dusty's. Don't need you poisoning yourself right before you get back to New York. And shit, have to hide the car, and set up some wards, and put a new lock on the door..."
"Welcome to adulthood," Kimberly said. "A never-ending list of chores."
"Used to it," Fitch replied. "In fact, don't think I ever was a child."
"Oh, come on..." Kimberly stopped when she saw the look on Fitch's face. "No shit?"
"You'll feel the same after a couple months. Unless you fight it."
"The forgetting?"
"Yeah. And worse, remembering. Ah, this isn't the time. We got any of that takeaway left? I could eat a horse down to the hooves."
They hid the barrel in the theatre's cloak room, and Fitch made sure Kimberly scrubbed her hands afterward in case there was any residue on the tub. The last of the fried chicken they'd bought that afternoon was eaten in silence.
All that was left to do was sleep.
There were no beds in the theatre, and a mattress they'd found backstage - presumably used for practising tumbles - was so torn up that the rusted springs jutting through the fabric were more a health hazard than a comfort. But the seats in the mezzanine were comfortable, and they reclined back far enough that you could almost pretend you were flying first class.
Kimberly was already nodding off. Fitch didn't blame her - it'd been one hell of an evening for a woman not used to break and enter. Good partner, though, even if she was rough around the edges. He'd almost forgotten what it was like to work with someone by his side.
Fitch closed his eyes and tried to drift into sleep.
He was dreaming of backpacks with busted zippers and school lunches packed in tin lunchboxes overflowing with mould and scribbles on a blackboard four foot high, his own name written in red pen on a test printed on yellowed carbon paper, his own true name but he couldn't quite read it no matter how he squinted, and-
Three hollow knocks.
Fitch sat upright, the dream bleeding away. "Did you hear that?"
Kimberly was only half awake, her voice muffled by exhaustion. "Thunder?"
"No, like-" There, again. Three hard thuds. Someone was at the door. "Kids looking for a place to shoot up, probably. Wait here."
"I still don't hear anything-" Kimberly mumbled, but Fitch already had the boltcutters in hand. He tiptoed down the mezzanine stairs and crept to the double-doors that fronted the theatre. He pressed one ear to the wood, but there was no sound on the far side.
Kids had probably left dog shit in a bag and run. But he opened the doors anyway, bolt-cutters cocked back and ready to bust a skull, and peered out into the gloom.
"Fitch, old friend. How's the lonely life treating you? Or did you finally bring a lady home for the night?"
Fitch tried to slam the door but his arms were frozen in place. Every muscle from his eyebrows down to his toes had seized, the pain of the cramps forcing a scream between his teeth. He wanted to call for help but his tongue was dead weight. His teeth ground together so hard he could feel the bone beginning to split.
"No need to answer," Gull said. "I can hear her. Could hear every breath from a mile away, to be honest. She sends off sparks, did you notice? A real force of nature, that one. I wonder if you even know what an asset you've got there?" He cocked his head, that slick grin growing wider by the moment. "My my. You didn't think the beast was after her just for her looks, did you?"
Last time he'd seen Gull was at the man's house, that queer little bungalow behind black iron gates, the weather vane atop the attic peak spinning so fast it was sickening to watch. Gull had offered to locate Kimberly when she was trapped in the depths of Bo Tuscon's basement. A ceremony of bowls and blood...
He'd thought he'd left Gull behind. But here he was on the theatre doorstep, dressed in a pressed linen suit and an oilskin coat so long it brushed the wilted grass, grinning like he'd just licked the last traces of cream from his lips.
It took every bit of strength Fitch had to force the word out. "Please-"
Gull's eyes widened, as if offended. "Oh, don't worry. I'm not here to kill you. Or her, for that matter. I just popped by to remind you of our little arrangement. You hadn't forgotten, old friend?"
"I-"
"I found her for you when you were casting out blind. I opened myself to the beast. You think I did that for fun? You owe me, Fitch. But don't worry. I know a way we can even the scales. Real neat and easy, too. I think you'd appreciate the simplicity of it all."
Faintly, echoing, from deep in the theatre: "Is something wrong? You get rid of those kids?" A pause. "Hello?"
Fitch was sweating but he couldn't wipe it away. The drops ran down his forehead, pearled on the end of his nose, and splashed on the concrete steps between his feet. He could smell his own fear, a ripe salty stink that made him feel five years old again. If he could've cried, he would've.
Footsteps. Kimberly coming to investigate. Go away, he begged. Go away, hide, run-
If Gull was worried, he didn't show it. "Watch this," he whispered, rubbing his hands together before him. Then he coughed and opened his mouth wide.
He spoke in Fitch's voice. "Thought I heard a siren, but it's nothing. Coming back. Hey, don't look in my back pack, okay?"
"Sure, whatever." A door slammed closed as Kimberly retreated to the mezzanine. Gull coughed again, and his true voice returned. "You like my new trick?"
The pain of being locked in place was only growing more intense, but at least Mrs Archer was out of the way. It was a small relief, but enough that Fitch could keep the screaming inside. "Huh... how?"
"Good old blood-magic. Not your best decision, leaving a whole bowl of it in my house, was it? Thing about blood magic is, it can't be stolen. You had to draw the blade yourself."
He remembered standing in Gull's living room. The smell of burning toast as he drew the knife across his forearm. "Tricked me-"
"Is that ironic, or just unfortunate? Don't worry, Fitch. I'd never use it for anything... untoward. Now, let's talk business. You're headed to the convent, aren't you?" Gull licked his lips. The tip of his tongue was forked, Fitch was sure. "Maybe not tonight or tomorrow, but soon. And I know what you're planning. No, I didn't read your mind. You're just too damn predictable, that's your problem. And you know if I can read you so easily, the beast can too. So. When you go in there, I want you to do me a little favour."
The hold on Fitch's tongue was loosening. Maybe because Gull was getting tired... or maybe because he enjoyed gloating, and it wasn't any fun to gloat when your victim couldn't cry.
He could've called for Kimberly. Could've warned her. But right then, with Gull close enough to kiss and the rain turning the lawn outside the theatre to mud and every muscle in his hands taut as wire, bending his fingers back so far he thought they'd snap, he still couldn't do it.
He needed to know.
"What?" he whispered. "What the... the hell do you... want?"
If Gull's grin had been wide before, now it was obscene. His teeth were white and pointed and his jaw almost unhinged, like a jackal slavering over easy prey. And in the pit of his throat, God help him, something black and rotten squirming...
Gull leaned in close, very close, until his lips were pressed to Fitch's ear.
Fitch couldn't pull away as Mister Gull whispered his demands.
 



Chapter 9
 
 
 Fitch began mixing napalm at noon the next day.
He set up his workshop in the women's changing rooms out back of the theatre, claiming that the bank of mirrors helped him see what his hands were doing. He didn't let Kimberly into the room, forcing her to watch from the sidelines as he stirred and measured and mixed.
Kimberly didn't understand the particulars of the recipe Fitch was using. Most of what she knew of napalm came from TV during the final years of the Vietnam war. A spindly pre-teen with hair down to her waist, sitting in her father's lap during the nightly news, peeking at the screen through splayed fingers as if she could filter the horrors. Huge swathes of jungle reduced to black sticks. Villages left as a tangle of smoking mud and bone. Body bag after body bag after body bag dragged to evac choppers.
She didn't know then that what she was watching was footage from almost eight years previous, before the US pullout. Canned replays of Vietnamese children doused in napalm and left to fry like fairground corn-dogs. Bulldozers shovelling corpses by the hundreds into long trenches of flesh. Easy fuel for McGovern's presidential campaign, fuel that proved as effective as spitting on the flames, culminating in Nixon's own evacuation and the endless beat of helicopter rotors during the fall of Saigon.
She'd learned about napalm, those nights. The way it stuck to flesh and wood and stone alike, melting through layers of skin. Whatever Fitch was mixing - rubber gloves up to the elbow as he stirred benzene and styrofoam chunks into his petrol stew - would do the same.
That thought left her shivering. If he or Rosenfeld were wrong about what was hiding in the convent... if they were planning to throw a handful of molotovs into the faces of innocent nuns, Jesus Christ...
Then she thought of the clicker clawing free of Bo's throat, and how she would've felt if she'd had a fistful of fire when she'd been stuck down in that basement, and her doubts bled away.
Fitch finished stirring and set to pouring the mix. He stuffed strips of linen down the throats of glass bottles and screwed the caps down tight, his breath hissing all the while through his respirator, until he had an even dozen. The bottles sat in neat rows, gently sweating, the napalm inside thick as glue.
Fitch finally removed his respirator and wiped his forehead. "Six each is enough. Any more will get awkward, and we've gotta worry about noise. Yeah, that'll do. Whole place'll go up like Guy Fawkes." He wasn't looking at her. His eyes and his attention were somewhere else, somewhere distant. "Nothing but ashes in the rain. That'll show them."
"Hey, Fitch."
Fitch didn't look up. He was engrossed in arranging the bottles, first into two rows of six, then three rows of four, and then six by two again. He wiped their sides with a dry cloth and set them carefully into a canvas bag. Every click of glass sent a thrill down Kimberly's spine, like they were dealing with highly volatile uranium and not sticky petroleum gunk.
"Fitch, you okay?"
Fitch glanced up. "Huh?"
"You're distracted. Worried those kids will come back, or something?"
"Kids?" Fitch licked his lips. "Real racket they made last night."
"I must've been in a coma. Didn't hear a word."
"After that heist, don't blame you for sleeping deep." But Fitch still looked nervous. There was a peculiar twitch to his left eye as he checked and rechecked the bottles. "Nothing left to do but wait, now. Soon as Rosenfeld feels the tug..."
"How's she gonna contact us? This place doesn't have a phone."
"She'll find a way. You can pray in the meantime, if you're the praying type."
"Do you even know if fire will be enough? If everything you and Rosenfeld said about this place is true, we're walking into a meat grinder."
"Wish I knew more. Don't have a clue what's living in that place. Seen some shadows." A cloud passed over Fitch's face. "Nobody's been in since before I was a boy, you understand. A real cursed place. Once, I was standing on the hill above the river, and I saw the convent doors open a crack. Too far away to get a good look... wish I'd thought to bring some binoculars, you can bet... but I got a glimpse. Man walking down by the riverside. Well, thought it was a man. Couldn't tell under that hood." He mimed shrugging a cowl over his head. "Knelt down by the river and did... something. Looked like he was ill. Shoulders all jerking, you understand."
Kimberly's heart was a steady thudding in her ears. "Then what?"
"Threw up. Him, not me. Something all black and red and black again. Might've been blood. Might've been engine oil, for all I could tell." Fitch's mouth was a thin, grim line. "Then he looked up, and hell, I couldn't see his eyes, but I knew he was fixing on me. So I ran."
There was no mistaking the quaver in Fitch's voice. Kimberly had heard him truly afraid only a few times before, and this was one of them. "You seemed a whole lot more sure about this yesterday."
"Yeah," Fitch whispered. "Maybe I got ahead of myself."
"What, you're changing your mind?"
"Hell no! Soon as Rosenfeld says the world, we're going in." But he couldn't hide the hitch in his voice. "I got this under control. I-"
"Don't say that. You can't just palm me off whenever you don't want to tell the truth. Yeah, I don't know anything about molotovs or sneaking into convents or... I wanted to be a publisher, for Christ's sake." When she closed her eyes she could almost remember the phone call. The cold plastic receiver against her ear. We have an internship position available, but you'd need to do an interview as soon as possible. No, we can't delay until next week. There are a lot of young people vying for a position with Penguin, and you're lucky we considered you, so...
She'd been so excited she could smell the ink already. Paperclips and deadlines and red marker, slush piles and paper shredders, whole paragraphs crossed out because that was the power an editor had. Small steps over years, maybe even decades, but she'd known she'd get there eventually. No baby to tie her down. Just her and New York and dreams too big to fail.
And... the guy. Aaron. She needed to get his name tattooed on her hand or something. What sort of a woman forgot her own boyfriend's name?
"The truth," she said. "If you've got this all planned out, why do you need me? At least you had a plan for stealing the benzene. What the hell am I supposed to do in there besides make you feel like some big hero?"
There was a long silence. Fitch hands twisted together. He lifted one molotov, peered into its murky depths, set it down, and sighed. "Because I don't want to go in alone."
Kimberly could only stare. "You're afraid?"
"Didn't say that, no sir, no way."
"I saw you rip that clicker-thing in half. You came into Bo's house with nothing but a stick! I wouldn't have gone in there with a fucking machine gun, but you-"
"So you get how scary this place is? Shit, nowhere I'd rather be less. Maybe the baths..."
The baths again. Something about the way Fitch skipped away from the word made Kimberly shiver. "You ever going to tell me about the baths, or do you just like having some grand mystery to lord over me?"
"I..." Fitch's hand quested deep into his pocket. "Let's get out of this pit, huh?"
 
 
 It wasn't until Fitch was slumped into the rat-eaten sofas in the theatre lobby with a glass of murky water in hand that he felt ready to talk. His shirt was soaked with petrol and there were curious patches burned into his corduroys where splashes of benzene had landed.
For someone who'd talked so much about the care and attention you had to pay their stolen payload of chemicals, Fitch sure didn't walk the walk. Kimberly eased into her own chair. Even with the stuffing torn out and the stitching busted, it was curiously comfortable. Tempting to stretch out and forget her worries, forget all the bullshit waiting for them at the convent, forget the monsters outside the door.
Forget, relax, and pray.
Fitch's right hand was folded across his stomach. His left was still in his coat pocket, and Kimberly could swear something wriggled over the lip of the fabric for just a moment. Something pink that wasn't a finger. Too thin, too flexible.
She blinked. Maybe it was a trick of the light. Or maybe not. Who could tell any more?
Fitch took a deep breath. "I don't like talking about the baths. Same reason I don't talk about Bourtet Primary, or what happened down Canif Street. Sometimes bad things go down in this town and you can make sense of them. Other times it weighs on you so you can't breathe. Clickers, the things with those fucking sunglasses, you can see them coming. But this... This just happened."
Kimberly found her own fingers tensing on the arms of her chair. "Tell me."
"Not that easy. I know what happened but I don't know how. The baths... One of the oldest places in town. Big old Georgian building. A bit baroque, a bit haunted house. Two bucks let you use the steam rooms. I went a couple times. Didn't like everyone staring at my ass."
"And?"
"I'm getting there." Fitch's left hand squirmed in his jacket pocket. Goddamn, what did he have hidden there. If it wasn't a knife or a pistol... wedding ring? Credit cards? If she could just turn that pocket out, just for a moment...
"Middle of the day," Fitch said. "Thirty, maybe more people inside. Kids, mothers. One whole family, I hear. The Ludlams had three girls. All of them in the low end of the pools, I reckon. I knew the Ludlams. Weren't friends or anything, but their girls waved at me sometimes. Oldest girl was just growing out of dresses. Cute thing, stomping around in Doc Martens and torn up Levis...
"I wasn't inside at the time, I only came after. Luck, I swear. Middle of the goddamned day. One minute the baths are there, and the next it's just a big old empty lot. Rubble and rotten beams. People walking past like nothing was wrong."
Kimberly shuddered. "Places don't just disappear."
"You'd think so. But I swear, it got snipped out of Rustwood. People that vanished inside were forgotten. But I didn't forget. No way could I ever forget that smell." He closed his eyes, nostrils flaring. "Things go missing around this town all the time, but they go missing clean. Houses, dogs, people... Poof. But the lot where the baths used to be stank. Like when you forget a roast in the oven. Even in the rain, you could smell it. It was in the dirt. Took one step in the lot and blood came up around my boots."
"Jesus."
"That's what I said. Well, with a bit more profanity. Anyway. Bourtet Primary was the same. Popped right out of the world. This was much earlier, before I understood the way of things. I was only a kid at the time, I think."
"You think?"
"Time's a bit funny when you're my age. I remember Principal Huang, though. A real peach. Ran that school like clockwork, never yelled. Had her photo in every classroom. We all loved her. Didn't get on with any of the other kids, but her... Then one day, bam. Whole school vanishes. Hundreds of children, just... Town was real quiet that year, and nobody fucking blinked. Goodbye Principal Huang. Goodbye childhood."
Kimberly's mouth was dry as chalk. "And this is still happening?"
"Sometimes. If it does, most times you don't notice. Just another demolition so quick you didn't hear it come down." The fingers of his right hand trembled by his lips, like he was imagining taking a long drag on a cigarette. "That's why I'm going into that convent. Because I'm not sitting still while this town eats whole families alive. You get me?"
"Yeah." Her voice was a low whisper. "I get you."
There was a long silence, during which the only sound was the scritching of fingernails against fabric as Fitch dug inside his coat. Wet noises, too. Like meat slapping on a chopping board.
She couldn't bear it any longer. "What the hell do you have in there?"
Fitch looked up guiltily, eyes wide, like a puppy caught licking itself on the sofa. "What?"
"In your pocket! You're always..." She jumped up from her chair and stalked across the room. Fitch shied back, shielding himself. "What's in there? A stress ball? Or are you just playing with yourself?"
"I'm not doing anything!"
"Then quit it! You're freaking me out!" She reached for his coat pocket and Fitch rolled off the busted chair, pressing into the corner of the room. "Show me, for Christs's sake. What-"
"I can't!" Fitch's face was white, lips pressed tight together. "I can't, I swear."
"Show me!"
She got her fingers on the lip of Fitch's pocket, but he tugged away so hard that Kimberly was left grasping at air. "Fine," she panted. "Fuck it. I'm taking a walk." She paused by the door, reconsidering. "Actually, I'm taking a drive."
Still pressed against the wall, both hands over the hip pocket of his coat, Fitch said, "Now?"
"Getting stuffy in here," Kimberly replied. "I think I'll get some air."
"You're..." Fitch licked his lips. "You're not skipping out on me, are you?"
"I don't know." She snatched the keys to the stolen Audi off the floor where they'd been dumped. "See how I feel when I get back."
Fitch called after her, but she was already marching out into the rain.
 
* * *
 
 Snow liked to talk about his job over dinner. Dumb shit bragged endlessly about arrest records or how he'd stuck his boot up the ass of his subordinate detectives so hard they could taste the rubber tread. "Told him he could file overtime when he had an arrest and he just about cried," was one good line. "Results, that's what I get. Hard results." He laughed and shot the shit and patted himself on the back while he chased wine with beer and wine again - sniffing at the bottles presented by the sommelier like he had half a clue about what made a good vintage beside grapes.
He waved his hands around for emphasis like she couldn't read the wedding ring-tan on his finger. He rested that same hand, that lying, cheating hand, on her knee and squeezed when he got up to use the bathroom.
He asked her to remove her sunglasses when they first sat down for dinner. She refused in a voice like the midnight surf crashing against granite, and he didn't ask again.
They'd met the evening before at a bar less than a hundred yards from the Rustwood PD. She'd been waiting for him. Knew he'd be there within fifteen minutes of six PM. Knew he'd be angry at everything and everyone, knew he'd order a bourbon and coke.
She'd sidled up to him smoothly, rested her fingers on his wrist, asked for a drink. He looked at her with red-rimmed eyes and fumbled to slide his wedding ring into his pocket without her noticing. By the end of the night he was begging for her number.
All of this, in pursuit of Fitch.
It was hard to hide in Rustwood. The town was a labyrinth of nerve endings and they twitched when the wrong people stepped into the wrong places. But Fitch was a blind spot in the centre of Rustwood's watching eye. She didn't know how. Her master hadn't dropped any hints. Only the command: Break him. Make him worship me before the end.
But there were ways around blind spots. Hers would be Goodwell. She knew the detective had lines on Fitch and his little friend, the newcomer. Goodwell was protected, but there were gaps in every suit of armour.
Goodwell's weakness was Commissioner Snow.
She'd almost forgotten how easy it was to twist people. How simple they were when you broke them down into a series of switches and toggles, needs and wants that you could feed or deny them at leisure. Snow was simpler than most. He fed on the illusion of power, on shunting people around and seeing the despair on their faces when he shovelled more shit into their laps.
He liked his employees wilting, looking up at him with puppy-dog eyes, begging for his approval. Basic power fantasies. She'd always known how to tease those into shapes she liked. Her master - the beast, the pretender, the Queen-in-Waiting, whatever the plebs wanted to call it - had taught her that much.
She'd give him just what he wanted, until the moment when he was most vulnerable. Then...
Snow returned from the bathroom and bent to give her a peck on the cheek. His lips were dry and chapped. "You want to go back to yours?"
She smiled softly, innocently. "Won't your wife be waiting?"
Snow's expression stiffened, but only for a moment. "What're you talking about?"
"Isn't she enough for you?"
"Shut up." His hand tightened on her shoulder. "Think you'd better shut up."
She rose from her seat, shrugging his hand away. "Does she know you're here? Does she know what you do?"
Snow's expression was set. His brows were narrowed, almost snarling. "You don't say a damn word about my wife, you-"
"Shut me up, then." She ducked in and pressed her lips to his. When she pulled back, his eyes were wide and glassy. "My place."
 
 
 That was yesterday.
 
 
 Commissioner Snow was naked and bound.
They'd gotten as far as the bed - Snow's paws on her shoulders, dragging her shirt down to her waist, popping buttons in quick succession. She didn't mind losing the clothes - she'd taken them from a woman in a parking lot, creeping up beside her while she fiddled with her keys, strangling her as neatly and quietly as twisting the lid off a freezer-chilled Coke before dumping the ruin of her body in a culvert far from prying eyes. The apartment was the woman's as well, as was the car parked outside.
One day, maybe two, and people would come looking for that missing woman. By then she'd have moved on. Clothes and cars were always easy to come by in Rustwood, so long as you could find someone your size. Sunglasses, on the other hand...
Snow had tried to lift her glasses away, and she'd swatted his hand down. "Not yet," she hissed, and he responded by clamping his hand over her mouth and shoving her to the bed. Her lips mashed against her teeth. She tasted blood, thick and sluggish.
Good. Blood was always good. Kept her angry. Kept her mind on task.
"Shut up," Snow growled. He was already reaching for his belt buckle. The bulge in his slacks was unmistakable. "You shut that mouth or I'll-"
"Or what?" She licked her lips, smearing blood across her skin. "You'll make me?"
"You're goddamn right."
He came at her, pants around his ankles, the hard muscles of his gym-rat body bulging like a condom packed with walnuts. The lust in his eyes was almost bestial. He pressed her down to the bed, one hand questing inside her shirt, cupping her left breast, the other tugging away the remains of her stolen shirt.
Snow's expression skidded between excitement and confusion as his thumb rubbed the thick wire of scar tissue striping across her chest. His hand went lower, trailing across the plain of her stomach. She couldn't hide her smile. The light shone on her canines. "You like?"
Snow reared up. "What the fuck is wrong with-"
She grabbed Commissioner Snow by the wrist and twisted, slamming him face-first into the bed. He bounced hard, fetching up against the headboard. Something cracked - either the wood, or his skull. "Bitch!" he grunted. "You fucking-"
She drove the heel of her hand into his stomach and all his breath whoofed out. "Bitch," he grunted.
She replied by breaking his little finger.
Snow's scream came out as a high whistle. He collapsed into the bedsheets, curling around his left hand, shielding it with his body.
That wasn't going to fly, no sir. She climbed atop him, pressing his shoulders into the mattress, leaning low until her nose was almost brushing his. "You paying attention now, big boy? You listening close?"
Snow's eyes were wide and glassy, full of the awful animal realisation that he was snared. "Why're you doing-"
"I need you," she whispered. "I need what you know. I need your eyes, Commissioner. I need your tongue. I need to get inside your head."
"I don't understand, please, I'm sorry, just-"
"Too late for that. I came for you, remember? You're my ticket to Goodwell. Now, hold still."
Snow didn't look away as she removed her bug-eye sunglasses and let him see what lay beneath. "Good boy," she purred. "Good, good boy."
She pressed her forehead to his. They were eyeball-to-eyeball.
In a manner of speaking.
Commissioner Snow squealed, but not for long.
 
 
 It was almost a full day later when Snow felt well enough to stand without her support. She unshackled him from the bed and let him dress himself. He was well behaved for a man who'd spent so long complaining. All the fight had gone out of him. His eyes were closed.
She whispered in his ear before she let him out the door. "Remember the detective. Every step he takes, you tell me. Every phonecall, you tell me. And the moment he finds Fitch..."
"I tell you." Snow's voice was husky, grating. Like he was mumbling around a mouthful of gravel, or bone.
"Good boy." She kissed him on his stubbled cheek, brushing his bushy sideburns with the pad of her thumb. "I used to have other boys, you know. None as good as you."
"Good boy," Snow echoed. "Good."
"The very best."
She'd almost ushered Snow into the rain before she remembered the last and most important thing. "Not too fast, boy." She jerked him back by the arm and pulled his head down by the hair, keeping him in place long enough to slide her bug-eye sunglasses up over his nose.
They didn't suit him, but shit, he could always afford some Aviators. As for her, money had never been a concern. She'd find her next pair walking the streets.
Snow stumbled on the way to his car, like he was still drunk. Getting used to his new parts, she assumed. There always was a period of adjustment. He was a talented guy. He'd get used to it.
A good little soldier. The first of many.
 



Chapter 10
 
 
 Kimberly hadn't meant to leave Fitch in such a huff. God knew she was pissed, angry at his silence and the way he mumbled half-truths and kept that hand buried in his pocket, that fucking six-fingered hand twitching like a spider sprayed with Raid, always twitching, always scrabbling for purchase on something he didn't dare to show...
But as she drove blindly through the afternoon showers, rain threading across the windshield of the stolen Audi, she felt like a grade-A bitch. She'd walked out on Peter in the same way, leaving him grasping at apologies, unable to make sense of what he'd done wrong or how to repair the damage. Her boyfriend, too. How many times had their fights - always so petty, so meaningless when viewed through the lens of twenty-four hours apart - ended in her slamming the door behind her and plunging into the neon heat of New York? Poor guy. Poor... poor...
"His name," Kimberly hissed. "His name is..."
Tip of her tongue. Started with an A... or was it an E? Edward? Was he black, white, hispanic? She couldn't remember the feel of his hair between her fingers. New York? She'd never even been. She and Peter had wanted to take a trip months before, but it was always an issue of time and money. Peter couldn't take more than a few days away from his job, and after they'd found that Kimberly was pregnant they'd set their entire travel budget aside for baby clothes, nappies and the crib.
A warm flush rose into her cheeks as she remembered that day in the clinic, the buttery slick of gel across her swelling belly as the sonographer teased an ultrasound wand across her skin, the frantic thud of Curtis's heartbeat, her hand in Peter's, squeezing tight, tight, tight as she saw Curtis's chest rising and falling on the monitor...
"No!"
Kimberly slammed on the brakes, the Audi skidding to a stop across the centreline. The road was empty in both directions. She sagged across the steering wheel, panting, curses caught between her teeth.
"It didn't happen," she whispered. "It didn't happen. It didn't."
The heartbeat echoed in her ears. So tiny, so fragile. Temporary.
"It didn't!"
Excitement in the sonographer's voice. Do you want to know if your baby is a boy or a girl?
She'd looked at Peter for confirmation, and he'd nodded. Tell us.
A boy.
We're going to have a boy. Heat behind her eyes. A little boy.
"Fuck!"
She pounded the horn, the bleating reverberating off the weatherboard slums lining the street. Tears tracked down her cheeks. Her breath came in fits.
"It didn't happen," she whispered, but this time it was a plea.
And she still couldn't remember her boyfriend's name. Funny, how she'd once thought they were engaged. Who would ever want to marry her? She was screwed up, twisted in the head. The sort of girl men warned each other about. Psychotic. Ready for rooms with soft walls and jackets that tied her arms behind her back.
She needed a doctor.
She needed Keller.
 
* * *
 
 Doctor Keller was up to the wrists in his private patient when his pager beeped. He sighed, expecting it to be another callout for one of the blister-sickness patients on the third floor, but when he saw the name flashing across the LCD screen he stiffened immediately.
"Be right back," he told his patient, before peeling off his gloves into the nearest hazardous waste bin and snatching up the phone. "Keller. Is she still in reception?"
Trudi on reception sounded bored. Was that the click and pop of chewing gum he heard? "She says she'll only talk to you."
"I already have a patient."
"Schedule says you're available, Doctor. Should I tell her to wait?"
"No, no. I'll be right up." Keller glanced over at the operating table. Nothing he couldn't walk away from if he tightened the straps, but of all the awkward times to get dragged away for a heart to heart with Mrs Archer...
His patient moaned. Goddamned if she wasn't waking up early. He'd have to have a chat with the anaesthetist, but until then a couple minutes of concentrated enflurane would have to do. This was rapidly proving one of the most complicated projects of his long career, but he'd always relished a challenge...
"Ten minutes," he told Trudi. "And spit out that gum. It's unprofessional."
 
 
 If the wait had gotten on Mrs Kimberly Archer's nerves, she didn't show it. She sat in the lobby with her hands folded in her lap, dressed in something that looked like period costume, but Keller decided it was best not to comment. With the economy the way it was, people wore whatever they could afford. Or maybe this was a sign?
He remembered the weeks he'd spent with Mrs Archer prior to her release, when she'd insisted that her husband was false, that she lived in New York despite all the paperwork declaring otherwise, that her fiance was waiting for her just out of reach. He'd been convinced then that she was putting on an act, twisting the system to keep her apart from Peter's hard words or maybe even his fists, but doubts had crept in.
If Mrs Archer had truly been faking her psychosis, she'd have run fast and far the moment she was released from St Jeremiah's and never looked back. But she was here, begging his attention.
She'd returned to him twice, now. That set him on edge.
Keller forced a smile as he met her in the lobby. "Mrs Archer. Lovely to see you. I really wish you'd made an appointment..."
"I know you're busy." Mrs Archer's cheeks were flushed beneath the limp coils of her hair. Almost rouged, like a porcelain doll. Terribly fragile. "I just need five minutes."
"Even so, an appointment-"
"It's important," she said, and Keller knew immediately that this wasn't one of the many bullshit wastes of time that turned up on the doorsteps of St Jeremiah's. It wasn't just her voice, or the half-veiled panic in her eyes, or the way she sat rigid, at attention, like she was expecting a firecracker to go off under her chair at any moment. It was something deeper, something instinctual.
He'd trudged the trenches of medical consultation for two and a half decades. He could tell a schoolchild faking a stomach ache before they'd even introduced themselves, and he could tell just as easily when a patient was, despite their protests and assurances of good health, standing on the precipice of cancer or diabetes or something altogether worse.
That same instinct was itching at him so strong he could've screamed.
"Come to my office," he said quietly, and Mrs Archer followed.
 
 
 No hysterics. No theatrics. No demands for pills, which had been his worst fear. During Mrs Archer's first stay at St Jeremiah's, Doctor Keller had fought the niggling suspicion that her entire post-partum episode had been fabricated to gain access to an all-you-can-eat prescription drug buffet. He'd seen the same ruse before, more times than he could count on both hands.
But here she was, sitting prim and quiet on the far side of his desk, waiting to speak. Bursting, in fact. He could see the words behind her lips, the effort it was taking for her to keep from blurting them out.
Keller made the first move. "Tea?"
Mrs Archer didn't smile. "I don't want to take up your whole afternoon."
"There's always time for tea." Keller folded his hands before him into a steeple, peering at Mrs Keller over the peak. She wasn't hard to read, not compared to some of his more esoteric patients, but still...
"It's good to see you again," he said. "In truth, I should have arranged a checkup, but..."
"Things got away from you?"
"Something like that. Any more relapses?"
"No. Nothing."
"You and your husband-"
"We're spending some time apart."
"That may be for the best," Keller said. "Of course, that doesn't mean you should cut off all contact. Rebuilding a healthy relationship relies on keeping those channels open-"
"I don't want to rebuild a healthy relationship. I want out." Kimberly hunched over his desk, like she was afraid to let her words escape into the hall. "How many other cases of... my psychosis... have you seen before?"
Keller folded his hands beneath his chin, taking a moment to read Kimberly's expression. The faint shudder of an eyelid, the panicked blush in her cheeks... Yes, his first instincts had been correct. That was fear, bone-deep.
He kept his voice low, even. "Many."
"I mean, in women like me. Post-partum-"
"Fewer, but still, enough to count on both hands."
"Have any... never recovered?"
Ah. The root of the problem. "You're worried about a relapse?"
Kimberly Archer's face was ash-pale. Her fingers drummed on Keller's desk. "I-" she began, and stopped. Her voice was a bare croak. "I was just asking."
"Without going into specifics, yes. One patient of mine continues to suffer intermittent relapses, although we've reduced the frequency with medication and therapy. Another was... well. She had a traumatic birth. Her illness was such that I don't think she'll ever fully recover."
"What does she see?"
"I'm sorry?"
"Hallucinations, visions, paranoia-"
"She sees monsters," Keller said. "Her child wasn't hers, she said. The devil put it in her."
Mrs Archer was silent. Her hands had tensed into hard fists.
"It's quite common," Keller continued. "The idea that the child belongs to somebody else. It's central to the psychosis, if anything. After all, post-partum depression centres around guilt, low self-esteem, a feeling of hollowness. A depressed mother sometimes looks for a person upon which to centre the blame, most often the child or husband. The ultimate conclusion of that frustration is to declare the child itself an imposter. Almost certainly the root of the changeling myth. The wrong baby, left by forces unknown." He set his hands on the desk, hoping Kimberly would unclench and mirror his pose. She didn't. "Do you still feel those doubts when you look at Curtis?"
Mrs Archer shook her head, a little too quickly.
"Do you see Curtis at all?"
This time she nodded. Again, too fast, like she was eager to move the conversation along. "Doctor... that woman who had relapses. When she's, um, lucid... can she tell the difference between what's real and what's not?"
Keller bit his lip. He knew what Kimberly wanted to hear and he wished he could say it, that yes, his old patient knew clearly the demarcation between fantasy and reality. That the more time she spent in therapy the closer she came to throwing off the shackles of her illness.
But it wasn't true, and he couldn't lie. Not when it came to medicine. "She has trouble keeping track of what is and isn't real," he said. "A problem which I don't believe you share. Or is there something else you wanted to tell me?"
Mrs Archer's lips fluttered, and he knew there was a word trapped there, a confession pressing against her tongue and teeth so hard it was threatening to burst free.
"I saw your records," Keller continued, quieter this time, like he was wary of frightening a sparrow perched on the end of his finger. "He's your husband, Mrs Archer. People lie. Paperwork doesn't."
She nodded. A quick, slight jerk of the head, and nothing more.
"If there's anything, please tell-"
"No," she said. "Nothing else."
Kimberly shook his hand, and there was no mistaking the slackness in her wrist, like all the strength had gone out of her. She was trying to mirror his smile but it looked false on her, a horrible parody of happiness.
She was on the way out when Keller called, "Did you ever take that holiday?"
Kimberly paused in the doorway. "Ha!"
"Don't be so quick to dismiss it. Some time away from here with your husband, or on your own, time to evaluate what you want from life-"
"What about you, doctor? Why don't you take a holiday if it's so damn easy?"
Keller smiled sadly. "My schedule doesn't permit me to step away."
"I tried taking the bridge," she said. "The big bridge east, over the strait? I almost saw the other side. There are men there. Did you know that? Like they're guarding the place."
Keller shook his head. "I'm not sure I follow."
"You couldn't leave if you tried, Doctor. I'd know. I tried really fucking hard." Her shoulders rose and fell, as if she was holding in a sob. "Either I'm screwed up, or it's the whole town. Flip of a coin, huh?"
For a moment he was wound up, ready to dart across the room and grab her shoulder, haul her back, demand answers. Press a prescription into her hand. Maybe even force her to stay a night or two, under observation. God knew he'd be derelict in his duties if he let her walk...
But at that moment, he didn't feel noble. Just curious. Men on the bridge? The whole town, screwed up? It reminded him of something, a dream half-remembered.
And, after all, he couldn't spend the entire afternoon with Mrs Archer. Not when he had so many patients demanding his attention, and his private client still waiting.
So he let her go with a wave and a handshake, and watched from his window as she drove away. Funny, that Audi. Her husband had only driven a Volkswagen, and he doubted she'd come into money since leaving him.
His hand hovered over the phone. He'd debated calling Detective Goodwell from the moment Mrs Archer arrived, but something had stopped him. The desperation in her eyes, perhaps. He knew well enough when one of his patients was running from something, running so hard they didn't dare look back to see whether it was closing on their heels. Maybe that was her husband. Maybe something else.
Question was, was it right to bring the police down on a scared woman's head? With all she'd been through, with her psychosis... if it was psychosis, and not all an excuse she was laying down miles in advance to pave the way for some massive divorce settlement. No way to tell without a two month evaluation, private consultations, locking the poor lady up like she was a criminal...
No, no, no. Moralising wasn't his place. The law was the law.
In certain cases, that was.
He snatched the phone off the hook and dialled Rustwood PD.
 



Chapter 11
 
 
 Kimberly drove with tears in her eyes. She brushed them away with the back of her hand, furious at Keller, furious at herself. Bullshit. All of it, bullshit.
The devil put it in her. Relapses. Don't think she'll ever fully recover.
Had he really been talking about another patient? Or was it all code for you need help, lady. On a scale of crazy, you're red-lining. You need a straightjacket, a shrink and meals served through a straw. Nothing but the finest plastic cutlery, once we're sure you're not going to saw through your own wrists.
She'd seen that pitying smile before. It was the same smile Goodwell gave her that first morning in the Rustwood PD, when he'd spread the evidence of her false life across the table and tried to squeeze a confession out of her, a confession she couldn't bear to give. That sickening grin, like it would all be so easy for her to admit deception, to let the police take all her troubles and worries away...
Fuck that.
She drove furiously, slaloming down the bends from St Jeremiah's into the heart of town. The rain pattering across the windshield slicked back as she accelerated. The Audi's tires made pained, shredding noises as she took the turn at the end of Lucerne Avenue. So what if she skidded out and wrapped the car around a lamppost? She was delusional, wasn't she? It'd be the perfect defence if she ended up before a magistrate. I'm crazy, they all knew I was crazy, and they still let me drive in the rain. Fuck Fitch, fuck Keller, fuck all of them. Paperwork doesn't lie, apparently. What a crock of-
Of course. Paperwork.
It should've been her first stop, but in the weeks spent running back and forth across town with the police on her trail and monsters taking bites out of her heels, she hadn't really had time. Now, with room to breathe and think, it seemed obvious.
She knew the way, like she'd always known the way, like she'd known the closest gas station to Rosewater Avenue. Because the town was in her as much as she was in it. Up Prole Lane, a left on Collington, and she was there. The sign was small, unassuming. Lettering wrought in copper against a board stained black by endless rain. RUSTWOOD DEPARTMENT OF RECORDS.
The cops said she belonged in Rustwood. Keller had seen the papers himself. Peter talked like he'd known her his whole adult life. But if Peter had snatched her at random off the tracks in New York, he wouldn't have had the time or means to file fake paperwork. Even the police wouldn't go so far as to alter the town registry of births, deaths and marriages. That was the sort of conspiracy reserved for senators and celebrities.
And if this was all one big exercise in post-partum psychosis, like Doctor Keller said? The thought made bile rise at the back of her throat, but shit, she'd know soon enough.
The Department of Records was a low slung building of white marble turned green and grey by moss, dwarfed on the left by a cinemaplex draped in gold marquees and framed on the right by a colossal empty lot, two thousand square yards of mud ringed by creaking chain link. She could smell it even as she pulled in to the parking lot and stepped through the doors: that delicious tang of curling paper and binding glue. It'd been so long she'd been in a library. Returning was like the first drag of a cigarette after going cold turkey.
The door handles were cold and stiff to the touch, as if no living being had pushed them open in long years, but they gave when she put her shoulder into it, and the heat that radiated outward from the building was a balm on her rain-soaked skin.
Kimberly didn't know much about monsters or molotovs. She knew books. Knew syntax and punctuation as intimately as her own skin, knew the creak and groan of commercial printing presses, knew the sweet, metallic taste of fresh ink in the back of her throat. She knew how to read between the lines.
She was home.
She'd stepped into a long, wide hall carpeted in green, little orange lamps dotted around the periphery, bulbs so old they flickered. The bookshelves were layered like ancient strata, first the igneous slab of the periodicals, followed by compacted sedimentary streaks of town history, council meeting minutes, police statistics filed in black leather bindings.
There were two staff on duty - a rake-thin man in a white suit cursing at the fax machine, and a tiny woman behind the counter, almost swallowed by her high-backed office chair. She smiled as Kimberly approached. "My, you look half-drowned. Forgot your umbrella?"
Kimberly found herself craning over the desk to look down at the clerk. She wasn't tall herself - Peter had always found it hilarious to rest his chin atop her head when they cuddled - but the lady behind the counter was a muppet in a frock. "I need information on myself. My marriage certificate, birth-"
"Applying for a passport, dear? It's always such a fuss, isn't it. Do you have some ID?"
Kimberly passed her driver's license across the counter - a license she couldn't recall applying for, with a photo of her hair permed in a style she'd never liked. The woman behind the counter stared at the photo, then at Kimberly, then back down at the photo.
"No time for my stylist," Kimberly said. "And I woke up late. And-"
"No excuses, dear. I know how hard it is to pretty yourself up every morning. This might take a while, so if you want to sit down-"
"Wait a second." Kimberly glanced down the stacks, into the furthest corners of the hall. There were a lot more open shelves than she'd thought, rows upon rows of old tomes bound in leather stained the deep maroon of old blood. "What else do you have here?"
"Oh, that? That's all the Historical Society's business. I dust the shelves but I don't pay much attention to what's on them."
"What about records of the Pentacost Convent?"
The woman's eyes widened. "Like what, dear? Sermons?"
Kimberly bit her lip. "Legends and myths?"
The clerk shook her head, and Kimberly couldn't help noticing how her hair wiggled back and forth on her scalp. A bad wig, most likely. "Old maps of Rustwood are at the back. What's it for, a school project?"
"Personal interest."
"Funny. Maybe it's a fad." The woman pointed down the far end of the library. "Second floor. Ring the bell if you need a hand."
Kimberly waited until the clerk was out of sight before diving into the stacks. Floorboards creaked beneath her heels as she trailed one finger along the nearest shelf, tap-tap-tapping along the spines of old tomes. A short spiral staircase led to the second floor, where the shelves were neatly labelled with white, hand-lettered signs. Maps were stored in huge cardboard folders, which she opened on a nearby table and flipped through as carefully as she could manage, wary of tearing a corner off something worth more than her annual paycheque.
There were street maps of Rustwood dated back almost a century. Looping lanes wide enough for horse-drawn carts to pass three-abreast. Diagrams of the surrounding woodland, receding decade by decade as loggers swept the hillsides clean. Worming blueprints of the mines carved out beneath the mountains, veins drilled deep into shale until they twisted beneath half of Rustwood like the tendrils of an unseen cancer. A sheet detailing the Pentacost River and the places where it burst its banks, swollen by the never-ending rain year after year.
And, finally, the convent.
It was only a footnote, a dotted outline and a label on the far bank of the Pentacost river. The map was dated 1916 - midway through the Great War, if Kimberly remembered her high-school history.
She flipped through the rest of the maps, but there was nothing else detailing the convent. No true blueprints, no records of what went on behind the doors.
It was a punch in the gut, but what'd she expected? "A History of Terrible Convents and Their Secrets?" "Fifteen Ways to Quit Rustwood?" There were tomes on the shelves that covered the building of Rustwood from the first brick all the way up to recent renovations at Saint Jeremiah's, but it'd take weeks so sift through those. Even with a team of researchers, Fitch and herself doing double shifts...
Look again.
It was a voice in the back of her head, a tickle that might've been intuition. She bent low over the collection of maps, staring at the little oblong that marked the Pentacost Convent, set beside a bend of the river.
The mines.
Again, that scratching tone that wasn't quite heard and wasn't quite unheard. It reminded her of... God, the voice on the other end of the phone that time she'd tried to call home from the hospital.
And yet, she returned to the map of the mineshafts, those gnarled and knotted paths spreading hungrily beneath the soil of Rustwood. The main shaft opened in a quarry in the mountains north of town, a pit Kimberly thought she'd half-glimpsed through trees when she'd tried to escape over the peak. They then spread south, lapping at the east coast, skimming along the edge of the river, skirting the border of the town itself...
All the way to the riverbend, where it terminated in a small black square marked Coke Store/Smelter.
She set the two maps side by side, the mineshafts and the surveyor's sketch from 1916. Yes, that was where the convent squatted and yes, that was where a lazy looping finger of the mines extended, brushing the riverbank. She checked the date on the maps - the ink was faded, but the first two digits read 18. She traced the lines of the mineshafts again. There was no doubt. The Pentacost Convent had once been a place for coal storage, set directly above the old mineshaft. Which meant the same shafts that opened on the eastern hills of Rustwood threaded all the way south to the Pentacost river and opened directly beneath the convent. Jesus, could it be that simple?
No. Of course not. Not in Rustwood. Nothing was ever that easy. But at least they had a second option, now. So long as Fitch didn't veto...
"Mrs Archer?"
Kimberly almost screamed at the sudden voice behind her. She spun, the sheets scattering across the table.
Detective Goodwell stood in the aisles formed by the tall shelves, arms crossed over his chest, his suit jacket almost black with rainwater. His eyes were bagged by late nights and his smile was about to fall off his face.
"You..." She bit down on the curses. "What're you doing here?"
"I could ask the same. Suddenly got an interest in town planning?"
She looked at the tangles of paper around her feet and scowled. "How'd you find me?"
"Little birdie. Thought I'd check in on you."
"It was Doctor Keller, wasn't it?"
Goodwell's smile puckered, but only for a moment. "Do you know your husband is sick with worry?"
"I'd guessed."
"Does that bother you?"
She had to keep from blurting of course, of course, it tears me up. Because she loved him, even when they fought she loved him, ever since he'd first taken her hand in the kitchen of their newly-built home and said marry me, I'm not afraid any more since meeting you, marry me, and she'd said yes, yes, yes-
No!
She gnawed the inside of her cheek, trying to throw off the weight of those false memories. That was the true psychosis, those images of her and Peter Archer pressed together in the darkness. She wasn't going to end up like Keller's little pity-patient. She'd always know the difference.
"Mrs Archer? Are you okay?"
Goodwell reached for her and Kimberly pulled away. "What do you want? Did you come to take me back?"
"You're your own woman, Mrs Archer. You want to run around in the rain, be my guest. But there are things you don't know and things you need to know. Starting with that friend of yours. Yeah, the guy in the blue pickup. The one you've been spending your days with. Peter knows about him, and so do we."
Kimberly's cheeks were burning, not with embarrassment but with barely bridled fury. "Don't say another word."
"Wish I could walk away from all this," Goodwell said. "Wish I could let you get yourself into trouble. But I can't. See, my problem is that I care too much. I care about you, Mrs Archer. I care about everyone in my town. If I ever seem aloof, believe me, I'm just putting on a face. I joined the police because I wanted to help, and I'm helping you right now. That man you think is your friend? Don't believe a word he says. He's had friends like you before, and from what I hear..."
Goodwell dropped his voice low, like he was afraid of someone standing in the next aisle catching a single word. "He uses them and throws them away. You're not the first and you won't be the last."
Kimberly could barely breathe. Her throat had closed, like great steel hands had tightened around her neck. "That's not true."
"You ask him, then. You ask him what happened to the last one." Goodwell drew one finger across his throat. There was no smile in his eyes - just a soul-deep sadness. "I'm not saying he did it. I'm not saying he didn't. But-"
"How do you know?"
"What?"
Her eyes were burning but she blinked them clear. "How do you know? If Fitch killed someone, how'd you find out? Why haven't you arrested him?"
"Not my call," Goodwell replied. "I'm only a little man in all of this. My job is to tell you the facts. He'll keep you at hand so long as you're useful, and then he'll discard you. Maybe he'll leave you on a street-corner. Maybe he'll get paranoid, smack you over the back of the head with a bowling pin. You never know, with these sorts of men. Spend long enough on the streets, putting God-knows-what in your veins to stay warm at night, and it pickles your brain. He needs help. You need help." Goodwell took a business card from his pocket, and when Kimberly made no move to accept it he set it on the edge of the nearest table. "I'm here to help, truly. That's all I want to do."
Kimberly said nothing, and Goodwell finally got the hint. He turned, rapping his knuckles against the shelves as he moved to the spiral stairway. "We can protect you," he said. "From... anything."
There was something in the way he hesitated on that last word that stabbed right into Kimberly's gut. "I'm not crazy," she whispered.
Goodwell paused, one hand on the stairway bannister. "I know."
He walked on before Kimberly could reply, and once again, she was alone.
"Bastard," she whispered. "Slimy bastard." She snatched his card off the table, drinking in those neat pressed letters, the phone number pressed into the card. Taunting her.
She screwed it up and tossed it into the corner.
Footsteps below. She glanced over the railing down to the bottom floor and saw the tiny clerk in her cardigan and hand-knitted shawl crossing the floor. She only had moments.
Funny how easy it was to justify stealing a barrel of benzene from a faceless industrial complex on the edge of the town and how difficult it was to reconcile hiding a collection of age-old maps inside her coat. The paper crackled as she folded it, every snap of old fibres leaving her grinding her teeth, but she managed to slip the map of the mines away without too much of a bulge. 
The stairs creaked. "Miss?"
Kimberly tried to look absorbed in whatever book was closest at hand - Town Council Minutes, May 1952-Jan 1953. "That was fast! Did you find the-"
"Of course! Took me a little while - you know how the paperwork piles up - but here you are." She handed Kimberly a slim sheaf of photocopies, bound with a plastic paperclip. "Those are yours to keep, dear."
The woman waited, hands crossed before her, as if she expected Kimberly to leaf through the stack in front of her. Her face fell as Kimberly folded the papers and stuffed them in her jeans pocket. "Hope they're useful to you," she mumbled. "That man didn't cause you any trouble, did he? Saw him walking in and thought oh, there's a bad egg."
"No trouble," Kimberly said. Her mouth felt like it was lined with wax paper. "No trouble at all."
 
 
 Kimberly shivered as she slipped back into the stolen Audi she was sure now stuck out like an emergency flare over a still night sea. She checked twice for Goodwell's car - the detective was nowhere in sight, thank God - as she pulled out of the lot, and did three lazy loops through the side streets just for good measure before aiming for the theatre they'd made their home.
It wasn't until she was stopped at the traffic lights on the corner of Pascoe St and Coote Avenue, directly across from Easy Eddie's Motor Emporium, that she dared unfold the papers she'd been given by the clerk. Crisp Xeroxes, the stark black-and-white print making what was written there seem all the more indelible, undeniable.
Kimberly Evans. Born in Rustwood in Saint Jeremiah's Hospital, married in Rustwood, now Kimberly Archer. Birth weight, six pounds seven ounces. Registered voter. Parent's names...
She pulled back. Wasn't there supposed to be a date on a birth certificate? It was there, just above her birth weight, but she couldn't seem to focus on it. The numbers were a blur, like the ink was vibrating off the page. Looking at them too hard sent a stabbing pulse through her left eye, and the harder she stared the sharper the pain grew, until she was sure her skull was about to split down the middle. The numbers, goddamn it, the numbers-
A car horn sounded behind her. Kimberly snapped up. The lights were green.
The pain in her eye faded, and by the time she turned into the gravel lot behind the theatre she'd forgotten about it altogether.
 



Chapter 12
 
 
 Peter Archer woke to darkness.
The floor was hard against his spine. He was sweating, skin slick, heartbeat thudding in his throat. He tried to stand but his legs were numb from the waist down. His hands lay limply in his lap. A blanket was tucked around him, pulled all the way up to his throat, covering his body down to the ankles.
It was dark, but not so dark that he couldn't make out the walls of his prison. The place was unfamiliar - rock walls, rock ceiling, a door in the far wall that looked suspiciously like the front door of his own home. The air was damp against his cheeks. His panicked, choppy breath echoed back at him.
He couldn't remember how he'd gotten there. The stranger on the stairs, yes, the odd paralysis that'd settled over his limbs - a paralysis he still couldn't shake, because when he tried to clench his hands into fists all he got was a bloodless, throbbing sensation in his joints - and then... Had they taken his car? He'd walked to the front door, the stranger following with Curtis in his arms. After that, nothing. Blackness and the smell of powdered chalk.
Peter wriggled as best he could but nothing came of it. Maybe he was bound? He couldn't feel any ropes around his ankles, but if they were tied tight enough he supposed everything would be numb anyway. 
There was something odd about the echoes. They carried slightly out of time with his own exhalations. He held his breath and counted to three.
A single, choppy sigh carried off the cold stone walls.
Gooseflesh rippled up Peter's arms. "Where are you?" he croaked, squinting into the gloom. "Come out, you-"
There. The stranger waited in the corner with cowl pulled up. Trying to surprise him, Peter assumed. Well, that wasn't gonna play. "Where's Curtis?"
The figure stepped forward. Curtis was swaddled in his arms, cheeks flushed, grasping at the stranger's fingers. He burbled and cooed.
Peter bit back a sob. "If you hurt him-"
"Why would I do that? We love Curtis. He'll do great things." The stranger held Curtis to its chest, almost like it was nursing him. Again, Peter found himself struggling to decide whether the person beneath the cowl was man or woman. Maybe it was only a trick of the light, but he couldn't make out any hint of hips or breasts. And yet it spoke so sweetly...
"Give him... to me." It was hard to talk. Like he barely had the air to squeeze out the words. His stomach was a tight ball of pain, like the cramps that followed food poisoning. And... oh Lord, yes, he smelled blood.
The stranger shook its head. "Not yet. When you're better."
"What did you do to me?"
"Nothing we can't repair." The figure offered Curtis his index finger, and Curtis grabbed the spindly digit in one fat baby-hand. "We take care of people."
"Give him to me!"
"He's happy. Can't you see that?" In the stranger's arms, Curtis cooed and blew spit bubbles. "You should be pleased."
"Give him back!" Peter tried to stand but his legs wouldn't work. When he looked down he found himself swaddled in heavy blankets from neck to ankle. Mummified in cotton. "Where is this place?"
"Away."
He didn't know why, but he was struggling not to cry. Something about the ache in his guts, the exhaustion, the unfamiliar space, left him feeling like a frustrated child being denied ice cream before bedtime. "This is bullshit. I know police."
The figure nodded slowly. "As do we."
"Why can't you just tell me-"
The figure set Curtis down, leaned over, and pressed one finger to Peter's lips. He recoiled at the touch, slamming his head into the wall. There was something horrible about that finger, the chill of it, the slimy residue left on his skin.
He tasted blood and knew it was his own.
"No talking." The figure's voice was a cold whisper, not a voice at all but a series of gasps drawn out across a whetstone. "Not now. There'll be time for that later."
The finger withdrew but Peter still couldn't speak. The feeling of that scaly skin had struck him dumb. Instead he stared at Curtis, who'd rolled on to his back and was flailing at the air like an upturned turtle.
He had to be so cold. If only Peter could reach out, press Curtis to his chest, feel his little heartbeat. If only Kimberly were with them. She'd know what to do. In the weeks after she'd returned from hospital she'd been fierce, demanding, solitary but sure of what she wanted, even if what she wanted was to lock herself away from the world. She wouldn't take this shit.
Lord, he missed her.
There was a squeal in the distance, like metal grinding against stone. The stranger stood. "It's time," it said. "I'll come for you."
"Please, don't-"
The stranger was already through the door. Peter caught a glimpse of the corridor - dirt walls, tall wooden beams, dark but for the sad glow of candles - and the door slammed closed.
No lock fell. Nothing to stop him from leaving. If only he could stand...
He tried twice more, but his legs wouldn't listen. It was as if they were cramped from toe to hip, seized in place. The more he struggled the more they ached, and he still hadn't managed to shift the blanket, let along get to his feet.
"Curtis. Come here."
Curtis was too busy grabbing his own toes to care. In a way, that was comforting. If Curtis had been crying, Peter reckoned he might have lost control. There was something about his child's tears that, even after months of sleeplessness and changed diapers and bottle-feeding, still grabbed his heart and twisted.
He tried to reach for the baby but his arms were too heavy. It felt like the time he'd fallen from his bicycle as a child and shattered both his forearms. Almost no pain - that would come later, once the shock faded - but he'd been numb from wrist to shoulder, unable to even lift one arm for fear gravity would snap his hand off. This felt no different. "It'll be okay," he whispered. "Daddy's here. Don't worry."
If he couldn't lift his arms, maybe he could wriggle the blanket off. He twisted back and forth as best he could, which was hardly more than a shrug. He was sure it wasn't ropes, but maybe he'd been injected with something to leave him numb. He'd seen that in a couple cop shows. Drugs, sedatives, morphine...
Thinking of needles snapped him back to his insulin. If he didn't get his medication... His paper bag of jelly babies was on the kitchen counter, his syringes secured in the top kitchen cupboard. Maybe that was the source of the pain in his belly. His whole body was in revolt.
He had to see.
Peter Archer grit his teeth and bucked. The pain was immediate, a sawing agony in his guts that left him sobbing. He jerked again, and the blanket inched down from his shoulders.
He was screaming so thinly there was almost no sound at all, like a dogwhistle rising and rising in his skull. Curtis might not've been able to hear it, but he could read his father's moods well enough. The baby screwed up his face, tiny fists beating at the air, and wailed.
"Please don't," Peter whispered. Tears ran from his cheeks and pattered on the blanket. One more good shrug would do, but it hurt so bad. Footsteps carried in the hall outside; the stranger returning. He had to move fast, but the pain, the pain was cutting him in two, it was swallowing him whole, electricity arcing up every nerve.
With tears on his lips, he jackknifed one last time. The door opened just as the blanket fell away.
Peter looked down. He saw what'd been done to him, and suddenly he couldn't scream any more.
The stranger waited in the doorway, hands folded before it. The light coming from the corridor outside caught a sliver of a smile. "So," it said. "You understand the first step. This is for the best, you understand. In the end, this is for the best."
Peter's eyes bulged as he took in the raw red meat. The extent of the damage. Purple and yellow and the drip drip drip of blood, the hollowness, it made sense now. The layers, the slickness across his legs and chest and groin. Fat and skin and scraping bone-
"Don't worry. We'll make you better. It's what we do."
Finally, Peter Archer found his air.
He screamed.
 



Chapter 13
 
 
 Goodwell swore all the way back to the car.
Mrs Archer... Miss Archer, he supposed... was up to her neck in quicksand and too stupid to realise it. Driving around in a stolen car was bad enough, but an Audi? If he hadn't been in his office to take the call, Doctor Keller would've left a message with the main desk. They would've followed up on that lead double-time and then where would she be? Locked in the back of the local courthouse, charged with GTA, hoping her husband would post bail while all manner of slick black things made their way into her cell through the slits in the windows and the food and the toilet U-bend...
That was, if Peter Archer even wanted to post bail. Goodwell hadn't heard from him in a couple days. Maybe he'd finally gotten the message: Kimberly Archer wasn't coming home, no way, no how. Not for any number of footrubs.
His master wouldn't be pleased. They'd have to change tactics. No chance of keeping her in the house now, convincing her that it was safer to wall herself off from the darker parts of town. She was mobile, she was wilful, and she was a danger to herself and others.
Detective Chan must've seen the fury in his eyes as he returned to the car. "Any trouble?"
"Sorry?"
"Your parking fines," Detective Chan said. "They let you pay, or do we have to detour to the municipal court?"
Goodwell blinked. Then the lie tumbled out, smooth as butter. "Said they waive fines for police. Maybe the lady just likes a man in uniform."
"Not in that shitty suit she doesn't," Chan snorted, and pulled away from the curb.
 
 
 He'd been feeling ill most of the morning, but the rotten clenching in his gut only got worse as they wound up through the mountains. The pines closed around them, shrouding them, cutting off what thin sunlight had managed to leak through the clouds, then opened again as they reached the peak. He could see clear down into the valley on the west end of Rustwood and pick out the grey concrete cube of the Ryan Roberts complex - the PoMo Prison, as they'd called it when it was being built - where the theft had been reported the night before. Two figures dressed in dark coats, carrying a flashlight, driving a new-model something-or-other according to the night watchman. But that was a job for someone else - even Snow wouldn't be so cruel as to make Goodwell split his time between theft and homicide.
Before Chan had picked him up that morning, Goodwell had considered the case as good as closed. Candidates to take the blame for the three missing teens were popping up like weeds. Seemed every second kid in Rustwood had been beaten by their parents, chased by strangers, molested or narrowly avoided something similar.
Something in the water, Goodwell thought, and shivered.
There were lots of assholes he'd be happy to cuff for the murders of Dylan Cobber, Taram Traore and Martin Goldfarb, but one in particular was so perfect that Goodwell suspected the influence of hands beyond his limited, ground-level understanding. Alvin Spratt: convicted of the sexual assault and attempted murder of a young teen, sentence downgraded thanks to good lawyerin' and a dubious interpretation of reduced culpability. Five years spent under intense observation until psych eval determined him safe. Another dubious interpretation. Now living with his mother on the northern edge of Rustwood, less than two miles from the bridge where Taram and Martin had been abducted. He drove a dark sedan, he spent his days at home alone, and shit, his arrest photo even looked like Goodwell if you squinted.
Five years wasn't nearly enough. Goodwell wouldn't be kept up nights if he put the bastard away for triple homicide.
He'd spent so long staring at Spratt's arrest record that he'd fallen asleep at his desk. Chan had been the one to drag him out of another series of terrible dreams - always the eyes, those gleaming silver eyes deep in the pit of the well, shining despite the utter lack of moonlight - and browbeaten him into following the thinnest of tipoffs.
By luck, he'd been at his desk long enough to take Keller's call. By luck, he'd convinced Chan to let him take the wheel, and so had been sitting at the base of O'Malley Drive when Mrs Archer drove past, following her neatly all the way to the Department of Records. By luck, he'd lied his way out of the detour.
Luck only went so far in Rustwood. Now, as they wound down the hill towards Chan's tipoff, Goodwell figured he was scraping the bottom of the barrel.
The Hill family farm.
It hadn't changed since he'd visited it two weeks before. Still the same faded barn, red-painted weatherboards chipped and bent soggily by the weather, the same haystacks abandoned and rotting, the same tractor rusting gently in the tall grass like the skull of some colossal, primordial creature left to watch over the fields.
Even so, Goodwell felt a strange chill settle around his shoulders as they descended the mountain pass. Like there were pairs of eyes watching from below, peering from every shadowed window of the barn. Little hands clenched into fists. Dead lungs taking slow, patient breaths.
And, of course, the well. Barely visible from the road, no more than a shadow in the field behind the barn. A tiny tumour spreading roots beneath the soil.
He wondered how much was left of those three boys. It'd been years since he studied decomposition rates. Wet weather, deep well, worms in the soil... But after only a week there'd be more than enough left to identify the trio. And if they dug his bullets out of their bodies... If they asked for his pistol and made the match...
"Spratt's the one," he said "Record, motive, opportunity and his car matches."
"So what?" Chan reeled off the description given by the man who'd seen Dylan getting into the stranger's vehicle. "Black sedan with big tail-lights. Shit, can't wait to put out an APB on every third car in the state. Even you'd be on the list."
"Ha." Goodwell forced laughter but it sounded false even to his ears. "We'd be remiss if we didn't check him out."
"Or we could get written up for harassment."
"He abducted a fifteen year old boy from a public park. You think he's going to cry to the cops when he feels oppressed by the system? While we're dicking around with this petting-zoo bullshit, Spratt's either packing his bags or picking another target."
"He's on the list, Goodwell. One thing at a time."
He gripped the doorhandle tight enough to snap it off at the root. "I don't like this."
Detective Chan shrugged and reached into the greasy paper bag on her lap to snatch another chicken drumstick. They'd passed a bakery along the way and Chan had almost spat at Goodwell's offer of croissants. Deep fried or nothing, you hear? "You know I hate anonymous tips as much as you."
"Ninety-nine percent wastes of time."
"And one percent gold. He sounded sincere. "
He? Goodwell filed that away. No idea who the false Queen was employing these days now that he'd polished off the trio of teenage propaganda artists, but if it was seeding its spores through the rain then there'd be hundreds of candidates. Thousands. More than he had time or bullets for.
"What exactly did this mystery caller say?"
"Three boys, yadda yadda, grabbed by some sicko, etcetera, buried at the Hill's old farm."
"He witnessed it?"
"Friend of a friend."
"My favourite confidential informant. Fucker gets around."
Chan grinned. "If I didn't know you, I'd think you didn't want to be here."
 
 
 The rain had eased by the time they reached the farmhouse. Goodwell shivered as he pulled his rainslicker over his suit jacket. Of all the places to be, of all the burial grounds to retread...
Chan was taking in the surroundings, the slumping barn, the pig pens now overgrown with dandelions and bindweed. He took a deep breath. He'd pulled off bigger deceptions. No need to overplay it. Hustle her through the farmhouse, poke the stinking haystacks and get her back in the car. They'd arrest Spratt, he'd claim innocence, and Goodwell would work him over until every word off his sick lips would be a confession. Everything A-OK. 
"Goodwell?"
Detective Chan had arrowed in on the barn. Bad start. He jogged to catch up as she cast a trained eye across the double doors, cast wide open to allow the rain and wind inside. Soft earth sucked at his loafers. "Yeah?"
She pointed. "Bullet hole."
A black tear the size of a pinkie nail in the weatherboard beams, at the height of Goodwell's throat... or a teenager's skull. Fibers pluming outward, soaked soft in the rain.
Goodwell's stomach dropped. "Looks like someone fucking around with a drill to me."
"Forensics can figure it out." She ducked inside the barn, made a satisfied noise, and came back out. "Clean through. Irregular exit. Definitely a bullet."
"Farmers and guns. Can't keep them apart."
"Maybe." Chan peered at the faded red boards. "Can't see any blood, but..."
"Casings?" Goodwell volunteered, glad he'd collected them before leaving and burned them in his basement bowl. Funny how copper melted so quickly in hot blood.
"Maybe if you got off your ass and helped me look?"
They picked through the grass together but there was nothing to find but mud and small black bugs that crawled over Goodwell's knuckles. Chan swore, shaking the insects from her sleeves. "Ugh. Hate these things. We need a whole crew out here to sweep the fields. Could've happened anywhere."
"One bullet-hole doth not a crime scene make," Goodwell said. "Let's head back. I'm turning soggy out here." That, and he was growing keenly aware of the voices on the wind. Maybe his imagination, maybe something meant just for him - the enemy had lots of tricks. Either way, it set his teeth on edge.
It was only a whisper, but as clear to him as if they'd been standing by his ear. A child's voice. The well...
Chan frowned. She wiped the water from her eyes and turned to peer out over the field of grey, waving grass.
"Doesn't this farm have a well?"
There was no stopping her. Whatever the voice was, wherever it'd come from - the beast, or one of its servants, watching from the shadows - it'd given Chan the shove she needed. All Goodwell could do was stumble behind her, making his excuses as he tripped in the tall grass.
It was only a well. Rough stone waist-high, the wooden cover sitting exactly where he'd left it, moss spotting the mortar, and...
The heavy rocks he'd left atop the cover were gone.
Chan tried to lift the well cover but couldn't fit her fingers into the gap. "Help me with this, would you?"
Goodwell grabbed at her arm. "I don't think you should do that."
"You want to do the honours?"
"No, I mean-"
"Then lay off." She tugged free and, before Goodwell could stop her, shoved the well cover away. Wood ground against stone as it tumbled into the grass.
Chan recoiled, one arm thrown up over her face. "You smell that? Think we might have something here." She fumbled the flashlight from her belt and leaned over the lip of the well, peering into the black. "Shit, this is deep. Might have to get divers. I can't see-"
"So it goes," Goodwell whispered, and unclipped the leather strap on his holster as quietly as he could manage. The pop of the buckle seemed as loud in that moment as the pistol shots that had killed the three boys, but Chan didn't notice. She was bent almost double, head and shoulders inside the well, barely able to keep her feet on the ground.
So simple, Goodwell thought. One bullet to the back of the head. Then he'd just lift her legs and she'd topple in. Another body to keep the boys company.
But not her. Anyone but her. There were real monsters in Rustwood and enough of them wearing human skin to count on both hands, but not Chan. Precious few real people left walking the streets and if he had to kill her then he'd do it without hesitating but there was already a hole inside him so large it threatened to swallow him completely and if he had to draw that well cover over Detective Chan's face, leave her down there in the dark for the worms then that hole would expand and he wouldn't be able to fight it any more.
The pistol was in his hand. He clicked the safety off.
"Looks like..." Chan leaned over further, going all the way up on her toes, until one of her feet was off the ground. "Get the umbrella, will you? Can't see shit through the rain."
Goodwell inched closer. His footfalls were slick on the dewy grass. He raised the pistol, the steel warm to the touch, and sighted down the barrel. No way to miss, not this close. He'd have to scrub down afterward, disinfect every inch of skin, scrub and scrub and scrub until he'd gotten rid of the stain. High-school drama classes swam up out of long-buried memory. Out, damned spot! Out, I say! Yet who would have thought Chan to have had so much blood in her?
"I think I see..."
He tensed. The trigger creaked.
"Forget it."
Goodwell's finger was frozen on the trigger. His breath came out in a long, shuddering gasp. "What?"
"Nothing down there," Chan said. Her voice echoed back up from the well, fluttering in the evening air. "Besides water and pig shit, that is. Oh, yuck!"
She pulled her head out of the well and shook her hands furiously, flinging cockroaches from the ends of her fingers. "Screw this!" Behind her, Goodwell stuffed his pistol back into the holster and buttoned it down, letting his shirt fall over the butt. His fingers were trembling so badly it took two tries to click the clasp into place, and as he finished Chan whirled around, fixing him with that steely glare he'd come to avoid during their few days together.
"You okay, Goodwell? You look like you're coming down with something."
"I'm not the one crying over a couple bugs." He tried to look nonchalant as he traipsed back to the barn. "Still want to get forensics out here to look at these 'bullet holes'? Or can we get back to the station before we drown? I swear, it's getting heavier."
She replied by flipping him the bird.
 
 
 Detective Chan didn't say a word as they trudged back to the car. Lost in thought, most likely. Hopefully ruminating over how much time she'd wasted. How she'd never bother with the farm again. How she'd listen to Goodwell next time, follow his leads. Slap the cuffs on Spratt - God knew the bastard deserved a couple extra years in solitary for what he'd done - and call it a day.
Goodwell was sure she'd file a report on him. Call him out for being unhelpful, obstructing the investigation, wasting police time. He deserved it. He knew exactly how much of a prick the coverup had turned him into, and he hated it.
And yet... as his finger had tightened on the trigger... hadn't he felt that excited squirm in his belly? The sick little twinge in his groin as he felt metal grind against metal, mechanisms on the verge of snapping together, the anticipation of gunfire in the rain?
"Christ," he whispered. "What an asshole."
"What?"
"Nothing." He sagged into the passenger seat. "Get us out of here, Jeeves."
"Up yours, Bertie." Chan cranked the key once, twice, three times. The engine made noises like a dog trying to chuck up a bone lodged in its throat. The car lurched, sputtered, and died.
"Goddamn junk." Chan stepped out into the rain and popped the hood. "You know anything about engines?"
Goodwell stayed where he was, hands folded in his lap. "Not a clue."
"You want to help me or something?"
"I'd only make it worse." He toggled their police radio. Dead as well. "It's the battery," he called. "You must've left the lights on."
"I never leave the lights on!"
Goodwell leaned over and checked the switch beside the wheel. Sure enough, the headlights were off. One less thing he could needle Chan over, he supposed. "Checked the sparks?"
"I thought you didn't know anything about engines?"
"I don't." He looked down towards the farm at the base of the hill. The well squatted beside the faded barn like a canker on an old woman's heel. The lid had been replaced but he could still feel something radiating out of the brickwork, a sickness seeping from the mortar that made his back teeth itch.
God as his witness, those boys had been dead when he dumped them down the well. Dead as old beef, dead as roadkill, dead as coffin-nails. He could go on for hours. Bits of brain and spine and eyeball slick across the grass. Not a breath left in them. He'd flopped them over the edge and watched them tumble bonelessly into the depths, skulls bouncing off the stone. Bonk, bonk, bonk, down into the dark.
But someone had moved the rocks he'd left atop the well. Moved the stones, moved the bodies and replaced the lid.
Someone was messing with him.
Chan slammed the hood down. "That tow place, Ace Mechanics. They're by the Pentacost river, right?"
"Couple hours hard march, I think. They'll give us a lift back. Put it all on the company card."
"Yeah, if there's even anyone working this late." Chan sighed. "And here I was thinking this was going to be an easy little afternoon excursion."
Goodwell couldn't even crack a smile.
 



Chapter 14
 
 
 Fitch was sitting crosslegged on the main stage, packing molotovs into empty beer crates, when Kimberly returned. She stomped into the theatre, stolen maps in hand. "Change of plans, Fitch. I found you a back door into the convent."
Fitch snapped around, a bottle in each hand. The rags stuffed into the caps were bunched over his fists, already soaked with petrol. The stink was dizzying. "Where've you been?"
"Clearing my head." She unfolded the maps before him on the stage, jabbing at the little square that marked the convent. "Forget kicking in the main gates. There's a mineshaft that runs underneath. Starts here, ends here. Straight line."
Fitch's eyes narrowed down to tiny, suspicious points. "Where'd you get this?"
"Department of Records. I did my homework. Sort've thing we should've been doing from the start." She felt a flush rise into her cheeks as Fitch abandoned his bottles and set to poring over the stolen maps. Was that... pride? She knew it was childish, but seeing Fitch so captured by what she'd retrieved made her want to fist-pump the air. "Rosenfeld doesn't want us walking through the front doors? Fine. We don't have to. The convent used to be a smelter and coal dump. Bet you a hundred bucks they just stuck a spire on top when they converted it."
"And the shaft goes..." Fitch whistled. "If they built the convent on top, they would've repurposed the shaft as a cellar. Nuns probably store their jam down there. Or whatever the fuck those things are... Jesus Christ and the Holy Ghost, the old mines. Of all the places I never wanted to walk."
"Bad?"
"Never been in there, but shit, dark places in Rustwood never feel right to me. You hear stories. Big fire about forty, fifty years back sealed off the mines. They flooded the place to put it out but that didn't help the men trapped down there. Couldn't get out of their chains in time."
"Say what?"
"I didn't believe it either, first time I heard it. Turns out the local union decided the mines weren't safe enough for blue-collar men, so the police rounded up all able-bodied suckers from the jailhouse and set them to work instead. Spend a day in the mines, get a day off your sentence, you know. Progressive stuff in the 40's. Poor bastards got bunched up down the far end of a shaft when the fire came through. Roasted all together, and what were left got drowned when they flooded the place." Fitch shrugged. "But that's history. These days, most of those shafts are blocked up. Couple still open to the rain... Kids go missing there sometimes. But maybe that's just teenagers being stupid. Easy enough to get lost down there in the black." Fitch ran one trembling finger up and down the veins of deep-sunk mineshafts. "If we just had more time..."
For the first time, Kimberly took in the equipment arrayed across the stage. Not just the molotovs but a crowbar, a knife with a taped-up handle, flashlights, and a plastic milk-jug half full with what looked like blood. "Jesus Christ. You going to war or something?"
"We, lady. We are going to war." He twirled the knife in his hand, the point brushing the tip of his sixth finger. "Rosenfeld got in contact. She's feeling the tug, stronger than ever. Someone's arriving in Rustwood." His attention was fixed on the blade, tongue protruding over his teeth in concentration. "Someone's arriving tonight."
 
 
 They packed the Audi fast. Kimberly didn't ask where Fitch had collected the flashlights or crowbars, and Fitch didn't offer the information. Streetlights blurred past as they drove to the Mission. It felt like she was on a high-speed train, hurtling through a tunnel at mach five. She'd been strapped in, aimed at something terrible and fired, unable to change course or reach the brakes.
Too fast. It was all too fast. She still hadn't made sense of the paperwork she'd collected from the Department of Records. They were folded inside her coat, pressing uncomfortably against her chest. Something about dates... It was hard to hold on to. Like trying to keep a coherent image in mind in the minutes before falling asleep, or holding water in her cupped hands, slipping through her fingers as easily as rain sliding down the windshield-
Fitch slammed the Audi into fifth, narrowly missing a red light. "Don't tell Rosenfeld about the mines, okay? She'd only worry."
"Gotcha." Bottles clinked in the trunk. "We'll get arrested if you keep driving like this."
"No police out tonight. Too cold." Fitch glanced at her sideways. "What were you doing looking up old records, anyway? Seeing if you were born where they say you were?"
Kimberly's breath caught in her throat. "How did you know?"
"Tried it myself, but they don't have any record of a lonely old asshole called Fitch."
"So where were you born?"
"God only knows. God only cares."
"Maybe you were looking under the wrong name?"
"Think I know my own name, lady. At least, all the name I care to have." They slewed around a corner, jerking to a stop in front of the Rosenfeld Mission. "Quick, huh? The tug won't last long."
Kimberly didn't argue. The Department of Records had been her show, but this was Fitch's. They splashed across the street together, heedless of oncoming headlights, and stumbled into the relative shelter of the awnings out front of the Mission.
The lights were off inside, chairs set upside-down upon the long trestle tables, soup pots put away, mop propped at attention in the corner, but when Fitch tried the door it opened easily. A dark shape was waiting at the far end of the hall: Mrs Rosenfeld, one finger crooked, motioning them inside.
"This is it," Fitch said. "If she gives us the time, we're going in. If you're scared, if you're not sure-"
"I'm sure."
"Good." Fitch slapped her on the shoulder. "Ready and scared. Scared'll keep us alive."
"You sure know how to make a girl feel good about a night on the town."
"Old-school charmer, me." Fitch held the door, ushering Kimberly in. She slipped past, glad to be out of the cold, and...
That creeping, tickling sensation at the base of her spine. The hairs on her arms stood tall.
She spun, glaring into the shadows on the far side of the street, the black pools massing in between the glow of flickering streetlight. They were alone.
"You see something?" Fitch whispered.
"No. Nothing. Or maybe-" Kimberly shook her head. "The wind's getting stronger. Come on."
But she couldn't shake that tickle along her neck. The thrumming in her skull, plucking at her nerves.
In the moment before the door slammed closed, Kimberly was sure they were being watched.
 



Chapter 15
 
 
 Fitch and Kimberly were half way across the hall of the Mission when Rosenfeld croaked, "Came alone?"
"Always," Fitch replied.
"You feel it?"
"Not as strong as you, but it's there, for sure."
"And you're one hundred percent? You want to go?"
"Wouldn't be here if we had any doubts."
Rosenfeld nodded. In the darkness of the Mission she was almost a shadow herself, drinking in what little light came in from the street. She looked to Kimberly like something carved from stone, like she'd been waiting for them a lot longer than a couple hours. Years, maybe, if not decades.
The poor woman had aged. Rosenfeld had looked fifty, maybe fifty-five when Kimberly had first been introduced to her, but now her face was furrowed deep by crow's feet, the puckers around her mouth turned to canyons. Her eyes were rimmed with yellow, and Kimberly was reminded of her aunt-in-law Hailey, dying of liver failure in a dusty hospice on the outskirts of Rustwood...
Rosenfeld noticed Kimberly staring and snapped, "You think this is easy? Whole town's got fishhooks in me. You feel what I feel, you live what I live for one damn day and you see if you look half this good in the morning." She jerked her thumb over her shoulder. "Back room, now."
It was the same storage closet where Kimberly had spent half a day twiddling her thumbs, but for some reason she found herself shivering as Rosenfeld locked the door behind them. The click of the latch was a fingernail scraping down her naked spine. "Is that necessary?"
"Nope," Rosenfeld replied. "But I like to know doors aren't gonna open behind me." She wiped sweat from her forehead, and Kimberly saw for the first time how flushed the woman was. Hard to tell in the gloom, but Rosenfeld was dripping.
"Are you sick?"
"Just tired. Been fighting the tug since I woke. Started like a tingling, a heart attack coming on. Ignored it as long as I could, but now... Means things are getting closer." Rosenfeld forced a grin that was all teeth. "Think you got here just in time. I can let go now. Let it pull me where it wants me."
"I've got no idea what you're talking about."
"You'll see, girl. You'll see." Rosenfeld sagged against the wall. "Jesus wept and Moses crept, the things I do for you. You bring binoculars?"
"In the car," Fitch said, even though Kimberly hadn't seen any binoculars tucked away in there. "Camcorder, too. Whatever happens, we'll see it."
"Good that you're being cautious," Rosenfeld whispered. "Just like I told you. This'll happen again. Little bit closer each time. Step by step, you'll get home. I promise."
It was on the tip of her tongue. The need to blurt out the truth was overwhelming. God, Rosenfeld was so old, so beat up. Lying to her was the worst betrayal. But when Kimberly looked to Fitch, his expression was set.
"Yeah," Kimberly whispered. "Step by step."
"The things in that place... The noises." Rosenfeld's eyes were squeezed closed, like she was warding off pain. "You promise you're taking this slow? You gonna play it careful?"
"I already told you-"
"You be stupid, you take risks, and I'm not gonna have your back. Fitch, you listening to me? I'm trusting you."
Fitch inched across the storeroom and took Rosenfeld's hand. "You okay?"
"Like I'm being torn in half. You ever heard me scream, Fitch?"
Watching Rosenfeld shudder in the grip of what she called the tug was enough to make Kimberly want to call an ambulance, but Fitch was only getting frustrated. He shook the old woman by the arm. "I know when you're talking in circles, Rosenfeld. Don't hold out on me. For Kimberly's sake, we need to know. Where, when, how. You remember what happened last time? You want that again?"
Rosenfeld shook her head furiously. "No, no, never. But-"
"You worry for me."
"Every day, Fitch. And now I worry for her. You're gonna show her such things, such places..."
Mrs Rosenfeld jerked like a live wire had been applied to the base of her spine. She snapped back so suddenly that her head impacted the wall. Plaster fell in drifts around her shoulders and dusted the fine black curls of her hair.
"Fitch," Kimberly whispered.
"Yeah?"
"Fitch."
Mrs Rosenfeld's eyelids opened. Her eyes were rolled back in her skull and her lips pulled over her teeth in an animal snarl. By her sides, her dark hands clenched into fists so tight that Kimberly was sure she'd draw blood from her own palms with her nails. Beneath her long skirt, her arthritic knees trembled like maracas.
"She's having a fit!" Kimberly darted to Mrs Rosenfeld's side and grabbed her by the arm, guiding her towards the bedding in the corner. "Lay her down. Fitch, help me!"
Fitch hadn't moved an inch. "Best you don't touch her."
"What're you-"
"Listen to me! She's done this before."
"She what?"
"Something's coming to her. She stopped fighting. It's the pull taking over." When Kimberly stared at him blankly, Fitch shrugged. "Explain it later. Just let her be!"
Reluctantly, Kimberly pulled back. Mrs Rosenfeld rocked on her feet. Sweat shone on her brow and her tongue was clenched between her teeth. Blood beaded along the swell of her lower lip.
And then, like a thread drawn too tightly, something broke and Mrs Rosenfeld sagged to her knees. She shuddered, blinked, and looked around the room like she was just waking from a deep and restless sleep.
Rosenfeld licked her lips, tasting the blood. Her tongue shone red. "Tonight. Bedroom. Quiet. Sleeping."
Kimberly shuddered. There was something deeply unsettling about Mrs Rosenfeld's voice. Her words were... greasy. Like they'd crawled up from somewhere deep and dark and locked away.
If Fitch had noticed, he didn't seem to care. "When? What's the hour?"
Mrs Rosenfeld sighed. Her breath rattled in her throat. "Two. Eight... eighteen. See it on the clock. Little clock, little dwarf. Grumpy."
"What's she saying?" Kimberly jerked at Fitch's sleeve. "How does she know?"
"I told you she was a seer." Fitch knelt down and took Rosenfeld's hand. "Two eighteen in the convent. Is that right?"
Tears shone in Mrs Rosenfeld's eyes. "Oh, Fitch. I don't want you to go."
"Tell me! In the convent? Is there a way?"
"They'll eat you alive," Rosenfeld whispered.
For a moment Fitch was frozen, down on one knee, Rosenfeld's hand clasped in his. Then he nodded, patted her on the shoulder, and grabbed his jacket from the bed. "We need to go."
"We can't leave her."
"You heard what she said! Two in the morning. If we leave now we'll barely be in place."
"Jesus, Fitch! She's in shock. Give me the blanket-"
"Do you want to get home or not?"
Kimberly looked back and forth from Fitch to the old woman and back again. Rosenfeld was shaking so hard it was like she was trying to buck someone heavy off her shoulders. Her teeth chattered, beating out a timpani rhythm.
"We can't," she repeated weakly, but Fitch was already guiding her out.
Fitch had shoved her halfway through the glass-double doors and into the chill of night when Rosenfeld came stumbling out of the storeroom, slippers making shush shush shush noises on the linoleum. "Fitch! Listen to me. You take care. You be careful." She grabbed at Fitch's sleeve, yanking him back, hanging on like he was the only thing keeping her upright. "Be careful, I said. Please! You don't take risks, you don't stick your neck out. That place..."
"We'll be back, sooner than you think." Fitch leaned in to kiss Rosenfeld on the cheek. "Keep some coffee on the stove. Full report in the morning."
He pulled a sloppy salute, one that left Kimberly wincing - she'd known vets in New York who'd snap Fitch's wrist for such a slight - and pulled away. Rosenfeld was left grasping at air, like a mother standing at the harbour as her son's boat pulled away, taking him to distant lands in search of war and fortune. A woman already in mourning.
It was best not to meet her eyes.
Kimberly stepped over a figure sleeping in the doorway, wrapped in rags and cardboard - man or woman, impossible to tell - and peered into the night, one hand on the doorframe, the other thrown up to shield her face. A sedan was parked at the far end of the street, and in the darkness she couldn't tell whether someone was waiting behind the wheel or whether it was purely her imagination. She was seeing monsters in every shadow, men with hats pulled low over their faces hiding behind every streetlamp.
Some of them were Goodwell. Some, even worse. Those few times when the light caught an outstretched branch, all the twigs and leaves fluttering spastically like the needle-thin legs of some colossal chittering insect...
But this time, it was just the car waiting at the far end of the street. She squinted into the black as the homeless person moaned at her feet. "Fitch..."
Fitch was at her back, rucksack hiked up on his shoulders. "What's buggin' you?"
"Look at that car."
"Empty. But won't be for long."
By their feet, the homeless figure mumbled, "I'm cold." Bare fingers, blue with the chill, grasped at Fitch's pants. "I need a dollar-"
"Get inside." Fitch held the door open long enough for the hobo to crawl on hands and knees into the Mission. "This town eats up just about everyone, doesn't it?"
"But not you."
"Difference is, I keep moving." Fitch stepped into the street, grimacing at the first splash of rain on his face. "You'd better too."
She took the hint, sprinting into the rain with her coat pulled up over her head. She risked a glance left at the car as she reached the safety of the alley and the stolen Audi. Fitch was right - the car was empty. Thank God.
Glass clinked in the trunk as she slammed the door. Her hands trembled on the seatbelt. The clock on the dash read just before ten. Four hours until she was home. Four hours to New York. Her entire life waiting. Her mother who'd be mad with worry, her father with his nails gnawed down to bloody meat.
New York. The smell of it, the churning traffic, the cracked sidewalks and the homeless banging their plastic cups. A hand around her waist, the weight of the ring on her finger. Whose hand, whose ring?
It didn't matter. She'd be home again. Safe.
But there was something weighing on her. As Fitch climbed behind the wheel she asked, "What did you mean, what happened last time?"
"Huh?"
"With Rosenfeld. You said, remember what happened last time."
Fitch hesitated, but only for a moment. "When you got taken by that man, Bo. I asked Rosenfeld to help. She didn't. Almost got you killed."
"That so?"
"It wasn't her fault. She was scared. Thought it'd bounce back on her."
"She doesn't seem the sort to get scared."
"Everyone has a breaking point."
Kimberly didn't push the issue. She could tell a lie when she heard it, even when it came from practised lips. There'd be time to drill down to the truth later... Or hell, if Fitch's plan worked, there'd be no need. She'd be home and Fitch would stay behind, a million miles away for all she cared.
She snapped the seatbelt closed. "Let's get the hell out of here."
The Audi 5000 pulled out cautiously, nosing free of the alley, rain spattering off the hood. The lights were off, like the driver was trying to stay invisible against the sheeting storm. The rear lights blinked. Tires squealed on wet asphalt.
They were gone.
Behind them, the door to the Rosenfeld Mission eased closed.
 
 
 They followed the map.
There were seven distinct entry points into the tangled mine shafts - five in the quarry on the north side of the Pentacost river and two more in the surrounding hills. Fitch had picked one of those seven seemingly at random. When Kimberly asked why, all he'd offered was that he'd passed the area before. That it felt right in a way the quarry didn't.
It was easier not to ask questions. She got the impression she wouldn't be satisfied with the answers anyway.
A low wooden bridge, canting as its supports rotted into the earth, took them across the Pentacost River. "Mind you don't get your feet wet," Fitch whispered, and Kimberly shied away from the sunken places where the beams had sagged below the waterline. The moors on the far side of the river were more puddle than earth. What little grass had found a foothold was stiff and sharp, scraping red lines across Kimberly's calves.
Far to the west, a spot of orange light twinkled against the hills. "That's the convent," Fitch said.
"It looks... friendly."
"Funny, isn't it? A little candlelight always lures them in." Fitch spat between his feet. "Past midnight already. Double-time, soldier."
The slow sweep of the flashlight beam across the muddy earth was steady, metronomic. Fitch was silent, his gaze on the path ahead. The moor was so quiet that Kimberly could hear the bubbling of the Pentecost River behind them. A bird passed overhead, invisible but for the slap of wings on air. Kimberly closed her eyes. She could almost have imagined she was out hiking with her father, wriggling their way through a low valley, boots sinking deep into the muck as morning mist settled on the sod.
Almost. Some things she couldn't ignore. The smell growing stronger with every step, a thick sour smell like food left to spoil in an old refrigerator. The way the mud grasped at her boots like it was trying to suck her down. The squirming in her chest as she remembered what Goodwell had told her in the Department of Records. You're not the first and you won't be the last.
Not the first... what? Friend? Companion? Dupe? Or was Goodwell just messing with her head? He knew he couldn't drag her back to Peter in cuffs, so he'd make her doubt herself. Walk away from the only people who had half a clue what was going on.
That had to be it. Goodwell was screwing with her. She had to believe that much. Because if he was telling the truth-
"Hold up."
It'd come out of the darkness without warning: a hillock where tufts of stringy brown grass bowed in the muck, roots barely deep enough to hold against the wind. In the centre of the hillock was a black patch a few yards across - a hole dug into the earth, tall enough for a man to squeeze into if he stooped, framed by stout wooden beams and boarded over with old planks turned spongy by the rain.
"This is it." Fitch passed Kimberly the flashlight and hefted his crowbar. "Once more unto the breach, or something like that."
Wood splintered easily beneath the weight of iron. With every plank came a cloud of mould, spores thick in Kimberly's nose until the rain washed her face clean.
She wiped her eyes with her free hand. The flashlight beam bounced, picking out a cairn of white stones by the entrance, a teetering pile as high as Kimberly's waist. "Is this a..." She licked her lips. "A holy place?"
"Maybe." Fitch grunted as he levered another board free, exposing a hole big enough for a child to crawl through. Through the gap she could make out sloped dirt walls reinforced with iron, worming onward into darkness. "Holy is different things to different people. Holy to the beast, maybe. To us..."
He dropped the crowbar and put his boot into the rest of the beams, shattering them beneath his weight. "Might as well make some noise," he said, wiping sweat from his forehead. "Betcha a dollar they know we're coming."
"Way to think positive."
"I do think positive! Every day I wake up with my limbs attached is a good day. You want me to dance and click my heels?"
Kimberly set the molotovs down long enough to pry back one final board. The hole was still only just large enough for an adult to creep through with their head brushing the dirt ceiling, but it still seemed far too big, too... hungry. Like if she stumbled in that mineshaft she'd be swept along by the flexing of throaty muscles, borne down into the belly of the beast like Jonah or Pinocchio.
And the wind was driving her crazy. It barely stirred the hem of her coat but it moaned in her ears like a graveyard dirge. There wasn't a square inch of her skin that wasn't pebbled with goosebumps.
This whole place was wrong. The moor, the mineshaft, the hillock, everything. But all she could bear to say was, "Not the nicest place you've taken me."
Fitch nodded. "Wishing I'd brought a bigger army."
"I wasn't the one who wanted to come." She hiked the sack of molotovs higher on her back, wincing as the bottles clinked together. She knew there was no way they could ignite without the touch of Fitch's lighter, but even so, it was deeply unsettling to be carrying what was essentially a tub of napalm on her shoulder. No wonder Fitch hadn't volunteered. "Why here?"
"Say again?"
"I mean... why this shaft? Any kid could've busted through that. You said all the other entrances were closed by rockfalls, so..." She swallowed her own rising panic. "It was like they wanted us to come in."
"Maybe," said Fitch. "Or maybe they wanted an easy way out."
That wasn't what Kimberly wanted to hear. She felt drunk, the whole world pivoting around her as she tried to keep on her feet. It was the stink of peat, the way the stars shone like knife blades, and the wind, God, the way it mourned between the peaks...
No. It wasn't the wind at all. It was deeper, below the rock, vibrating between her feet. A scream building beneath the earth.
"Fitch," she whispered. "You hear that?"
Fitch cocked his head. His brow furrowed.
"It's nothing," he said. "Come on, will you? I don't like looking at that thing."
He pressed on into the dark before Kimberly had a chance to protest. She watched him shrink into the tunnel, the point of his flashlight fading by degrees, blurring into a mirage. She looked over her shoulder at the moor, the rotten grass, the river burbling in the distance. Beyond that, the silhouette of the Pentacost Convent. The orange light had vanished, leaving the convent so black against the stars that it was as if a patch had been torn from the sky, a cursed square of space snipped neatly from the world and buried beyond the reach of men.
She shivered. Melodramatic bullshit. But she could still run, could ignore the convent entirely. Get to the road, thumb a lift, leave Fitch to his ridiculous plans. Let him burrow around in the dirt while she phoned Goodwell. This was all too crazy. Pills and rest, that was what she needed. Keller wouldn't lie...
The earth thrummed beneath her feet. The wailing had changed. It was louder now, not mournful but high and gloating.
The moor didn't seem half so inviting any more.
Fitch was a tiny point of light, deep in the throat of the mine. He was waiting, flashlight aimed back up the tunnel. "You coming?"
She ran to catch up, and the mineshaft swallowed her whole.
 



Chapter 16
 
 
 The woman slipped through the door to the Rosenfeld Mission moments before it clicked shut. She waited for a count of twenty before throwing off her robes of oil-stained rags and cardboard sheeting. She wore heavy denim underneath, the sort that could absorb a beating, and boots with bulging steel caps. No more suits, no more cute cocktail dresses. No need, with Snow twisted around her little finger.
Right now, she had bones to break.
She'd painted her face with dirt to hide her corpse-pale skin, but Fitch hadn't even looked down as he'd stepped across her on his way to the car. She supposed he thought that when he'd left her corpse in the coastal caves the threat had died with her. That made him cocky, self-assured.
It was useful, sometimes, being dead.
The last step was to fish her new sunglasses out of her breast pocket and hide her face behind the massive lenses. There were mirrors in the Mission, and she didn't like catching glimpses of her reflection when her eyes weren't hidden. Too big a reminder of what she'd been. Everything looked better dark, anyway.
Now all she needed was Rosenfeld.
Fitch and his friend had already peeled off into the night, thinking they were so damn suave in their stolen Audi. A regular crime fighting duo, off to save Rustwood from a monster they didn't even understand. Well, they'd learn soon enough. They'd have the surprise of their lives once they got inside the convent.
For a moment, the woman wondered if she should've grabbed Fitch the second he stepped out of the safety of the Mission. Slammed him to the floor, cracked his skull open before the Archer woman could protest, dig her fingers into the soft meat...
No. This was better. A more subtle, long term approach, the sort her master would appreciate. Killing Fitch without a fight would be taking the low-hanging fruit. But this was forward thinking. Examining every avenue.
Because if Fitch got out of the convent alive... and God, she hoped he did, just to see the look on his face... then he'd come crawling back to Rosenfeld for a hug and a cup of tea. And when he arrived...
Someone clattered in the back of the Mission, and the woman in glasses dropped into a crouch, fingers splayed like claws. She prowled across the open hall, footsteps almost silent on the linoleum.
Not silent enough. From the rear of the building came a hesitant call. "Hello?"
An old, wavering voice. Rosenfeld.
Perfect.
She straightened her sunglasses and moved to the middle of the dining hall, slouching against the end of one of the long trestle tables. First impressions were everything. She'd learned that back when...
Back when? Before she'd died, yes, before she'd worn the suit and the glasses, before she'd lost her name. But how long ago? And that name, her name, it was right on her lips but she couldn't quite hold it long enough to spit it out...
Footsteps, coming closer. She pushed those thoughts away - bad thoughts, not the sort of thing her master would like her entertaining - and forced a predatory smile.
"Hello?" Rosenfeld emerged from a back room, broom clenched tight in her skinny fists. "Kitchen's closed, but I've got bread and cheese and some yoghurt pots if you..."
The woman in glasses nodded by way of greeting. "Busy night?"
Not much to her, after all the anticipation. The name Rosenfeld was almost a curse, but this woman was barely four foot eight, shrunken inside her shawl and faded overalls. A tiny Afro-American lady, cheeks spotted with moles, warped and bowed by age. The most threatening thing about her was the broom.
Rosenfeld stopped. Her eyes narrowed to slits. "Who let you in?"
"Someone with authority." The woman grinned beneath her disguise of dirt and ash. "You recognised me."
"Hard not to. You've still got the same smell."
"As do you."
"Head in the clouds, that boy. Knew that'd come back to bite me." Rosenfeld dragged a chair our from beneath the nearest table and eased down, old bones clicking. "What do you want, anyway? I know Fitch hurt you, but where he's heading... Thinks he's so clever, lying to me. Boy intends to burn your convent. Might never come back."
"You'd be surprised. He fought me and won. I'd give him even odds." The woman in glasses cocked her head. It was hard, reading Rosenfeld. There was a barrier there, a sheet thrown up across her emotions like frosted glass. More effective than a pair of bug-eye sunglasses, that was for sure. The old woman had training, the sort that the woman in glasses had only seen a few times before. The sort of gift only the old, faded Queen... or the new Queen... could bestow.
For the first time since she'd entered the Rosenfeld Mission, the woman was afraid.
But if Rosenfeld could lock down her emotions, so could she. Besides, what threat was a little old lady?
"You want to talk?" Rosenfeld said. "I sent the girls away. We're alone."
"Came to do more than talk," she replied. "Rustwood's changing hands. New Queen is ready to take the throne. Those who stand in her way won't be standing for long."
"You tellin' me to give up?"
"Too late for that. Moment you helped those two, you put your name on the list. My master won't let that slide."
"Your master is going to bring this town down around her ears." Rosenfeld whispered. "If you think she'll favour you when it's all done, you're dreaming. Old Queen kept this town stable for a dozen lifetimes. Your new Queen will burn everything and everyone."
"She's the true-"
"All pretenders say they're the one true King or Queen or Duchess or what-have-you until they take the throne. Don't you see? Only choice you've got is between safety and fire. Nothing left from horizon to horizon. No need for servants or acolytes. No need for you. Just cinders. You think she's blessed you? You think she cares? She made you and she'll unmake you, so you just keep on walking if you think your little tough-girl act is going to turn me from the path-"
Rosenfeld was on her feet, the broom clenched against her chest like a staff, every line of her body radiating something more than strength. It was like there was someone else standing behind her, a shadow barely visible, a shadow twice as wide as the little old woman and three times as tall, pooling not just across the linoleum floor but across the walls and the ceiling, big enough to envelop them both whole.
"Enough!" The woman clenched her hands by her sides, screaming between her teeth. "Enough, you salty old bitch! No more!" She stalked across the room and Rosenfeld backed up against the wall, the broom clattering away. One hand wrapped around Rosenfeld's throat, squeezing tight enough that the woman's eyes bulged from the sockets. Her other hand rose up to her sunglasses. "You want to see what she gave me? You want to see how much she loves me? Look!"
She whipped her bug-eye sunglasses away, expecting Rosenfeld to scream. But the old woman looked more curious than afraid.
"That's... new..." Rosenfeld gasped. "She make... you thank her... when she put... them in?"
"Shut up!"
"Make you... thank her... on your knees?"
"Shut up!" She hurled Rosenfeld to the floor. The old woman grunted. There was a high cracking noise, like a skateboard snapping in half after a bad bail.
"No more jokes. I've got a message for you." She crouched over Rosenfeld as the old woman squirmed on the floor. "Now, you listen close. Deliver this word for word."
She whispered in Rosenfeld's ear even as she went to work with her fingers. No need for knives, not with what she had hidden inside her.
She waited a long time for the old woman to scream, but she never did.
 



Chapter 17
 
 
 For the first five steps Kimberly took into the mineshaft, she could make out the floor beneath her feet. Soft earth, smelling faintly of rain and moss. A good smell. Honest. She almost felt at ease.
Almost. Steps six, seven and eight led her quickly into the gloom, the light eking through the mineshaft entrance fading fast. The earth turned muddy, sucking at her shoes. That trustworthy aroma of straw and pig-muck turned sour in the back of her throat. She couldn't see the path any more and stumbled, barking her knuckles against the rock wall.
She fumbled for the maps. Even in the glare of the flashlight she could barely make out the ink, veins of old shafts wriggling beneath the crust of the earth. It felt as if the air around her was a sponge, stealing the light before it reached the paper. It tingled in her throat.
She brought the paper up close to her face until she could make out the squiggles. "We take the second shaft on the left, after about... half a mile."
"Half a mile could take half a year, like this." Fitch's voice seemed very far away, even though she could see him stumbling less than ten yards ahead. "And if we miss that turn..."
"We won't."
"I trust ya." Fitch turned back long enough to shoot her a smile, but even in the gloom she could see how nervous he was. "Onwards and upwards, yeah?"
Their progress was slow. Even though the ceiling was high enough that Kimberly didn't have to stoop, she dreaded cracking her head on some unseen shelf of stone and so was reduced to shuffling steps, one hand held out before her, the other clutching the flashlight and map to her chest. The shaft sloped down, becoming steeper by degrees, until Kimberly found herself leaning back to keep from tripping and rolling into the black. The air was dry and sulphurous.
There was no sound apart from their scraping steps and Kimberly's own heartbeat. No dripping water, no clatter of rocks falling deep in the shafts. No ghosts of dead miners moaning from where they remained chained to the rock, thrashing and biting the air with flame-blackened lips.
Nothing but the silence, the click of stones beneath her boots, the echo of her own fear bouncing back at her. For the first ten minutes it was strangely comforting, knowing she and Fitch were alone in the mineshaft. But the deeper they pushed and the thicker the air became, the more she felt like the path was vanishing behind her. When she spun and directed the flashlight beam back the way they'd came she could only make out a bare few yards. She got the impression that it wasn't just dark back there, but that the shaft itself was being eaten away, that every step they took was a step they could never take back.
The ceiling felt lower than it was, the walls far tighter around her. It seemed to take altogether too much effort to suck down air, like the mineshaft itself was pressing on her lungs. When her hands brushed the wooden beams supporting the walls and ceiling, she imagined them splintering violently beneath the weight of earth. How long would she survive if the entire shaft collapsed on her? An hour, trapped in a little air pocket, gasping and sobbing as she sucked down her own carbon dioxide? Or would it be instantaneous, the hill simply slumping and crushing her into a thin red smear?
She tried to think of open meadows, of wide plains where yellow wheat waved metronomically in the wind.
It didn't help.
She stopped trying to keep track of time after they passed the first shaft on the left. Time was Fitch's problem, and she trusted him to know when they needed to be where. Hell, maybe it wouldn't be such a bad thing if they were late and missed the whole party. Maybe Rosenfeld really was holding her back, but shit, that was no reason to throw herself into the lion's jaws. New York would wait. Her boyfriend, whatever his name was, he would wait. Shit, she didn't even like him that much. Years together, long hard years, and he'd never put a ring on her finger. Not like Peter, kind Peter, quiet Peter, holding her to his chest the morning she heard her father had died. Peter with his gentle hands. The warm lump beside her in bed, a quiet reassuring colossus. An anchor when she woke from bad dreams.
"Stop."
Fitch's whisper jerked her out of her reverie. "What?"
"Something ahead." Fitch snapped his flashlight beam off. "Get down!"
She fumbled for the switch on her own flashlight and they were dropped into darkness. Kimberly's breath seemed magnified in the black. It echoed in her ears, thrumming off the walls. "What's going-"
"Listen."
She tilted her head and willed her heartbeat to slow. Was that... no. Nothing but the rustling of her jacket as she pressed against the wall. "There's nothing there."
"I could've sworn," Fitch whispered. "I could've-"
Click.
It was unmistakable. The sound of stones shifting in the black, pressed down beneath an unseen boot. Then a long, jagged exhalation, like someone breathing through a mouth full of pebbles.
Kimberly groped for Fitch's sleeve. "Jesus, that-"
"I know."
Their voices were bare whispers, but Kimberly was still sure she heard the thing in the dark react, turning towards them. She clamped her lips shut, trying to hold her breath. Her whole body trembled and her eyes felt like they were being squeezed by a skull three sizes too small.
Another click. Stones tumbled. A sound like a child choking on a penny.
No, not choking. Laughing.
It chuckled as it moved up the shaft, hiccuping and hacking in between slow, dragging steps. Kimberly could feel it in the dark, only a few feet away, the air eddying as it passed. A swish of cloth. The dull thunk of what might've been steel on stone.
Kimberly's lungs were burning. She pressed both hands over her mouth to keep the air in but it hurt like razors in her chest. Fitch was silent beside her. If not for the way his coat brushed her leg, she wouldn't have known he was there.
Shuffle. Drag. Shuffle. Drag. The thing in the dark hissed like a leaky gas main and moved on, rounding the corner and fading into the black. Kimberly's fingers trembled as she released the death-grip she'd been holding over her mouth and nose. "Je-heh-heh-heh-sus," she whispered. "What was that?"
"Why do you think I'd know?" Fitch clicked his flashlight back on. The beam seemed weaker than before as it played over the jagged walls of the mineshaft, the twisted beams, the floor now less mud than fists of coal beneath their feet. "Lot of space down here. More than enough for a couple nests."
"You think it was like... the clicker?"
"God, no." Fitch's grin was ghastly in the flashlight beam. "If it was like the clicker, we'd be dead already. Come on, before that sucker comes around for another pass."
Kimberly swallowed the lump in her throat as best she could. In that moment when it'd brushed past, the stink of it bleaching her sinuses, she'd almost felt like...
Like it was looking straight at them. Like it knew, and chose to walk on anyway.
With the molotovs clinking together on her back and her flashlight slippery in her hand, she followed. The darkness closed around her.
 
* * *
 
 Detectives Goodwell and Chan had been walking for three hours through the rain, cresting and descending the McCarthy Mountain pass, and the mythical Ace Mechanics seemed no closer. The road had looped back and forth across the face of the mountain, turning from deep mud to shale and potholed asphalt back to mud again. The great pines that lined the pass offered a little protection from the rain, their spreading needles forming something akin to a canopy along the shoulder, but it wasn't enough to keep Goodwell dry.
The rain was in his coat, down his back, in his eyes. It filled his ears and his shoes. His feet were swimming. He'd kept it out of his mouth, but only barely.
The worst part was knowing the rain would win.
Goodwell wasn't a weak man. He hit the gym once a week, he kept a set of dumbbells behind the sofa - dusty, sure, but he could still curl seventy pounds on a bad day - and he stayed away from junk food, with the exception of his croissants. Even so, three long hours in the dark and the muck had left him staggering, broken. Every step was a battle to pull his shoes free of the sucking mud. Every drop of rain on the back of his head reminded him of high school, that greasy piece of white-trash Vic Peterson who sat in the row behind him thwacking Goodwell with pencil erasers or wooden rulers whenever he looked away.
It left his jaw clenched, his hands tight inside his pockets. His right knee was beginning to click and seize. He was so hungry that he could hear his stomach complaining over the distant scowl of thunder.
Much longer and he'd be on his ass, exhausted, clutching his bum knee as he waited for morning. He'd fall asleep on the side of the road and long before dawn his head would tip back, his mouth would fall open, and the rain would splash on his tongue.
And then he'd be the beast's toy.
"Keep up," Chan barked, and Goodwell hop-skipped through the mud to close the gap. Detective Chan had been setting the pace since they'd left the car behind, but even she was beginning to flag. Whether it was the chill of the wind and sheeting rain, or the weight of so many miles left behind and so many more before them, Goodwell didn't know. It didn't matter. Ace Mechanics wasn't even a spot on the horizon.
"We should've slept in the car and waited for morning!" he called.
"No way am I bunking in a car with you, Mister Octopus Hands."
Goodwell frowned. "Excuse me?"
"Oh yeah, Snow told me all about you. Called me this morning. Watch out for that guy, he said. One hundred percent philanderer."
"That's bullshit!"
"Didn't sound like it. He said you were having problems at home."
"That doesn't mean I-" Goodwell froze. "He said what?"
"You and the wife. I don't know, it's just what Snow told me. Said I should keep an eye out, and here we are, alone on a road out in bumblefuck nowhere. You sure that radio wasn't working, Goodwell?"
Goodwell swallowed convulsively. "I never told him about my wife."
"Honestly, I've gone through the event horizon of giving a shit. I just want to get to the mechanics, get some fried chicken and forget this all ever happened." Chan sighed, head hanging low, hands on her hips. Her suit jacket was plastered to her curves. "Sorry. Shouldn't have said that. I'm just tired, you know? Thought we'd be back by now. Everything seems longer in the dark."
"You don't understand." Goodwell grabbed Chan's arm hard enough to make her yelp. "I never talked to Snow about Hannah. Not once."
"Who's Hannah?"
"My wife! My-"
There was a wet, slapping echo behind them. Goodwell spun.
A shadow waited in the middle of the road, about fifty yards back, shielded by the outspread arms of the pines. Goodwell couldn't quite make it out, but when he brushed the rain from his eyes with the back of his hand he thought he saw moonlight shining on the metal eyelets of sneakers.
"You see him?" he whispered, and in that moment the shadow melted away.
Goodwell blinked. Had the figure run? No, the form was still there, that black silhouette against the sky. He could just make it out more clearly now. Not a person at all, but a trick of the light, the torso a black wedge cast by the stump of a fir, the head a hump in the road.
And the metallic shimmer of those sneakers? They were gone altogether.
"Sorry." He let Chan go, patting her on the shoulder by way of apology. "I'm just tired. Can't be much further, can it?" He pointed to a shimmer of light on the horizon, down at the base of the McCarthy Mountain. "Is that it?"
"You're one weird fucker, Goodwell. And no, that's not it. That..." She squinted into the rain. "I think that's the Pentacost Convent. Maybe we can get a lift from a nun."
A rusted nail ran down Goodwell's spine. "We can't go there."
"Why not?"
"It's... You think they'll be happy, getting woken up at midnight to drive a pair of cops in to town? You can't inconvenience a nun."
"What else are nuns for?"
"Chan-"
"Walk all the way back to town if you want to, but I'm not spending the night out here." Chan stomped away, splashing a path through the deeper puddles, pistol waggling on her belt.
The rain plinked off Goodwell's skull. He watched her recede into the darkness, then glanced over his shoulder.
The shadow had returned. Closer. No mistake this time - he could see the figure's shoulders silhouetted against the grey sky, shirt tucked in, brassy belt buckle catching the moonlight.
A smile unfurled in the darkness.
Goodwell ran to catch up.
 



Chapter 18
 
 
 She'd grown used to the darkness. It was comforting, like an old blanket thrown around Kimberly's shoulders. It gave her excuses not to see.
When she kept her flashlight on the path ahead she could pretend there weren't shadowed alcoves where men or monsters or worse could be hiding, side passages where water dripped and puddled from fissures like blade-wounds in the earth. There was nothing but herself, Fitch, and the tiny path picked out in the twin circles of light cast by their flashlights. Nothing at all.
The air was... moist. Not humid, no. Too cold to be humid. But still, every gulped breath felt like she was drinking from a leaky tap. The smell had changed, too. From rotten pilings to the dry, itchy tang of coaldust, tickling in the roots of her sinuses, to something more earthy, more fleshy.
It made her shudder.
The mineshaft split, reformed, split again. The slope was still trending downward, but less so, until Kimberly was almost convinced they were travelling level. That was a small comfort - for a while she'd been worried they were about to pierce layers of tectonic crust and find themselves knee deep in magma.
The dirt was soft underfoot. Not muddy, like the moors they'd hiked across to reach the mouth of the mine. More like garden soil, the sort you could leave a bootprint in if you pressed down hard enough. No more sounds, no more whispers of things passing in the dark. Just her own footsteps, and the endless black.
Her torch beam swung left and rested on a humped figure slouched against the wall. Ragged tartan pulled taught over a lattice of bone.
Kimberly bit back a scream. "Fitch-"
Fitch came running. "Jesus. Poor soul." His own flashlight beam duelled for space with Kimberly's, and she saw in maddening detail the dead man's teeth, jutting at lunatic angles from his picked-clean jawbone. There was nothing left of the man but his clothes, his bones, and the manacle around his left ankle.
"Prisoners in the fire, you said." Kimberly couldn't raise her voice above a whisper.
"They were different times."
"He doesn't look burned. Just mouldy."
"No, there, see?" Fitch got low, pointing out a circle of black seared into the dead man's ribcage. "Doesn't make sense, though. Should be black all over. This is more like someone turned a flamethrower on him. Gnawed on him a bit, too."
Kimberly poked at the man's shattered left leg with the head of her flashlight. "Maybe he had a bad fall?"
"And maybe I'm the pope." Fitch pulled her to her feet. "Longer you stare at it, longer it'll stare back at you. Come on, lady."
They left the skeleton behind. The shaft twisted, coiling around itself. Twice they found themselves standing at intersections not marked on the old map Kimberly had stolen, and both times she let Fitch choose the path. At each junction, Fitch uncapped a plastic bottle filled with something thick and dark and sprinkled a measure across the soil.
Kimberly wrinkled her nose. "Is that... blood?"
"You can smell it, huh?"
"Your blood?"
"Not quite. Something to throw them off the trail if they come sniffin' for us." He grinned sheepishly. "Something I read in a book."
"Does it work?"
"We'll find out, won't we?"
They walked on. Three intersections, four...
It was the fifth that almost killed her. Where the voice came into her head.
Fitch's flashlight was beginning to dim as he peered up each corridor, trying to make out shapes in the distance. "Chinese batteries," he grumbled, smacking the flashlight with the heel of his hand. "Say they'll last you a thousand hours. Bullshit."
Kimberly was at his back, ears pricked. When she closed her eyes she thought she could hear wind howling across an open shaft, sending a keening wail down into the intestinal twists of the mines. Strange, how the wind was contorted by the curves of the walls. It was almost...
This way.
Kimberly tried to call Fitch but all that came out was a squeak.
Been waiting so long. Waiting for you. Send you home if you kneel.
It wasn't quite a voice in her head, or even a whisper on the edge of hearing. It was a buzzing in her chest that carried up through her bones and into her ears, shuddering like a misfiring cylinder.
Stop fighting, it said. This could be so easy if you just stopped fighting.
She ground her teeth together, forcing air into her lungs. "You don't hear that, do you?"
Fitch turned. "What?"
"The voice."
"I hear wind." He rested one hand on her arm. "You okay?"
"Why can't you hear that? It's yelling."
Stop fighting stop running stop it all! I'll take you home. I'll show you your love.
The voice was coming from the right passage. The thought of following it into the dark made Kimberly's stomach turn. "We go left."
"You sure about that? I think-"
"Left, damn it!"
She shoved Fitch in the back, hustling him up the shaft, away from that hissing voice. It was a tongue of stone being scraped over blade-sharp teeth. It was poison in the back of her throat.
And no matter how hard she marched, no matter the distance she put between herself and the right fork, the voice followed.
Fitch kept asking questions she couldn't begin to answer. "Is it a real voice, or are you hearing things? Man or woman? Is it behind us?"
"I. Don't. Know! It's just a voice!"
The old one lies to you. I am the new Queen, the rightful Queen, and I'll take my place. Running is pain but I can send you home.
"Stop it!" She waved her hands around her head like she could bat the voice away. The flashlight beam swooped across the walls. "Goddamn-"
Fitch grabbed her wrist. "Quit it!"
"You don't hear it! You don't-"
"Think you're the only one with shit in their head they don't want? You keep making noise like that, you'll let everyone know we're here. That's what it wants!"
Kimberly's jaw was clenched so tight it made her eyes bulge. "I'm not crazy."
"Think happy thoughts, huh? What's the thing they do? The monks..."
"Om?"
"Yeah! Om."
"This is ridiculous," Kimberly sighed, but repeated the mantra anyway. "Om. Om. Hurry up, Om."
Maybe it worked. Maybe it was just the repetition drowning the voice out. But as Fitch led her onward, the distance falling away beneath her feet, she thought the voice was getting fainter. Losing strength, like a radio dial being twisted off-frequency.
Better than nothing. Better than having that invader whispering in the recesses of her skull. "Om, Om... What the hell?"
Fitch had stopped too. "Never seen that before."
Doors. Big doors, short doors, revolving doors, set into the wall of the mine. Every one was different, like they'd been stolen from apartments and tenements all across Rustwood. Some small and wooden, painted sky blue or lilac with tiny fish-eye peepholes set into the wood. Some tall, double-wide, stained oak and cedar with intricate reliefs swooping across their surfaces, carved with delicate hands. A glass sliding door torn from some government office, opening on to an empty dirt chamber. Wrought iron gates set into the stone. On the other side, darkness.
"What is this?" she whispered.
Fitch shook his head. "Interior designer with a bad sense of humour."
"It's..." She couldn't find the words. Unsettling? Grotesque? Her hand hovered over the handle of a door that resembled the front door of one-one-eight Rosewater. The handle was buzzing, like an electric drill applied to her molars.
A low groan echoed behind the door. A drowning gurgle that put Kimberly in mind of a man being gutted. She pulled back. "We need to get out of here."
"No turning back now, lady."
"You gonna stop me?"
"Not me. Something else." He pointed back down the tunnel. "Big sucker. Can't you hear it?"
Kimberly couldn't hear anything over the panicked clatter of her own heart. "You're just saying that to scare me."
"Lady, you're the one hearing voices. I don't need to make things up to scare you."
There was light further up the tunnel, not strong but steady, enough so that Kimberly could make out the path. She flicked her flashlight off and let her eyes adjust. "How much time do we have?"
"Fifteen minutes."
"Is that enough?"
"Has to be, otherwise we're going back the way we came."
Kimberly thought of the coughing, gurgling laughter of the thing passing by them in the tunnel. How close it'd come to reaching out and touching them. The cold radiating from its skin.
"No chance," she said. "We've gotta be close. Do you smell water?"
"That's the river. Almost there."
"Better be," Kimberly whispered, and pushed on.
 
* * *
 
 He'd heard her beyond the door. Not his imagination. Not one of the sudden, body-shaking fever dreams that'd descended upon him in the hours since the hooded stranger last checked in. He'd heard his wife Kimberly whispering. He'd seen the doorknob jiggle.
Peter tried to call out, but his throat was a wasteland. Breathing ached like he'd swallowed pins. He'd quit crying. There wasn't anything left in him to cry.
All he managed was a low groan, so quiet it barely reached his own ears. The gurgle of a dying man.
You're just saying that to scare me.
Yes. It was Kimberly, no doubt. If he could just get the strength to scream-
I don't need to make things up to scare you.
Someone else with her. The man he'd seen in the yard? Her friend, her lover? It didn't matter. Any anger he'd felt when he'd first seen the man outside his house was swept away by the thought of Kimberly holding him again. The cool kiss of her hands on his cheeks lifting him up, taking him out of this terrible place, Curtis swaddled in the crook of his arm...
He drew breath to scream and the pain bloomed again, bright as campfire flame in his lungs. He jack-knifed, clenching around the agony.
A finger trailed up his cheek. "Hush, dear."
Peter glanced up. He didn't know how the stranger had gotten into his little dirt cell - the door hadn't opened in hours. Maybe the door was only for show and the stranger could come and go as it pleased, materialising beside him with as much fanfare as the turn of a key in a well oiled lock. It didn't matter how. It was here now, crouched by his side, the black robe falling back from one wrist to reveal an arm as skinny as bone. An alabaster-white sliver like a blade shivered inside that sleeve, and pulled back into darkness.
"Hush," the figure repeated. "Hush now. You don't want to make a fuss, do you?"
Peter looked to the door. Sweat pricked on his forehead. Kimberly's name was on his lips but the stranger had dropped its finger to the line of his jaw. Blunt as the stranger's fingernail was, he knew it would open his throat like cheese-wire if he screamed.
If he could find the strength to scream.
"Good boy." The stranger drew back. "You're almost there, now. Almost one of the team. You'll be so pretty. So malleable."
The footsteps outside the door receded. Heat blurred Peter's vision. He took one shuddering breath. His shoulders shook. He cried silently, without tears.
It was a long time before Peter realised he'd stopped breathing altogether.
 



Chapter 19
 
 
 They were back, all three of them. Goodwell knew it as surely as he knew the feel of his wife's hair between his fingers or that two and two made four. The dead boys were back.
He'd tried to dismiss it at first. Make excuses for the shadow on the McCarthy pass. Midnight moonlight was a tricky thing. It turned boulders into hulking monsters and saplings into ghouls. But as the night wound onward into early morning and the rain eased, he found it harder and harder to pretend.
It wasn't just the shadows, those creeping silhouettes in the corner of his vision. It was the sounds, as real as the shiver of midnight wind through the firs, or the splash of rain off the puddles at his feet.
A thick, wet sound, like someone walking in squishy, rain-soaked socks. Or, God help him, rotten feet, slipping and bending blackly inside tatty sneakers.
No. Impossible. It was a deer or maybe rabbits or rats, please, rats would be better. Anything but those accusing eyes, the dead stares, reaching for him with fingers turned black by pooling blood. And they'd laugh, wouldn't they? Trust those bastards to laugh, stumbling over roots and muddy hillocks, sliding through the trees, stubbing their dead toes on rocks beneath the mud. Laugh as they slid damp hands around his neck...
"You see it? They even left the lights on for us!"
Detective Chan was fifty yards ahead, her coat now thrown over her head to shield her from the rain. Her shirt had pulled out of her slacks, revealing the pale sweep of her back, the nubs of her spine. Her pistol swung at her hip. She was listing, her left leg weak - she'd slipped in the mud a half hour before and twisted her ankle. They made one hell of a pair, limping together, swearing together.
And if they continued down the hill to the Pentacost Convent, dying together.
"Half an hour," Chan said, more to herself than to him. "Half and hour and we're home and dry."
"Seriously, Chan. You can't ask for help from a nunnery."
"I'm gonna drown out here if you keep moaning, Goodwell."
Christ, was he going to have to smack her over the head and drag her all the way back to town to keep her from the beast's door? He didn't know exactly what was waiting in the convent, and for good reason. Like St Jeremiah's Hospital, there were sicknesses in places that weren't his concern. The Queen employed her little clean-up teams for just that reason, and when the Queen decided to give a place a wide berth it was best to follow her lead. If she'd wanted him poking his nose into the convent she'd have sent him there.
It was all about checks and balances. Rustwood was a complex system of frayed piping and pressure gauges all jammed up against one another, ready to explode at a touch. Sometimes those pipes had to be capped, and that was when Goodwell got the call. Other times the Queen decided to let those pipes vent, to keep the rest of the town from erupting.
The convent was one of those vents. At least, that was Goodwell's theory. It wasn't like his employer made sense more often than once a full moon. Sometimes it was left to him to put the pieces in place.
Maybe it was for the best. If he stepped back far enough to see the whole situation, he'd probably go mad.
The incline grew steeper, until Goodwell found himself leaning way back to keep from tumbling down the mountainside. The McCarthy pass split when it met the river - one route led back toward town, a walk of maybe two hours. The other led over the old stone bridge where he'd collected Martin and Taram. Would they be waiting there? Eyes shining in the darkness, mould growing on their palms from the long hours spent soaking in the bottom of the well? And beyond the bridge, the kink in the river where the rotten convent waited...
The intersection. That's where he'd do it. Better a bullet in Chan's head than to let her knock on the convent doors. She'd never come back out, and even if she did... it wouldn't be her. Even without being told what truly happened inside that ruin he knew that much.
He'd let the river carry her away. Then the boys could come to him and take their pound of flesh. Not the best ending to his story, but at least it would be neat.
"Hey, slow-ass! You see that?"
He wiped the rain from his eyes. Far below, beyond the bridge and the bend of the Pentacost River, the light inside the arch windows of the old convent was flaring. Not flame - this light was too white, too... electric.
Looking at it made Goodwell's back teeth buzz. "Late night welding?"
"I dunno. Wish I could call it in." Chan rested one hand on the butt of her pistol. "I think we should see if everything's okay."
"Chan, please-"
But she was already running down the slope, towards the bridge. Goodwell unstrapped his pistol. "Chan! Hold it!"
She didn't even look around. Goodwell swore, steadying his aim, but she was moving too fast.
All he could do was follow, and try to ignore the noises keeping pace. That low slap, slap, slap. The wet, choking giggles.
"Detectiiiiiiive..."
"Fuck you," he whispered. "Fuck you. You're dead. Stay that way."
The laughter rose and rose and rose.
 
* * *
 
 Fitch's plan to follow the smell of water was solid. The tunnel kept angling up, until Kimberly's calves ached from the ascent. The ceiling had dropped as well - twice now she'd slammed her head into the stone hard enough to see stars. The second time, she patted her forehead and found her fingertips sticky with blood.
She pushed on. There'd be bandaids waiting in New York, after all.
The path grew thin, the shaft partially collapsed, and she had to turn sideways to fit through the gap. The molotovs in her back pack rattled together like chimes. They passed another intersection, this one thankfully marked on the map - now tattered and barely holding together at the seams, crushed to powder where Kimberly had shoved it into her coat - and Kimberly thought she heard those terrible footsteps echoing not far down the shaft. The whistling intake of breath. Air being drawn through brass pipes.
The sounds moved on, and so did they.
Fitch checked his watch compulsively. "Cutting it mighty fine."
"How much time?"
"Less than a quarter hour. Think we're close, though."
"What happens if we're late?"
"Then we backtrack and try again. Just what Rosenfeld wanted." He chuckled, but it was dry and mirthless. "Like she set this whole thing up."
"Don't be stupid. She couldn't have known-"
"You hear that?"
Kimberly cocked her head, but couldn't hear anything but the manic thud of her own heartbeat. Thank God that voice had faded, that sickly, whistling, crooning voice. Any longer and she might've screamed... or worse. She might've obeyed. "Trouble?"
"Sounds like... something cooking." Fitch sniffed the air, nostrils flared. "Like the air is sizzling. You really don't hear it?"
She certainly felt it. An electric tingle on the edge of every small movement, tickling the nape of her neck and making the hairs on the back of her arms stand tall. She was goosepimpled from head to toe.
She licked her lips, and a little spark jumped between the tip of her tongue and the crown of her incisor. "I've felt this before."
"Yeah?"
"Science class. With the..." She squinted as she called up old memories. High school was a blur of frantically puffed cigarettes behind the gymnasium and making moon-eyes at boys with greasy hair, but she could still recall the quiet contemplation of science class with Mrs Patch, the solemnity with which she stirred acid and base together... "Van de Graaff generator," she said, finally. "You know what I mean?"
"Like something's tickling my guts," Fitch whispered. "Come on, before I'm sick."
Following Fitch was easier said than done. Every step dragged, like she was pushing her way through deep water. The air was too heavy and that electric tingle seemed to bind her in place, glue her feet to the floor.
Or maybe that was the fear. Maybe it was all an excuse to turn around and run back down the mineshaft, stumbling blind until she found moonlight and blessed open air. Anything to put distance between herself and the convent, the old stone walls slick with torchlight, the dirt floor crawling beneath her feet, the buzzing in her fillings, behind her eyes...
"Here."
If she'd planned on running, she'd missed her chance. After two hours of creeping though the dark, following seemingly endless tunnels, the shaft had finally terminated in a small wooden door barred with rust-pickled iron. There was no handle. Fitch pressed his ear to the wood and flinched back. "This is it," he said.
"How do we-" A cry echoed in the tunnel behind them, the sort that couldn't be mistaken for a rockfall or the wind mourning over the tunnel entrance. Kimberly's teeth sank into her lower lip. "Can you open it?"
"Not without making a lot of noise."
"Be quick."
"I'm watching the time, don't you worry. Ten minutes."
"If Rosenfeld wasn't just making it up."
"She never does." Fitch crouched before the door, running his hands over beams almost grey with age. When he rapped on them with his knuckles the echo was thick and dull. "Crowbar."
Kimberly handed it over, feeling like some TV nurse on M*A*S*H. All she needed were the scrubs and a face-mask. The image almost got her giggling, and she bit down on the laughter to keep it from bubbling over.
Fitch jammed the crowbar into the gap and hauled back. "Tough bastard," he grunted. Sweat soaked into his shirt collar. "Just... won't..."
"Together," Kimberly suggested, and they squeezed into the tiny space beside the door. The crowbar was only just long enough for her and Fitch to get their hands on together, and when the weird extra finger on his left hand brushed hers she suppressed a shudder. "On three."
The bar creaked. The wooden door groaned. Kimberly grit her teeth, bracing one foot against the wall of the mineshaft. The crowbar was old, paint peeling from the shaft, slick in her grip. "Come on," she grunted. "Didn't come all this way to-"
The crowbar bent in the middle with an eye-watering squeal of steel under pressure. Kimberly fell back, smacking her head against the rock wall. The high crash of breaking glass echoed down the corridor, and Kimberly clapped her hands over her mouth in shock. "Oh Jesus..."
There was an agonising moment as she slipped her backpack off and aimed her flashlight inside. The beam glittered on broken glass. Of the twelve carefully capped and assembled bottles, maybe half were shattered.
"I'm sorry, Fitch. I'm so sorry." She tipped a sea of shattered glass and petrol out on to the floor of the mineshaft. "I'm such an idiot-"
"Did it touch you?" Fitch spun her around and ran a hand up her back. "Did it soak through?"
She'd almost forgotten the benzene. She peeled out of her jacket - the back was soaked with sticky napalm but her shirt was dry. "I almost..."
Fitch snatched her coat out of her hands and threw it into the darkness. "You don't want that on you. Not now, not ever." He took her backpack and counted out the remaining molotovs. Seven in all, slick with napalm. He wiped each bottle clean on his pants. "Got gloves?"
"Sorry. Forgot."
"That makes things awkward." His smile was a barely disguised grimace. "Useless anyway, if we can't get inside. Never seen a crowbar bend like that. Make those things out of rubber these days."
Kimberly stepped over the mess of glass and napalm now soaking into the dirt floor and ran her fingers up the edge of the door. The wood was unmarked. "You know what they say. They don't make it like they used to."
"It's not about the wood, it's the lock. Look at it! Iron. Should be rusted to hell and back, but it's stronger than my prybar. Bullshit." Fitch spat on the floor, his hands hooked in his pockets. "Should've known. If they don't want us in, we're not getting in."
"So, what? We give up?"
He checked his watch. "Five minutes. Unless you've got a hairpin and some Mission Impossible tricks up your sleeves-"
A low click echoed through the wood. The heavy thunk of iron sliding into place.
Fitch leaped back, the busted end of the crowbar held out before him like a dagger. "Hide!" he hissed, and Kimberly pressed into a dirt hollow, soft mineshaft earth falling on her shoulders, her flashlight shaking in her hands. She tried to flick the switch but couldn't get a grip. Light danced across the ceiling of the mineshaft, over beams pickled grey by age, the moss speckled red and green and black, stalactites of muck reaching down like grasping fingers...
The door swung open.
She'd expected someone waiting on the far side - an irritated nun at best, another one of the thrashing, bloody-jawed clickers at worst. Instead, soft candlelight washed across Kimberly's cheeks. She peered out into a great vaulted hall, over rows of bare wooden pews and arched windows boarded with blackened planks. The chapel nave. Far away to her left were tall wooden double-doors that, as far as she could tell, led out on to the moors and the Pentacost river.
The air thudded in her lungs. It breathed for her.
Axis Mundi. Navel of the world. The womb.
Fitch's hand was on her shoulder. "Who opened the goddamn door? You see anyone?"
She leaned out into the nave, one foot on the cold flagstones. The thrumming sensation grew, fizzing on the tip of her tongue. Hair stood tall along her arms. Her stomach corkscrewed down into her abdomen.
They were waiting.
 



Chapter 20
 
 
 For a moment, one precious moment, Kimberly thought it'd all been a big misunderstanding.
They stood with their backs to her, a row of fifteen or more figures in long black robes, cowls pulled over their heads, hands clasped before them. Nuns. Of course. What else did she expect to find in a small-town convent? And she'd just busted her way into their private ceremonies, for what? To ask for a lift back to New York?
Then she noticed how ragged those robes were. Shredded as if by blades, or claws, exposing swathes of pale flesh. They were tall, too. Not one of them less than six foot, some more than seven. Even stooped, they towered over the pews.
Not praying, either. The figures were silent, heads bowed, worryingly still, as if carved from granite. There was no altar or pulpit at the head of the nave: only a blank wall, red brick laid neat. They faced that wall, unmoving and unbreathing.
Yes, Kimberly realised. That was what felt so wrong. No hitch of the shoulders, no twist of cloth as they exhaled. Corpses propped at attention.
She grabbed Fitch's sleeve. "What do we-"
"Thirty seconds!" He stared at his watch, licking his lips in anticipation. "Twenty five."
"They're not real, are they? They're not people!"
"Twenty seconds." Fitch set his crowbar down and fished two molotovs from the pack, setting them upright on the stone. "I think I'm gonna puke."
Kimberly felt it too. The electric buzz was peaking, vibrating her eyeballs in her skull. It felt like she'd stripped the cord to her bedside lamp and clamped her teeth on the copper. "I don't understand-"
"Ten," he whispered. "Five seconds, run, run, lady, you've gotta run-"
The world exploded.
A supernova unfolded like origami inside the nave. Light in her bones, in her flesh, in her guts. She threw one hand up over her eyes and saw the little bones of her fingers wiggling, and behind those bones the red brick wall was opening, spilling light, so bright she couldn't hold in a sob of pain.
She stared into the midnight sun.
The nave was cast into sharp relief. Black wedges of shadow arched across the floor. The figures waiting at the front of the chapel hadn't turned at her cry, and through her tears Kimberly thought they were being swallowed by the light altogether, that whatever star had been born at the heart of the chapel had burned them to ash.
As suddenly as it'd appeared, the light faded. Kimberly wiped her eyes. Her hands trembled on the flagstones. The buzzing had faded to a low moan, a tickling finger along her ribs, and the far wall of the chapel...
Was gone.
A hole. A hole leading into nothing, a blackness so black it had no colour at all. A circle cut from reality leading to a space divided by zero. Looking at it ached in her eyes and in her heart. It was, she thought, like drilling into her skull and putting the nozzle of a vacuum cleaner against the raw, sucking wound.
And yet, she couldn't look away. She wanted to scream but couldn't find the air - the void had sucked all that out, too.
Fitch, too, was rooted in place, hands by his sides, mannequin-still. His ragged coat flapped around his ankles but his expression was stone. There was nothing in his eyes but terror.
The hole widened.
Not nothing, any more. Now she was watching a bad film projected onto a sheet of cloth suspended in air. A still shot of a bedroom: pink wallpaper faded by sun, bedspread crumpled like discarded manuscript. Sprawled across the bed was a girl of no more than twelve in royal purple pyjamas. Auburn hair fanned across her pillows. Cherry-red hair elastics on the bedside table. Her mouth hung open in sleep, wide enough that Kimberly could see her braces. On her bedside table was a statuette of one of the seven dwarves - Grumpy, if Kimberly remembered her Disney. Beside it, a black alarm clock blazed red numbers into the night: 2:18.
"Go," Fitch hissed. "Get through!"
"But-"
The figures were moving. The moment when they snapped out of their statue-state was so unexpected that Kimberly almost squeaked in surprise. Three approached the hole in reality, two flanking the bedroom and the third stepping up to the barrier, stepping up and through-
Out of Rustwood and into wherever in less time than it took to draw breath. The hooded figure leaned over the bed. Hands of silver slipped from beneath the sleeves of its robe and closed around the girl's neck.
She opened her eyes at the last moment. Even from such a distance Kimberly could see the poor girl was terrified.
She didn't cry. No time for that. Just a twist and a pull, like popping the cork from a champagne bottle.
Kimberly bit down on her fist to keep the scream inside. It'd snapped her neck like an afterthought, the poor girl, Jesus Christ, only a child, only a child... Fitch was pushing her, whispering run, lady! What're you waiting for? She couldn't, not now. Not after watching a child of twelve broken so easily, hands twitching on the bedspread, her dead eyes still open, still staring.
And then-
Kimberly blinked. What she was seeing didn't make sense. There was a girl on the bed and a girl in the figure's arms, but they were the same girl. The figure in black had lifted its hands from the dead girl's neck and tugged something free, something in the shape of a child.
Her spirit? It didn't look like a spirit - solid, heavy, bare feet dangling, tiny toes brushing the bedroom carpet. The figure turned to face the congregation, and for a moment Kimberly saw beneath the hood. Hollows of shadow, cheekbones sharp as blades, and the teeth, so many teeth turned in like beartraps. Then it let the body fall, tumbling from that distant bedroom into the nave.
The girl that landed on the flagstone floor was naked, wisps of smoke still trailing from her skin, as if passage through the doorway had burned away every scrap of cloth. She fell to the floor on her hands and knees and lay still. If she was breathing, Kimberly couldn't see it.
Behind her, in another world, the alarm clock ticked to 2:20.
"Jesus Christ," Kimberly whispered. "Did you see what they did to her? Did you see-"
"Quiet!" The figure was returning from the doorway, shimmering as it approached the barrier. There was a thick, gluey sound as it stepped through, and then it was in the room with them, slipping through that mirror as easily as someone breaking through the surface of a still pond.
The door flexed. The dead girl's room was fading, like God had turned down the brightness knob on the entire world, but Kimberly could still make out the horses emblazoned on the pink wallpaper, the upturned toys by the foot of the bed - she'd expected dolls, but this girl had what looked like an entire collection of TONKA trucks stacked in the shadows - and most important of all, the corpse atop the bedspread. The crumpled figure, neck twisted at a lunatic angle, so far around that the poor girl was almost looking out over her own shoulder blades. Blood spotting her cheeks, running from her nose in two finger-thick streams. Eyes open, lips drawn back. Tongue clenched between her teeth. White on pink, and below her, where blood had dripped from the duvet and soaked into the carpet, pink on white.
Fitch whispered, "Go!"
His voice was in her ear and a thousand miles away. She swallowed convulsively. Her throat was closed over. God, the dead girl and the naked one now lying on the chapel floor, so small, so vulnerable. Kimberly wanted to snatch her up and press her to her chest. Whisper comforting nothings.
"Go!"
"I can't!"
"Don't run now, you're never getting home." Fitch had a molotov in one hand and his lighter in the other. He flicked the lid from his zippo and touched the flame to the cloth. It flared instantly, the heat enough to make Kimberly flinch back. Then he took a handkerchief from his breast pocket, wrapped it around the base of the bottle and handed it to Kimberly. "If they get in the way, you burn them. Get through no matter what, you hear?"
Kimberly grabbed the bottle by the base, forefinger and thumb, trying to keep scraps of flaming cloth from landing on her wrist. "How're you getting out?"
"I'll figure a way," Fitch was already lighting another molotov. No handkerchief for him - his skin was already stained by benzene. The stench of petrol was dizzying. "No goodbyes, lady."
He sprang to his feet before Kimberly could reply, leaping from the safety of the pews and crossing the nave at a sprint. The creatures turned at the thud of footsteps, hissing in alarm, although Kimberly saw no eyes beneath those cowls, no eyes at all.
"Burn!" he called, and hurled his molotov overarm.
It was a near miss, spiralling between two of the figures and exploding against a wooden pew. The crash of breaking glass was followed by a low whump of ignition. Heat splashed against Kimberly's cheeks as the convent filled with the roar of flames.
Fire lapped across the backs of pews and clung stickily to the flagstone flooring. The creatures didn't seem to mind. They left the dead girl where she lay and angled around the flames, sliding soundlessly between the pews as they closed on Fitch.
He was pressed against the opposite wall, another molotov already in hand, struggling to touch the lighter to the rag. His eyes met hers as they surrounded him.
Go.
The path was clear.
Kimberly ran like a live wire had been touched to the soles of her feet, leaping the first pew and skidding around the second, aiming straight down the central aisle. The figures spun as she passed, pulling back and forth between herself and Fitch. One creature lunged for her, a single finger scraping along the back of her neck, but she kept moving, aimed for the doorway at the furthest end of the convent.
The doorway was fading fast: barely a projection through which she could make out the old red brick of the chapel wall. But she could still feel it, the chill of that bedroom, the fan in the far corner revolving slowly, blowing her hair back over her shoulders. She could smell the blood, the detergent used to wash the bedspread. The delicate remnants of a dead girl's perfume.
The copy, the stolen girl, lay in front of the doorway. Or was the one left behind the copy? A mirror image with a broken neck?
She didn't have time to check the girl's body, but as she jumped over the corpse she realised it wasn't a corpse at all, that she was breathing ever so slightly. Dead in one world and living in another, and that meant-
The train bearing down. She hadn't been dragged away from the tracks at all. She'd died there, she'd died in New York, and-
Glass crashed behind her. The hairs on the back of her neck curled. Kimberly spun.
A great wall of fire had leaped up between her and Fitch, blocking her path back to the tunnel and the double doors. Fitch was capering, leaping between the pews, a third molotov in his hand, and in the heart of the flames...
Two figures. The nuns, or whatever they were, swatted at their arms as the inferno licked over their shoulders and crowned them in light.
They didn't scream. In that moment it seemed as if they were dancing, throwing their arms high as their robes fell away in tatters of ash. And beneath their robes...
Firelight glittered on something that wasn't flesh.
"Go!" Fitch screamed, and hurled his third molotov. One of the figures caught in the fire raised one twig-thin hand and slapped the bottle out of the air. Flame plumed around its bony fingers. "Look out, you stupid-"
Not all the things in robes were chasing Fitch. One had turned on its heels and was moving to cut Kimberly off. The doorway was almost gone now, a thin film thrown across the red brick, the sort of illusion that would blow away in a strong wind. 
She reached for it, and-
It was like standing beneath the stream of an ice-cold shower. A sudden chill slammed up her arm and clicked her jaw shut. Her fingers passed the threshold, slipping through that mirror-doorway into the bloodstained bedroom, becoming like a watercolour painted on rotten canvas, insubstantial, a ghost image half-glimpsed through moonlight.
Her hand was in the chapel, still pink and dirt-stained. Her fingers were in another world, fading fast. The dead girl on the bed stared at her with blood-spotted eyes. The clock on the bedside table read 2:22. It seemed like hours had passed since the girl's neck had been twisted backwards, an age since she'd bitten down on the screams.
It was freedom she could touch. A strange girl's bedroom, somewhere beyond Rustwood. All she had to do was throw herself those final few yards, plunge through the illusion before it winked out altogether.
Behind her, Fitch screamed.
She shouldn't have looked back. Even as she turned her head she knew it was a mistake. Better to forget him, to plunge through into the relative safety of the bedroom, to leave Rustwood behind. But, still, she turned.
Fitch was backed up against the double-doors, cut off from the tunnel exit by an arc of fire so tall and hot it burned almost white. He had another bottle in hand, his fourth, but the zippo slipped from his grip and clattered across the stone floor. It glittered where it lay, reflecting the firelight.
"Fuckers!" Fitch yanked at the bar set across the double doors but it was too heavy - all he could do was grunt and strain as the figures closed in, flames falling from the ends of their robes.
Kimberly pushed her right hand deeper into the mirror-doorway, the cold wrapping around her bones. The doorway was almost gone, the bedroom a bare whisper on the other side. One step...
The molotov was still in her left hand, still burning, the wick reduced to a stub of fluttering fabric. Fitch was backed against the doors, encircled, scrabbling for his lighter. The figures closed in, still burning, their cowls reduced to ash around their shoulders. In the lunatic flicker of firelight Kimberly saw hairless skulls stitched with old scars, black thread looping from pus-filled wounds. The shiver of flame on steel cabling, holes in paper-pale skin big enough to slip her hand through, and God, inside, there were things squirming in there, white and slippery and foul.
The doorway was a sepia memory. Home was so close she could smell it. The molotov rag was barely a stub. The last flakes of ash fell across her fingers.
"Go!" Fitch called. Then a shriek like he'd been skewered.
Then, silence.
 



Chapter 21
 
 
 Kimberly moved on instinct. She didn't think of New York. She didn't think of the doorway vanishing behind her. All she thought about was Fitch, stumbling and screaming.
She hurled her molotov across the nave. It was a poor throw, so high the bottle clipped a wooden beam bracing the vaulted ceiling.
Glass rained across the chapel. Napalm fell in a thick cloud like spring mist.
It ignited.
A tornado-wall of flame rolled across the nave. It engulfed the hooded strangers and boiled over the pews, lapping at the cold stone walls, spreading bright white fingers of heat across the vaulted ceiling.
Sap boiled and popped, loud as gunshots. Smoke threaded between the beams. She managed one breath and gagged, tears springing to her eyes.
Tall figures stumbled in the flame. Fitch had stopped shrieking. She squinted through the waves of heat. There: a hunched silhouette, pressing against the barred double-doors that led to the outside world, warding the robed figures away with clenched fists.
Alive.
She'd done everything she could. No more molotovs, no knives, nothing but the flashlight tucked into her belt. Fitch was strong. He could make his own way out.
Kimberly turned to the doorway.
It'd faded further, becoming a watercolour painting on the rear wall of the nave, the dead girl's bedroom less than a memory. She threw herself at that distant, impossible place but her fingers only brushed rough brick.
"Please," she whispered.
The doorway vanished.
Home was gone. Nothing for her but the convent, the fire, the tall black figures striding through the flames with their robes falling in tatters around their feet.
She was frozen in place. Her legs were cramped, her lungs seized, her last breath bubbling in her skull. I'm going to die here, she thought. This only happens to other people. I can't die, I can't-
The closest figure leaped at her through the flames, and Kimberly threw herself low. It snatched at her hair with spiderlike fingers, and she screamed as it dragged its nails along her scalp, a sudden heat blooming there like she'd been cut down to the bone.
Kimberly drove upward off the flagstones, slamming her shoulder into the figure's gut. She'd expected to meet belly-flesh but her shoulder sank in, sank through, like she'd driven her fist into jelly. Something crunched, a dry snapping noise like stale bread broken in half.
The creature in the robe didn't wail, didn't protest. Its grip tightened on Kimberly's hair and before she could pull free it hurled her aside. She tumbled, skidding on the stones and slamming spine-first into a pew.
The wood was hot against her back, searing through her shirt. She rolled away, nostrils already full with the stink of burning hair, and scrambled on hands and knees around the edge of the nave. If the passage to the dead girl's bedroom had been on the north end of the convent, she was pressed against the west wall, far from Fitch and the double doors on the south end. As for the exit back into the mines, the fire had cut that off completely, pools of napalm coating every surface like sticky resin. The heat was so intense she thought she might faint.
The convent was large enough for a couple hundred worshippers and there was more than enough space to skirt the fire, but the nave was becoming a kiln. She'd bake from the inside long before the flames caught her.
Fitch yelled at her from the far end of the convent. "You idiot! I told you to run!"
"I can't! It's closed! Where's the girl?"
"What girl?"
"The little girl, the one-"
The robed creature had closing the distance, clawing for her. Kimberly got to her feet, ignoring the stabbing pain in her back, and sprinted along the edge of the nave. Her sights were fixed on Fitch. One of the figures had fallen, stretched across her path, rotten hands opening and closing, opening and closing, flames licking between its fingers. She skirted around it as best she could, trying not to glance down, to avoid seeing what it truly was. Those fingers all coiled like they had too many bones, the wrist twig-thin, and where the hood had burned away from its face...
"Hurry up, lady!"
She scrambled the last few yards and fetched up against the double doors, beside Fitch. He was down on one knee, his three remaining molotovs set upright before him. He'd abandoned the lighter - no need, Kimberly figured, with the nave already gorged on smoke and flame.
"You should've gone through," Fitch growled. "Brought you all this way just for you to fuck it up? Jesus, Mary and Joseph." He grinned, but it was a wild, terrified smile, and not one that gave Kimberly any confidence. "Nice knowing you, lady."
"We can get out," she panted. "We have to."
"Door's stuck. Figure it hasn't opened in a while." He jabbed one thumb at the beam that sealed the huge wooden double-doors - a slab of wood ten feet long and as thick around as Kimberly's waist, hewn roughly from the trunk of a tree as grey as ash. Thin suckers and wilted leaves still clung to the trunk, as if whoever cut the tree hadn't even waited five minutes to prune the twigs before jamming it into place.
Whoever locked the chapel, they'd been desperate.
Five of the robed figures advanced cautiously across the hall. They were all that were left after the fire - twice as many bodies were scattered across the floor of the nave or draped across the backs of pews, robes burned away, bodies left as ruins of charcoal and curled meat. But there was something else in those masses of flesh too, something that shimmered, something that reminded her of times spent with her father in the garage, the hood of their old Camaro propped up, dim light shining on spark plugs and pitted valves.
Five figures. Three molotovs, each brimming with carcinogenic napalm. She grabbed the nearest bottle by the neck, ignoring the slick feeling of petrol and benzene on her bare palm. What was cancer compared to being torn apart? "Think we can kill them?"
"I think this is Rustwood's Alamo," Fitch replied.
"Shit. I never even got to visit Texas."
Fitch grunted as he hurled a molotov overarm. It hit the nearest figure dead-centre, exploding against its chest, and for a moment the stranger strode forward without pause, as if broken glass and petrol were no worse than rainwater.
Then came a single tongue of flame across the figure's robes, and it ignited in a flash so bright and sudden that Kimberly recoiled, smacking her head against the doors.
The figure didn't fall. It staggered on with slow, scraping steps, guttering like a dying torch. Flames crept inside its hood and coiled inside hollow eye sockets.
Even as Kimberly cocked back her arm to throw her molotov, the creature smiled with needle-teeth.
 
* * *
 
 "Almost there." Chan tilted her head back, let the rain wash over her cheeks and squirted it between her teeth. "What a night, huh?"
Detective Goodwell didn't reply. They'd reached the old stone bridge crossing the Pentacost River, where Goodwell had snatched up Martin and Taram the week before. To the south were the bright lights of Rustwood, the acid-yellow glare of distant streetlights. Another three miles and they'd be home and dry.
But Chan was set on the convent. She'd been arrowing in on that distant blur of light for the past hour and nothing would turn her away. Lambs to the slaughter, Goodwell thought, caressing the butt of his pistol. If he was going to do it anywhere, it had to be here.
"Shame forensics didn't pick anything out of the mud." Chan ducked beneath the hollow of the bridge, taking a moment to shelter from the rain. The ground was scattered with empty cans of spray paint, rattling away beneath Chan's feet and into the river. She focused her flashlight - the beam weak, batteries gasping - on the graffiti scrawled across the stones. "Look at this shit."
The words made Goodwell's skin itch. THE TRUE QUEEN LIVES, four foot tall, written in tall yellow letters. It hadn't been there when Goodwell had grabbed the two boys, and while he wasn't an expert in tagging or throw-ups or whatever the kids wanted to call their chicken-scrawls, he could recognise handwriting easily enough. "Mean anything to you?"
"I don't know. Maybe they're making a comeback. Good luck to them. I mean, I liked The Game, but Hot Space was shit." She snapped her flashlight off and waved across the river, at the convent. "How far, do you think? Half a mile?"
"Thereabouts." Goodwell drew his pistol and cupped it against his stomach. Second time in one day that he'd pointed it at Chan's back, and it felt just as awful as it had when he'd sighted on the base of her neck back at the old Hill farm. But that'd been self-protection. He'd been set on saving his own head from the block. This, on the other hand, would be a mercy killing. This wouldn't keep him up at night.
At least, that was what he told himself.
Chan didn't hear the snap of the safety. She was staring at the distant convent, one hand over her eyes to shield herself from the rain as she stepped from beneath the safety of the bridge. "See that? That's gotta be a fire."
"Don't see anything," Goodwell lied. The light in the windows of the convent was leaping, not just soft candlelight but something ferocious, white and hot and hungry. "We really, really have to go back to town."
"Definitely out of control," Chan whispered. "Bet they don't have a phone in there, either."
He raised the pistol. One shot. She'd drop into the river and drift away. Problem solved, one soul saved. Not just a mercy. One of his better deeds. If there was a God, he'd pat Goodwell on the back.
"We have to get trucks out there." Chan turned and froze. Her pupils shrank as she fixed on the bore of Goodwell's pistol. "What are you doing?"
Goodwell's finger tightened on the trigger. "I'm sorry."
"Goodwell, what the fuck are you doing."
"I'm sorry," he said again. Chan's right hand had dropped to her hip, her own pistol. "You're a good detective. Too good."
"You're not making any sense. Jesus, put the gun down. Whatever's eating you-"
"That's the thing, isn't it? Nothing's eating me. I'm the only one here who isn't getting chewed up. Now, stand still." The lump in his throat felt like a golf-ball. The pistol wobbled in his grip. "I'm really, really sorry."
He'd shot the three boys without hesitation. His trigger-pull had been smooth and unconcerned. But here, with Chan frozen before him, the moonlight catching the steam rising off her shoulder in a silky halo, his finger was caught. Count to three, he told himself. This is bigger than her, bigger than you. Don't think. You have a job and that job is Rustwood. Put her down clean and get on with your work.
It was only a moment of hesitation, but it was enough.
Chan drew, cocked and fired so fast that Goodwell didn't even see her hands moving. The crash of gunfire echoed beneath the bridge and Goodwell reeled back as the air fluttered beside his cheek. The bullet-whirr was a bee passing at supersonic speeds.
Detective Karen Chan ran.
She was around the far side of the underpass and up on to the bridge within moments. Goodwell staggered after her, one hand pressed to his cheek. Even though he couldn't feel blood, even though he was sure the bullet had missed by as much as a foot, his whole face was tingling like he'd been cut. "Chan! Stop!"
She didn't stop, unsurprisingly. By the time Goodwell had crossed the bridge she'd thrown herself into the tall grass that bordered the moors. One more silhouette amongst hundreds as she wove through the bushes and dead grey trees. Moving fast for a lady who lived on chocolate and chicken wings, Goodwell noted ruefully. He'd underestimated her.
Half a mile ahead was the Pentacost Convent. The flames in the windows - no doubt now, it had to be fire, leaping high and hot behind those rotten boards - were only growing stronger. Even from such a distance he could smell the smoke, the thick, coiling stink in the back of his throat.
He knew that smell. He'd gotten enough of it to last a lifetime over the past years, boiling his own blood in a wooden bowl in his basement. That disgusting barbecue tang.
Far across the moors, someone was burning.
 



Chapter 22
 
 
 The stone wall was hot against Kimberly's back, burning her through her thin shirt. The nave was choked with greasy smoke and the figures staggering back and forth through the fire were only silhouettes, black against the leaping light. She groped for another molotov and her hand closed on empty air. "That's it?"
"Gotta get out." Fitch beat at the door, groping at the heavy wooden bar, but it was too long, too thick, little more than a tree-trunk cut down to size and jammed in place. Kimberly joined him, straining against the beam. It was slippery with sap, sweating in the heat. "Come on!"
"I'm trying!" She dared a glance over her shoulder. The figures were getting closer. Some had fallen, dragging themselves along the cold stone floor with fingers as thin and sharp as bone, wrapped in flame like heavy blankets. She could almost make out their features, the faces behind the fire, and what she saw in those blank sockets made her want to scream.
"Move!" Fitch swore, slamming against the doors. "Move, you fucker!" He dropped to one knee, getting beneath the beam and driving upwards with his shoulder. "Come on!"
The beam shifted. It was only half an inch, maybe less, but that little jerk felt like a mile to Kimberly. She dropped low as well, smoke coiling above her head, and got her weight beneath the beam. "On three!"
They shoved. The beam groaned. In the centre of the nave, one of the figures tangled around the edge of a pew and stumbled to its knees. It wailed in a voice like a violin bow being drawn across catgut.
"One, two, three!" The beam inched higher. "One, two, three!" It was getting hard to see, hard to think. Smoke scratched at her throat. The world seemed far away, the flagstones beneath her knees soft like plush cushions, the beam only a gentle, hot pressure against her neck. She could smell meat cooking, and found herself salivating. Was that the stink of her own skin?
Fitch was having the same problems. "One, two," he counted, and his legs gave way. "Shit, shit-"
"Get up!" She scrambled across the floor, the stones hot against her palms. "Push!"
"I shouldn't have come." Fitch was crying, his eyes red-rimmed, tears pouring down his cheeks, although whether that was from despair or the smoke Kimberly couldn't tell. "Shouldn't have listened to him."
Kimberly recoiled. "Who-"
A screech snapped her around. The figures had pushed through the wall of flame, crawled over the last of the pews. They clawed at the air, hands curling into hungry fists. They had so many fingers, not five or six or even seven but whole quivering, spasming blade-thin bunches snapping at her face.
"Do it!" she screamed, and Fitch responded like she'd jabbed him with a pin. Together they slammed upward against the beam, and it lifted another inch, creaking in its sockets. "Again! Again!"
The beam slipped, tilted, and Kimberly barely had time to throw herself aside as it fell out of the iron sockets. The beam crashed against the flagstones, spraying hot sap, and Kimberly hissed as it seared her bare cheeks. She threw herself against the doors and they creaked open a hands-breadth, enough so that she could see the moors beyond the convent. Cold, black sky blurred behind sheeting rain. The air tasted of earth, not smoke. She gulped it down, desperate for every mouthful of clean air.
Fitch was jammed behind her, trying to shove the doors open. Soft earth had built up against the doors, and every inch they gained tore deep trenches through the soil. Kimberly tried to slip between the doors but could only get her arm through. Rain tickled her palm. Heat on one side, the flames high enough to barbecue her in her clothes, and less than three feet away, the blessed open plains. "Come on!"
"I'm tryi-"
Fitch was choked off. Kimberly didn't want to look back, but she couldn't help it. With one arm still thrust through the gap between the doors, she turned.
A many-fingered hand settled on her shoulder. A face wreathed in flame leaned down as if to kiss her, a face wrought from bone and steel, ribbed along cheekbone and eye socket with piping like the slats of a dead rat's spine, teeth thin as needles, and behind the eyes, writhing wetly inside that hollow skull...
Kimberly screamed.
 



Chapter 23
 
 
 Goodwell lost track of Chan in the scrub after less than five hundred yards. For a while he had her trail, a blundering path marked by tall grass snapped flat and muddy footprints left in the rain-soaked earth, but then the path led to a rocky hillock and the trail vanished entirely. From time to time he thought he saw the grasses rustle ahead, a thin tree bending as if someone were resting against it, catching their breath. But even in those bare moments when the clouds parted long enough for moonlight to brush across the plains, he couldn't pick Chan from the shadows.
No question where she was headed, though. The convent squatted on the horizon, only a quarter mile away now, firelight blazing from the windows. Goodwell could've sworn those windows had been boarded over less than five minutes before, but now light guttered from those slim stone arches, bright as dawn.
Even with the rain misting on his cheeks and the skyline choked with cloud, he could see the thick smoke pouring from the convent, great sickly plumes belching from every crack. 
He swore and pushed on, glad for the pistol bumping his hip. Maybe Chan would see the fires and turn the other way. Maybe she'd stumble all the way back to town, screaming of attempted murder. Maybe they'd put Goodwell in cuffs. All of it was preferable to the poor woman kicking in the front doors of the convent. Whatever lived there, Goodwell got the impression it didn't like to be disturbed.
Luck wasn't on his side. As he slipped down the far side of a muddy rise, a black shape rose from the grass and sprinted towards the distant convent. Chan, scrabbling for purchase among the weeds.
Goodwell kept low, running hunched like he was ducking away from incoming fire. If she saw him coming she'd shoot again, and he'd seen her marksmanship results. She wouldn't miss twice. He had the advantage - Chan was wheezing, the sound carrying across the moors, while he moved almost silently. Toe to heel, gently, gently. Close the distance.
Behind him, carrying clear across the swaying grass, came an excited gurgle. It put Goodwell in mind of a baby clutching for its favourite toy.
He didn't look back. He already knew what he'd see. Three pairs of shining, silvered eyes.
Mud sucked at his shoes as he ran across the fields. Only a couple hundred yards to the convent now, flames boiling thick from the windows, the shriek and hiss of exploding stones echoing over the plain. Where was Chan? Christ, almost to the front doors, her hands thrown up over her face to shield her from the heat.
No time for subtlety, not any more. He sprinted across the bog, jacket flying out behind him. One shoe got stuck in the muck and he yanked his foot free, leaving it behind. The peat soaked through his thin socks, freezing his toes. He ignored the pain. "Chan! Don't!"
Chan spun, pistol in hand. "Get the fuck away from me!"
"Don't go in there!" Goodwell broke from the tall grass. The heat rising from the convent was blistering, sucking all the moisture from his lips. He turned away from that blinding light, taking in the surrounding fields. To their right was a tall hill studded with gravestones, jagged like fingernails chewed to the quick. Beyond that, the Pentacost river from which the convent took its name, winding lazily around the northern edge of Rustwood, all the way to the ocean.
For a moment he contemplated running for the river, throwing himself into the rush. Anywhere was better than here. But leaving without Chan... "Don't go in there! They'll kill you!"
"You're crazy!" Chan backed up, glancing over her shoulder as she approached the front doors of the convent. "I'll shoot, I swear-"
"I'm trying to help you!" The front doors were open a crack, just wide enough for Goodwell to make out the hungry orange glow inside. And... was that a hand, waving from the gap? "You don't know what they are."
"You're crazy," Chan said again, her voice almost swallowed by the crackle of flames. "Come any closer and I'll put you down."
"Chan-"
She ran for the front doors, her back to Goodwell, and in that moment he knew he could've drawn and put two through her centre of mass without blinking. His hands were steady. No hesitation, no guilt.
But he didn't. There was something about that hand thrust through the space between the tall wooden double doors, something about the wails rising from inside the convent. Some of them sounded not-quite-human, and the others...
He recognised that cry. Mrs Kimberly Archer.
Goodwell ran harder than he could ever remember running and grabbed the great iron ring that served as the convent's door handle. Chan had the other, and even through her hand dropped to her pistol she didn't draw, didn't put a bullet through Goodwell's gut like she could've.
"Shoot me later," Goodwell grunted. "There are people inside."
"Go fuck yourself." Chan hauled back, and Goodwell did the same beside her. The double-doors were stuck fast in the mud and the loop of iron seared his palms. He smelled his own skin cooking. The heat coming from the gap between the doors stole his breath. He turned his head, sucked down air, and pulled.
The doors creaked. Goodwell bit back a scream as flame licked around the edge of the door and seared his wrist. The doors themselves were smoking, edges blackened, sap pouring from great rents in the wood. In less than a minute they'd erupt in flame.
No way anyone was still alive in there. They'd be barbecued. Roasted red, skin split, curled in on themselves. Maybe it would be a mercy to close the doors and let them cook. Whatever had happened to Mrs Archer in there, if that place was enough to scare his employer, the first and true Queen of Rustwood...
But still he pulled, and the doors creaked open inch by painful inch, until he could see inside the smoke-filled nave. There were shadows moving in there, tall black shapes against the flames, and some were too tall to be human, far too tall...
And, slumped beside the door, one of those terrible figures hunched above her, was Mrs Kimberly Archer.
Goodwell drew and fired in one smooth motion, but the figure crouching over Mrs Archer only snapped up, looking into his eyes. It made a growling, clacking noise, like a rusted chainsaw struggling to start. With the firelight behind it Goodwell couldn't make out anything beneath its tattered hood, but its robes had burned away around its ankles, revealing sharp spurs of bone.
No. Not bone. Something worse, something surgical.
The creature reared and he fired again, emptying his magazine. His aim was steady as he stitched the thing from hip to neck, but it didn't so much as flinch. Goodwell swore. "Chan, help me!"
He threw himself into the heat without waiting to see whether she'd follow. The first step was like forcing his way through a wall of boiling water, and the second harder again. He took one breath and immediately regretted it - his lungs were brimming with smoke. He dry-retched as he grabbed Mrs Archer beneath her arms and dragged her back, towards the open air.
His heel bumped against something soft. Goodwell glanced down. Another man lying face-down on the floor, a man with tangled hair and a long, smoke-stained jacket.
There was only one person that could be.
"Chan! I said help me!" He dragged Mrs Archer as best he could but the smoke had made him weak, and as the cool outside air washed across his temples he felt faint, the ground tipping beneath him. Mrs Archer was heaving, coughing, one hand over her mouth. Not dead, then. His employer would be pleased, if he managed to get her back to Rustwood in one piece. "Goddamnit, there's someone else in there!"
But Chan was frozen. She'd peered inside the convent and had fallen back on her butt in the grass, mouth hanging open, firelight reflecting in her eyes. Goodwell didn't blame her - he'd probably done the same the first time he'd seen what lay beneath the skin of Rustwood, the first time his Queen came to speak with him. Probably. Those days were a blur of blood and shadow, fire and blades.
The man lying inside the convent doorway stirred, reaching for the moonlight. Goodwell took a deep breath and ran.
He shoved Chan aside and got the ragged man by the collar. The man fought weakly, slapping at Goodwell's hands, but quieted as soon as he realised he was being dragged out instead of back in. The ends of his coat were smoking and his palms were blistered, the skin peeling away, revealing raw red flesh.
And behind him, in the heart of the convent, those tall black figures were still coming.
They were bowed and burning, jacketed in flame, but they stalked towards the entrance regardless. The one Goodwell had shot was clutching itself, but not in pain. More like it was... holding itself together at the waist. That if it let go it would collapse like shattered glass.
"Get up," he told the man at his feet. "Get the hell up!"
The ragged man groaned, vomited, and got on to hands and knees. He reached for the cool grey grass beyond the convent doors. "Help-"
Goodwell didn't have time to reply before he was slammed off his feet. He saw the creature coming from the corner of his eye, saw it with its hood thrown back and robes burned to cinders, saw it as it really was, before it drove into his stomach and threw him back from the door. They landed together in the muck, Goodwell kicking and flailing, the creature atop him weighing less than a child.
He punched his pistol into the creature's gut but it was empty, the slide locked back. The creature leaned down as if to press its lips against Goodwell's and in the flash of firelight coming through the open doorway he saw the serrated blades of its jawbones, skin drawn taught over sunken eye sockets, the things squirming inside.
It had once been human, he knew that much. Time and rot had peeled away most of the flesh, leaving old yellow bone bared to the rain. That bone was pitted in a hundred places with black burrows like termite holes, threaded through with wire and wood and steel like some unholy marionette, twitching and shrieking to the tune of an unseen puppeteer. And in the hollows of its eyes, its throat, between the gaps of its ribs where the skin had peeled away to reveal the cavern of its guts...
Not just one creature but a hundred, a thousand, a whole nest of them coiling and gnashing and shitting and laying their tiny white eggs, biting the air with toothless gums. So many tangled together he couldn't make out what they truly were, worms or centipedes or something altogether worse, like the slim black carapaces they'd burned in the basement of Bo Tuscon's house. They were bleached pale, as if they'd never known the kiss of the sun. Graveyard beetles grown fat and long on corpse-meat and all of them huge and hungry, the sort that killed fat black rats and dragged them back to their nests.
He couldn't hold in the scream, but that scream choked off as the creature forced its fingers into Goodwell's mouth. He tasted ash and old leather, graveyard dust and the slick tang of blood.
His finger still jerked the trigger of his empty pistol. "Geddoff!" Sharp nails dragged against his tongue. "Geddof, you-"
A gunshot cracked the night in two. Goodwell snapped his head back in shock as the creature's face exploded and skinned his cheeks with shards of bone. He couldn't hear anything but the tinnitus ring of gunfire.
The creature slumped, even though its blade-thin hands still scrabbled for Goodwell's throat. He rolled aside, kicking the creature and its tattered robe on to the grass where it flopped and curled and finally lay still.
A shadow stretched across the muddy soil. Goodwell looked up into Chan's eyes. Her pistol hung loose in her right hand. Her left was clutched against her chest, skin red-raw, rain splashing off the ruined flesh.
She was aiming at Goodwell's gut.
Goodwell licked his lips. "You don't want to do that."
"You're right. I don't." Chan's lips were drawn back over her teeth in a feral snarl. "Drop your gun. I'm taking you in."
"You don't want to do that either."
"Get up."
Goodwell staggered to his feet and let his sidearm fall. His right foot was bare, the sock torn to threads in his mad escape from the convent. His suit was soaked through with mud. Worse, the empty holster at his hip made him feel unbalanced. He only ever unstrapped that pistol when he was showering or climbing in to bed beside Hannah. Without it, he was naked.
Other figures were emerging from the mouth of the convent. They raised their faces to the rain and drank deep, even as the hems of their robes sizzled away. And beyond the convent...
Eyes in the darkness. Shining eyes just beyond the reach of the firelight. Laughter, grating like steel wool.
"Now," Chan whispered, "we're going to walk back to the bridge, and we're not going to do anything stupid. And then you're going to tell me everything."
"So long as you do it fast." He squinted over Chan's shoulder. "They're gone."
"Who?"
"Mrs Archer, the woman inside. I hope she's okay-"
Chan turned her head a fraction but that was all the time Goodwell needed. He darted inside the sweep of Chan's arm and jammed her right hand against her side. She was strong, but Goodwell was stronger. Her pistol slipped from her fingers and they both fell on hands and knees, scrabbling for it in the mud.
Goodwell got the grip in his hand while Chan snatched the barrel, and for a moment they were caught in an absurd tug-of-war with the pistol pointed directly at Chan's chest. But Goodwell had the better hold, and he finally yanked it free.
Chan's focus narrowed to the barrel of the pistol. "Fuck you."
"You'll thank me later. Come on, double-time."
Chan spat at his feet but obeyed, marching into the tall grass with her hands held high. Goodwell followed, limping, sharp stones cutting deep into the meat of his bare foot. He risked one last look back, just to make sure he hadn't imagined it all.
The convent burned high and wild, flames tickling the belly of the sky. The creatures in black roamed the moor, moonlight shining on the bare bone of their skulls.
Mrs Archer and her companion were gone.
 



Chapter 24
 
 
 Fitch wished he was drunk.
The last hour had been a blur of flame and fear. Twice he'd thought he was about to die - the first time when the creatures in the black robes had cornered him against the door, moments before the Archer lady threw her only molotov, and the second time as the smoke crowded in and stole his breath. Twice, he'd whispered furtive prayers - not for salvation, but for a quick death, one without screaming and splinters under his fingernails and all the messy blood-and-guts business he'd seen but never suffered.
He'd brought twelve beer bottles filled to the lid with napalm but somehow forgotten to slip a fifth of bourbon in the mix. Something to blunt the terror, to get the blood moving. That'd always been his father's remedy for the blues. Cheerios and rye every morning, the old man smelling faintly of sawdust, the aroma of his workshop hanging around him like a halo.
That was all Fitch could remember of his father. The workshop and the drinking. Sometimes he wondered whether he was even remembering the right man, or whether it was an illusion grown into his head by the town.
Now, as he staggered from the ruin of the Pentacost Convent, he figured that illusion was just about burned away.
The things in there, the women, the whatever-they-weres, had followed him out the doors. Not many left now - the napalm had brought most of them low, more than he'd expected, but he didn't have the strength left to fight even one. He cupped the chittering thing in his pocket, hoping it'd calm him. It didn't work. His whole world was panicked heat.
Kimberly Archer was only a couple yards away, left by her police-friend to roll gasping on the grass, but that distance seemed a mile to Fitch. He was weak, painfully weak. He reached for her. "Get... up..."
Mrs Archer retched into the grass. "Fitch..." Her eyes were glazed. "I saw it, Fitch."
"Tell me later."
"They were talking to me."
"Later!" He grit his teeth, forcing himself to stand. The world tilted and threw him to the ground. Again, he stood, and this time his balance held. The front of his jacket was stained with vomit and his eyes itched like they'd been wrapped in sandpaper, but Christ, it was better than being dead. Beside him, Kimberly was doing the same. He grabbed her limp hand, and for a moment he thought they'd both tumble back down the slope, rolling together into the fiery mouth of the convent.
His balance held, and so did hers. He didn't need to urge her on - Mrs Archer was already scrambling up the slope, towards the Pentacost graveyard and the river. Beyond that, freedom.
The Pentacost graveyard was a quiet stretch of slanted tombstones, bordered by a broken iron fence. Thick mud grasped at Fitch's boots. He could hear the river in the distance, rising over its banks, swollen by the rain. Somewhere on the far bank, an owl called to its mate. Nothing answered but the crackle of flames.
He glanced back at the convent. The two who'd pulled the doors open - two police, although he couldn't make out their faces - were grappling with one of the creatures less than ten yards from the door. Poor souls. Wrong place, wrong time, but he didn't have the energy or the death-wish it'd take to go back and help them. Other shapes still trickled from the convent, too. The last of the robed figures, three of them, fanning out across the moors.
They ignored the two cops completely. They had their targets.
Fitch's stomach dropped through the floor. "We have to move."
"But..." Kimberly's speech was still slurred, swaddled by smoke inhalation. "It's a graveyard."
Graves didn't scare Fitch. He'd never feared the dead so long as they stayed that way. He pulled Kimberly into the cemetery, one hand slapping against the stones, tracing the names carved into the granite. The mud came up to his ankles now, like the earth was trying to lock him in place long enough for the creatures to catch up and wrap their hands around his neck. The thing in his pocket squirmed in circles, tensing tiny claws against the fabric of his jacket. He slipped his left hand into the pocket and let it suckle on his finger. "Almost," he whispered. "Almost home."
Beside him, Kimberly Archer jerked around. "What?"
"Nothing."
"What'd you say?"
"Later!" Two of the things in robes had split across the moor, possibly angling to cut them off before they reached the river. The third was coming straight up the hill. It didn't run but loped, long gangling strides that seemed to cover far more distance than was possible for human legs.
Except, of course, they weren't human. He'd seen beneath the robes, taken in the ruin of flesh and bone and iron that lay beneath. How long since those poor women had drawn breath? Had they been dug out of the ground before the beast hollowed them, or were they alive and screaming?
He tried not to think about it as he scrambled up the slope. "Today, lady!" They passed gravestones scrawled with bright teenage graffiti, the weeds around the base of the stones wilted as if the mortar was poison. He could hear the river above the rain now, pounding against the banks as it swelled in the tumult. "Almost. Almost-"
The convent exploded.
Maybe it was the stones popping in unison, superheated by the napalm. Maybe there was something more than dusty pews and rotten paper tomes hidden inside the convent, something viscous and catalytic touched off by the heat, a relic of a time when the convent had been a coke-store almost a century earlier. Maybe it was the doorway itself, that strange umbilical between Rustwood and somewhere-else, trying to open once more and collapsing upon itself.
All Fitch knew in that moment was a giant hand of heat lifting him out of the muck and punching him ten feet across the graveyard. 
He saw, in slow motion, a gravestone flying up to meet his face. He threw his hands out to catch himself but he was tumbling out of control, little more than a leaf caught in a storm.
Skull met stone. Fitch crumpled.
For a moment he lay still, the world thudding around him, the sky swelling in time with his heartbeat. His forehead felt hot, wet. He saw nothing but red through his left eye, and when he tried to wipe it away he found his left arm trapped beneath his body. His right felt too heavy, and lifting it to his face was a colossal effort.
"Kim," he whispered, but the woman was nowhere in sight. Lost somewhere in the gravestones? Dragged low by the thing chasing them up the hill? He had to stand. One leg at a time, knees weak, feet splayed to keep him from falling. He braced against the gravestone, pressing a thumbprint into the bloodstain left behind by his split temple. "Kim-"
It peeled out of the cemetery shadows like smoke, unfolding in stages until it blocked out the moonlight. Fitch fell back against the gravestone, a scream jammed in his throat.
It was huge, too huge to have ever been human. Its cowl was tilted back, revealing flesh turned to rot and grease, eyes sealed over by canvas.
If those poor creatures in the convent had been sisters, this was their mother.
"I'm sorry," Fitch whispered. "Don't. Please don't." His left arm hung useless against the hip pocket of his coat, where the chittering creature coiled and thrummed. His right hand reached for a molotov that wasn't there.
The creature leaned in. The canvas sewn across its eyes bulged as the things living beneath squirmed against the fabric. A seam popped, spilling the tail of something white and wriggling across the figure's eye socket. There was something like a mouth beneath the cowl, a hole darker than the black around it, and at the end of that funnel, a tiny point of light. Fitch knew that if he stared at it too long he'd tumble down and be lost.
"All gone," it said, in a voice as thin as midnight wind. "All gone, now."
Fitch couldn't speak. The chittering thing lapped over the hem of his coat pocket, biting into the knuckles of his left hand, suckers popping on his skin.
"End of all things." The creature's hands fell to Fitch's belly, sharp finger-tips pressing against the soft meat of his gut. "You killed the world."
Its jaw dropped low, that light dazzlingly bright, the pit of its throat widening until it seemed large enough to swallow Fitch's head whole. "Killed the world," it whispered.
Fitch swung.
He meant to punch the thing in the face but his swing went low, his left hand clumsy. The chittering thing was still holding fast to his knuckles, and it spun off the end of his hand, slapping against the dead thing's gaunt white cheek.
For a moment they were still - the creature with its mouth hanging open, needle teeth shivering in its gums, and Fitch's little suckling companion, lapping at the dead thing's face with curious tentacles, tasting the burlap sewn over its eyes with thin pink pseudopods.
The chittering thing mewled in disgust. It sank claws deeper into that grey, taut flesh. One spindly limb, a knobbed finger no thicker than a 2B pencil tipped with a nail of bone, rose up, up, up, and plunged back down.
It pierced the canvas, plunging deep into the dead thing's eye socket. There was a wet sound, a meaty churning, and the creature in the robe reared back. It shrieked, clawing at the chittering thing as it burrowed deeper, but it could only slap ineffectually at its own face. The screaming rose and rose and then died without warning, and the creature sagged sideways into the wet grass.
Fitch panted, slouched against the tombstone, clutching his bleeding scalp, waiting for the creature to stand again. It didn't. The chittering thing had dug too deep. "Good girl," he whispered. "Come on, back in my pocket, back-"
"Fitch! Are you okay?"
Fitch snapped up. Kimberly had sagged against the stone wall of a nearby mausoleum, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand as the rain pealed down on her head. "Thought I'd lost you. Are you... Jesus Christ, you killed it?"
"Got a good right hook." Fitch tried to grin but a stab of pain radiated up his side and left him wincing. "You hurt?"
"Think my heart stopped a second when that place exploded. Where'd the girl go?"
"Forget the girl." Fitch shivered as a fresh blast of wind rolled up the hillside. His coat was torn to shreds, and while he'd never been precious about his clothing he'd quite liked the costume piece. There wasn't much that flattered a man who was stubble and gristle from head to toe. "She's dead. You saw it."
"She was alive. The one in the bedroom, she was dead, but the one they brought through was breathing."
"You imagined it. Go ahead, I'll catch up."
"No way am I going anywhere alone!"
"Lady, listen..."
A cry sounded from below. One of the creatures patrolling the grey plains, keening over the ruin of their convent. Fitch didn't have time to piss about - either he grabbed the chittering thing where Kimberly could see it, or he left it behind.
"Screw it." He rolled the corpse over so the rain splashed across the hollow of its jaw. The chittering thing was still fastened to the monster's face, and he prised it off as quick as he could, wincing as it turned its attention from the dead thing to Fitch's knuckles. Its skin darkened from the white of lily petals to the deep red of old blood, and its thrumming slowed as it gorged itself.
Kimberly jumped back like she'd been bitten. "What the hell-"
The chittering thing was the size of a guinea pig, slick and pink and hairless, squealing in the moonlight. It lashed the air with what looked like fingers but might've been bony tentacles, each ending in a flat head like nettle leaves and each head with a tiny flatworm mouth gnawing at the air with miniature teeth.
Fitch scrambled to scoop the monster back into his pocket, but it wrapped its tentacles around his forearm and clasped on tight like a slippery wristwatch. "You weren't supposed to see it!" he hissed. "You don't understand!" Black eyes blinked wetly, each the size of a glass marble. The tentacles were laced with suckers, leaving little ring-marks up Fitch's arm. The monster blew bubbles of spit and mucus as Fitch levered it free and stuffed it into the hip pocket of his jacket.
Kimberly had one hand over her mouth and the other held out before her, keeping Fitch at length. "You had that thing with you all the time?"
"I swear, it wouldn't hurt a soul. It came to me."
"What the fuck-"
"It saved me, lady!"
"No. No way." Kimberly's heels skidded out on the wet earth and she fell on her ass. "No fucking way."
"Don't-"
She was already running, headed for the river. Fitch called after her, but she was too far gone.
No matter. He'd catch up, as soon as he attended to one last piece of business. One last favour he owed Gull.
Since the moment they'd stepped into the mineshaft he'd been wondering how he was going to fulfil that particular request, the one Gull had whispered outside the theatre. He could barely remember the words, but there was no way to forget the command, the sibilant that forced him to bend his knee and offer his ear for Gull to purr into.
Mister Gull had made a request. A fair trade for the life he'd saved. Sending Fitch to Bo Tuscon's house was the only reason Kimberly had gotten out alive. Was a single severed head too much to ask?
Fitch had a knife stuffed down his boot, an old Ka-Bar, the busted handle wrapped in electrical tape. He'd been too panicked to draw it in the convent - and hell, knives wouldn't do much good against them anyway, not when those things had a blade growing out of every finger - but it'd come in handy now. He peeled the robe back from the dead thing's torso, exposing the rotten plain of its chest. Its neck was thinner than Rosenfeld's wrist, skin broken by the hard jut of vertebrae, hard white bone bare in the moonlight.
He jammed the knife in deep and jerked. The creature's spine gave way with a wet snap. A tug and a twist pulled the whole thing free. Slippery white worms poured from the open wound, the same things he'd seen squirming beneath the burlap sewn across its eyes. No, not worms. Something far worse, something that swelled and grasped and dribbled pale ichor across the grass.
The monster inside the monster. The puppeteers.
Fitch didn't have time to study them, not with Kimberly already down the far side of the hill. He took a plastic bag from his pocket, one he'd packed for just that purpose, and picked the head up gingerly. Even through the plastic he could feel the cold, jelly-like chill of the old flesh, the slick way it gave beneath his fingers. It was a relief to tie a triple-knot in the bag and tuck it inside his coat. Even hidden from sight it gave him the creeps.
The Archer lady was a small black smudge now, headed for the river. He skidded in the muck as he raced to catch up. The fire in the convent was dying, but there was more light now, a noise worse than the screams: sirens whooping in the distance. Past the rise was the familiar glow of red and blue. Fitch didn't know who'd called them, not so early in the morning, but he knew when it was time to vanish.
The chittering thing wound around his wrist, suckling at his thumb. He didn't look down. After seeing it eating the worms from inside the dead thing's skull, he'd decided he liked it better when it was out of the light.
With his head down and his heart thudding in his ears, Fitch chased the dawn.
 



Chapter 25
 
 
 Kimberly had been walking for what felt like an hour before Fitch caught her on the highway shoulder. The guttering light of the Pentacost Convent had vanished long ago behind the hills, and the artificial orange glow of Rustwood up ahead was almost inviting by comparison. The sun was just nodding above the rise to the east, and even through the ceaseless rain Kimberly welcomed that warm kiss on her bare arms.
When she heard the slap of feet behind her she dug deep, ready to run again, but the strength just wasn't there. She'd spent it all in the mad dash from the convent. "Leave me alone," she said, but he closed the gap regardless. "Don't you take a hint?"
"Thick as a brick, my old man used to say." Fitch was hunched, cradling something beneath his coat. The little pink monster, probably. Jesus, he carried it with him like it was an infant. Sick, sick, sick...
She was too tired to fight it. Too tired to care. "What is it?"
"What?"
"That... fucking monster."
"Oh. Well. She... it..."
"Forget it. I don't want to know." She put her head down, shuddering as she remembered the thing's hairless flesh, those tiny pitted mouths. "I thought you were halfway normal."
"First mistake, lady." Behind her, Fitch sounded broken down, sad beyond measure. "I'm as damaged as they come."
 
 
 After half an hour walking, they could make out the little gas station and mechanic that marked the edge of town. Fitch didn't dare step inside, not smeared from crown to toe with blood and ash, but he bought Kimberly a 7-Up from the drink machine with a dollar bill he had folded into his shoe. She drank greedily and whispered, "Thank you," turning away from his curious eyes.
Half an hour after that, they were trudging through the suburbs. Kimberly's left shoe felt strangely tight. By contrast, the right felt slick, like her foot was sliding around in blister-blood. But who could tell either way, in the rain?
Fitch tried again to apologise. She didn't reply.
Twenty minutes later she could make out the clock-tower spire that marked the centre of town, the one that rose just behind the Department of Records. Old instinct took over. She knew the streets, as much as she wished she didn't. Left past the bakery, third street on the right past the cinema...
Fitch stood beside her in the rain. "Why here?"
"Because my feet hurt. And because I want some soup." She looked up at the faded wooden sign that read ROSENFELD MISSION, the letters pale as ghosts against the old chipboard. "And because she's probably scared shitless for us. Least we can do is let her know we're alive."
"Think I should wait out here," he said, slouching in the shadowed doorway.
"Why? Because of that thing?"
"Nah, she'd never do Rosenfeld no harm. I've got other reasons." Fitch stiffened. "You see that?"
He pressed against the glass, hands cupped over his eyes. The interior of the Mission was dark. Silhouettes of long trestle tables waited in neat rows. Kimberly couldn't make out anything else, no homeless waiting for their first meal of the day, nor the Raconte twins with their creepy clone hairdos scrubbing out pots...
"She's hurt!" As Fitch yanked the door handle Kimberly finally made sense of the shadows, the figure slumped in the furthest corner, almost hidden behind the furniture. The door was locked, the handle jammed, but Fitch threw himself against the doors with all his weight until something inside snapped and he spilled through into the hall.
He'd rolled Mrs Rosenfeld on to her back before Kimberly caught up. "Is she okay? Is she..."
Fitch didn't need to say a word. She could see the damage for herself - Mrs Rosenfeld was almost naked, draped in the tattered remains of her shawl. Her face was bloodied from chin to temple, left eye swollen black, lips split. She clutched at her clothes with fingers bent at lunatic angles. "Jesus. Who did this?"
Rosenfeld groaned. When she tried to speak nothing came out. "Water," Fitch said, and ran for the kitchen, still hunched over whatever he had hidden in his coat. "Stay with her!"
"Not going anywhere." Kimberly swept Rosenfeld's hair back from her forehead. It was stuck there with blood, matted in place. When she tried to peer beneath the old woman's robes and assess her injures, Rosenfeld snatched them back. "I'm trying to help you! Fitch, get the lights. I can't see squat."
Fitch emerged from the kitchen, plastic cup in hand, and snapped the light switch. "Better? How's she-"
Kimberly didn't hear the rest. She jumped back, slamming against a trestle table, mouth opening and closing, wordless. As the flicker of fluorescent lights washed over Rosenfeld's bare shoulder she'd seen...
"What's going on? You okay?" Fitch was still kneeling beside her when he saw the same. "Christ in heaven, that's..." He lifted the cup like a weapon. "Rosenfeld, you in there?"
She'd thought it was scarring at first, lines of white criss-crossing Rosenfeld's shoulders, like something living was trying to burst through into the light. Then she'd seen the ridges along those scars, the hard mechanical edges of steel beneath the skin. The purple bruises that marked infected flesh.
Rosenfeld blinked, her puffed eyes opening just wide enough to reveal the whites. "I was... in a car... crash."
"Bullshit. I've seen those scars before, Fitch, they're the same-"
"I know. I got even closer to them than you." Fitch looked back at the door, as if deciding whether or not to run. Then, finally, he set the cup of water down close enough for Mrs Rosenfeld to grab and backed away fast. "Makes sense, how you knew the doorway would open. You're one of them, aren't you?"
Mrs Rosenfeld wheezed through broken lips as she grabbed the cup. "Never supposed... to know."
"How long, huh?"
Mrs Rosenfeld's grin was full of blood. "Since I came outta the... womb of Rustwood. Didn't want to dance... to their tune." She sipped the water, spilling it down her chin. There were hard angles in the hollow of her throat, bones that shouldn't have been there. She'd never seen them before - Rosenfeld had always hidden her neck beneath the shawl.
"Didn't mean for you to find out," Rosenfeld whispered. Her voice was clearer, the rasping gone, but there was still pain there, bone-deep. "She came for me and she'll come for you too." She met Kimberly's gaze, the whites of her eyes spotted with blood. "I'm sorry. I tried to get you home. The time was right, wasn't it? Two eighteen?"
Kimberly's hands were clenched into tight fists by her side. "You felt the tug so strongly because it was, what? Calling you back?"
"Think you're so clever," Rosenfeld wheezed. "You don't know the half of it. I wanted you gone, lady. Wanted you safe with your pretty little boyfriend and your pretty little home. This isn't the place for you. Isn't the place for nobody."
Kimberly's breath was coming faster and faster, until it felt like the world was spinning around her, that the floor was tilting beneath her feet. She was the same, one of those creatures in the tall robes, Christ, they'd tried to tear her apart, tried to press their mouths to hers. They'd snapped that poor girl's neck and dragged her double through the gateway.
And yet, she couldn't run. "What are you?"
"Same as you, girl." Rosenfeld's smile fell away. "Almost. The beast would make us all into this if it could. I told you to run. Why the hell didn't you run?"
Fitch took Mrs Rosenfeld's hand. Kimberly didn't know how he could touch the woman, not when he knew what she really was. "You know what the beast is? We need to know."
"The false queen," Rosenfeld whispered. "One of two, old and new. The beast is the new one, the young one. Bold. Calls herself the true queen but she's a pretender. True queen would never make filth like me. You watch out for her. She'll gobble you right up."
"Who is she?"
"Not even a she," Rosenfeld said. "Just another shadow. Sent a woman here after me. One of your old friends, Fitch. You remember her? Big old glasses and a big old smile."
Fitch reeled back like he'd been slapped. "No. She died."
"Things never stay dead around here. I know that better than anyone." She tried to stand and her legs skidded out from beneath her on linoleum slick with blood. It wasn't red, Kimberly realised. She hadn't been able to tell in the dark but now in the harsh glow of the flourescents she could see how thin it was, almost milky-pale.
She swallowed convulsively. "I can't do this."
"You got no choice, girl." Mrs Rosenfeld reached for Kimberly's hand and she jumped back, skittering on her ass across the floor. "I'm not gonna hurt you. Didn't mean for you to ever know, either of you. It's not me, you understand? I'm just Rosenfeld, I'm just Mrs Rosenfeld." The old woman was crying now, and every time she drew breath strange planes rose beneath the skin of her breasts, hard-edged steel pressing outward against her skin, so sharp it looked like it'd cut through into the air at any moment. "Where're the Raconte girls? They should be here. They can help you, Fitch. Keep you safe."
"I keep me safe. Don't need nobody else."
"You need the girls," Rosenfeld said. "That lady in the glasses, she left a message for you, straight from the false queen. She said she misses you. Says you're her one and only. Says she'll let you sit beside her if you kneel before the end but if you keep fighting her she'll take your eyes and your tongue and keep you for a puppet. You have to run, Fitch." The tears were thick, pus-like, coagulating on her cheeks. The blades beneath the skin of her chest heaved and sank again like shark-fins rising above the surface of a choppy sea. "You should've gone home, girl. Oh Lord, I tried to send you home. I swear I tried."
Kimberly couldn't hear any more. Not while Rosenfeld was twisting below her, the wounds in her stomach flapping open and closed like hungry mouths. Not now that she'd seen the strange way the woman's eyes bulged, like there was something pressing on them from behind, something that Rosenfeld was struggling to keep suppressed.
One of them. One of the things that stalked the convent, or something very like it, dressed in human skin.
Rosenfeld was still reaching for her when she ran.
Kimberly was halfway out the door when Fitch caught her by the wrist. "Where the hell do you think you're going?"
"She's a monster!"
"Maybe, maybe, but she's the only one who-"
"You used me," she whispered. "You and her, you're fucking with me. You've got that, that thing in your pocket. You knew, didn't you?"
"Don't say that!" Fitch's grip was strong but Kimberly was stronger. "Please, don't do this. I need you."
She kept her hands by her sides as she backed through the door. "Do what you like, Fitch. I might see you around."
He lunged for her again as the door slammed closed, but she was already running.
 



Chapter 26
 
 
 It was noon by the time the familiar white weatherboard profile of one-one-eight Rosewater came into view. The hedges ringing the front yard looked wild, swollen by the rain and bursting their beds, and the curtains were all drawn tight. It made the house seem long forgotten, a cabin out on the edge of civilisation left to gather mildew.
Kimberly didn't care. She didn't give a damn whether Peter was waiting inside, whether Goodwell was with him, whether they'd drag her back to St Jeremiah's. Anything but Fitch and the creature he kept. Anything but Rosenfeld.
But the closer she grew, the more that feeling of wrongness tickled at the base of her spine. She'd hated every minute she'd been locked in that white-washed suburban prison, but she had to admit that Peter always kept the place nice. It'd glowed, soft light shimmering through heavy curtains, the lawn somehow lush despite the pounding rain always threatening to churn it into mud. Neatly trimmed hedges and well-kept rows of pink camellia that spoke of a quiet nuclear family, something cut out of a fifties comic where a well-dressed father read the newspaper while Mom cooked flapjacks in a lacy apron, kids showing the gaps in their teeth as they cracked cheesy jokes and did America proud.
To see it going wild wasn't just sad. It left her feeling like the bottom had fallen out of the world. If someone as anal as Peter could forget to mow the lawn...
She pushed it aside. Damned if she'd go crawling back to either Fitch or Rosenfeld. Choosing between a lying nutcase, a monster in a knitted shawl or a bitter, confused man who smelled of baby powder wasn't difficult. Christ, at least there'd be food in the fridge.
She knocked and waited, ticking off seconds. When Peter didn't appear she banged harder, shaking the door in its frame. "Hello?"
No reply. "Peter?" She knocked again. "Peter, it's me. Please, open up."
Silence. She peered around the side of the house, making sure Peter's Volkswagen was in the carport. Yep, with the baby seat still strapped into the back. So unless there'd been an emergency with Curtis and he'd taken a taxi to the hospital...
Even if the baby wasn't hers, which it absolutely goddamn wasn't, she didn't like to think of little Curtis ill or in trouble. For a moment she considered ducking next door and asking Mrs Hinkermeier if anything was wrong, but she didn't feel like facing those accusing eyes. 
She circled the house, peering through gaps in the curtains. The house was dark apart from a single light shining in the bathroom, and all she could make out through the frosted glass was the gleam of halogens on porcelain.
The light was... odd. Pink. There was nothing pink in the bathroom that she remembered. It was a pantheon to white sterility. Modernist, she'd supposed - better than the earth-tone atrocity she'd endured back in New York.
It was only a splash of colour, but it set Kimberly's stomach churning. She rapped on the glass. "Peter?"
Nothing moved inside. She splashed across the muddy lawn and clambered over the rear gate, falling to her knees in the grass. The back door was unlocked, and she stepped into the darkness of one-one-eight Rosewater Avenue.
She smelled it as soon as the door closed behind her. The unmistakable stink of shit. She'd learned to endure it in the weeks she'd spent hiding in the upstairs bedroom, Curtis's rancid diapers fading into a background miasma that she could ignore if she closed her eyes and breathed through her mouth. Now it was thick in the air, the stench of human waste so strong that she gagged.
She crossed the laundry, every hesitant step echoing off the tiles. The smell only grew stronger as she crossed the hall, and pulling her shirt up over her nose didn't help. She flicked light switches as she went, but being able to see the emptiness in every room made her more and more uneasy.
When the lights were out, she could still pretend Peter might be waiting in a shadowed corner, scowling, a lecture prepared detailing all the ways in which she'd disappointed both himself and Curtis. She could handle that. With the lights on, one-one-eight Rosewater was mausoleum-still.
An overturned glass lay on the coffee table, the water-stain spreading slow fingers across the laminate. Peter's shoes were set neatly beside the front door. The sideboard phone was on the hook. Such small things, but they scared the shit out of her. Everything was almost normal. Everything except for that unholy smell coming out of the bathroom.
The house wasn't her house, but somehow that odour offended her. It wasn't right, not for a place with a baby. Typical - the moment she left Peter alone, basic hygiene fell apart-
The stink hit her the moment she opened the bathroom door. It was thick, a slap across the face, worse than any dirty diaper. Not just shit but vomit as well, bile and everything else nasty that came out after a big night of drinking.
Of course. Peter had hit the bottle and thrown up in the bathroom, forgotten to flush and staggered away with Curtis to recuperate at a friend's place. How obvious. He hadn't taken the car because he was barely able to stand. He'd left his shoes because... well, because drunk men made bad decisions.
But as the pink light hit her, that ghoulish red reflecting from the porcelain tub, she knew it was something worse.
She held her breath as she inched across to the bath. It was a combination shower/tub, the sort where you could lose your footing and shatter your skull on the edge. Fifty old ladies died every year in New York taking baths, she'd heard. The silent, slippery killer, waiting to strike.
A panicked giggle rose up and died on her lips. The shower curtain crinkled in her hand. Her heart punched so hard she could almost hear the echo off the tiles.
She yanked the curtain back.
For a moment the tableau made no sense - just a smear of red and grey, tangled and leaking. Then Kimberly blinked, understood, and staggered back against the door, one hand over her mouth to keep the scream inside. The pink glow. The stench. She understood. God, there was so much. How had all that slid out of one human body?
The wood was cold against her shoulder blades. Her left leg jittered and she grabbed for the door handle to keep from falling to the floor. Her breath came in panicked gasps. Of course, she thought. The coppery taste on the back of her tongue. It was blood in the air.
She couldn't bear to look into the tub again, but when she turned away she found herself facing the mirror. The whole scene was reflected: coils upon coils of viscera, the purple deflated football-sack that might have been a liver or bladder or something in between, two spongy masses that had to be kidneys blocking the drain and the whole damn mess coated in a thin membrane like mucus. Blood crusted on the porcelain. A tide-mark of bile and fluids ringing the tub.
A human being turned inside out and emptied like a vacuum-cleaner bag.
Kimberly couldn't keep from being sick any longer. She ran for the kitchen and retched into the sink, sobbing and heaving until there was nothing left in her to throw up.
Jesus, those ropes of intestines. They'd been swelling...
Curtis.
The boy wasn't her baby, wasn't anything to her but a squealing pink parasite, but she still sprinted up the stairs and into the nursery. Curtis's bassinet was empty, sheets neatly folded. No blood. No puddle of guts on the floor. Not even the impression of a footprint in the thick shag carpet.
The house was silent. The front door still locked. The air tasted musty, like the windows hadn't been opened in days.
That was Peter in there. Peter slit open, reduced to... meat.
She almost threw up again but managed to choke it back. No good in sobbing her guts out. She needed to move, move fast. Peter had never hurt anyone, not even her, not even when she'd stolen his car and denied his name. Hell, when the clicker-thing came to their door he hadn't even seen it. It'd washed over him like a mirage.
Whoever had come to their house... his house, Kimberly reminded herself, Peter's house, her prison... had been there for her.
And, more than likely, they'd be back.
No time for a change of clothes. She needed money. Peter's swear-jar was atop the dining-room cabinet, swollen with pennies and quarters and the occasional dollar bill. She emptied it across the floor and snatched anything green. The horrible light was still reflecting from the bathroom, that sickly pink glow, and she didn't want to walk past it on the way out. Somehow she knew it'd seep into her skin, stain her...
The phone rang.
Such an ordinary sound, the clatter of a tiny bell, but it sent ice clawing down Kimberly's spine. She didn't want to answer, didn't want to go near the thing, but the bell was a drill burrowing into her ear. She ran to the hall, stomach clenched as she passed the open bathroom door, and stared at the phone, expecting the receiver to jump off the side-table and into her hand. The phone rang eight times, each bell-clatter leaving her shivering, then fell still.
No way was it a coincidence. Kimberly yanked the phone cord from the wall hard enough to snap the cable. Better. All she needed was food, a couple bottles of water, and she'd be gone. Fitch wouldn't follow her, Goodwell wouldn't have a clue, she could leave the whole fucking mess behind-
The phone rang again.
Kimberly froze in place. She thought she'd vomited out everything in her stomach but she could still taste it, pressing at the back of her throat. The wallpaper was cool against the nape of her neck as she retreated from the receiver.
It rang, and rang, and stopped.
And rang again.
"Fuck you!" She snatched the receiver from the cradle and threw it against the wall hard enough to dent the plaster. It bounced, rolled across the carpet, and came to rest against the toe of her shoe.
A tinny voice said, "Hello?"
Kimberly could only stare. The voice was unfamiliar, not Peter or Goodwell but definitely male. She whispered, "Who are you?"
"Pick up the phone, Mrs Archer. I'm trying to help."
She wanted to run but she had to know, she had to know even if it killed her. She plucked the phone from the carpet with trembling fingers. "Who is this?"
"I'm sorry about the mess in your bathroom, Mrs Archer."
The man on the other end had a politician's voice, honeyed and smooth. The sort you'd trust to shake your hand and kiss your baby on the cheek, but Kimberly wasn't in the mood to be seduced with smooth lines. "Who the fuck are you? Where's Peter?"
"You misunderstand me, Mrs Archer. I didn't kill him. We have a mutual friend. Maybe Fitch mentioned me? I'm Mister Gull, and I solve problems."
Specks of spit flew from Kimberly's lips and spattered the receiver. "Listen, you shit. If you're trying to scare me or send a message or... or anything, you're wasting your time."
"Far from it. I'm trying to help you, Mrs Archer. They took your husband and your child-"
"He's not my husband!"
"Play along, Mrs Archer. In this town we all wear the masks they hand us. I'm Mister Gull, and you're happily married. That is, until your recent breakdown and run-in with that poor nurse... but I'm getting off track. Your husband and child are the real issue."
"Are..." Her lips were so dry she could barely form the words. "Are they dead?"
"I don't know. I can't see that far. I doubt they're of any value, except as a lure. They want you, Kimberly. They want you bent and broken."
"Why?"
"If I knew why," Mister Gull said, "I would've done it myself. You're of great value to the things running this town, and damned if I can put my finger on the reason. Either way, that makes you worth protecting."
Kimberly closed her eyes. The stink still coiled in her nostrils, swelling in her throat. She had nothing left to throw up but the nausea hadn't gone away. God, for some noseplugs and a bottle of mouthwash. "If you think I'm coming with you, you're crazy."
"Isn't that what you said to Fitch? Be sensible, Mrs Archer. You can't make it through this storm alone. Fitch has been leading you around like a bull with a ring through its nose, but I don't mean to treat you that way. I'm just here to show you how things might be done. How you can get that man and your baby back. How you can live quietly. Maybe you're never gonna find a road to New York, but you can live without fear. I'll help you get there."
"I don't need your help."
"Maybe not. But that mess in the bathroom is going to get ripe after a couple days, and then your neighbours will come knocking at the door, and after that your little police-friend won't be so friendly. Oh yes, I know about him. Looks like he's your buddy, but if you get up real close you can smell the lies on him. He's treating this like a game, Mrs Archer. You can either be the pawn or the queen. Which would you prefer?"
The true Queen lives. What had Rosenfeld said? Calls herself the true queen but she's a pretender. True queen would never make filth like me. "From what I hear, this town already has too many queens."
"Very perceptive. I intend on fixing that. So you ask yourself, who're you going to serve? Or would you rather be your own master?"
"You're not telling me anything Fitch hasn't told me already."
"Fitch is his own man, true. Difference is, Fitch wants to destroy. I can show you something better. All you have to do is step out the door."
Kimberly twitched the curtain aside. A car had pulled up across the road, a grey sedan with tinted windows. "Is that you?"
"It certainly is." The driver's door opened and a man stepped out into the rain. Slim, well kept, hair parted neatly, beard clipped straight, his suit immaculate. He reminded Kimberly of a middle-aged public defendant, weary but always smiling, ready with a quiet joke and a pat on the back. The sort you could spill all your secrets to.
So why did that make her so uneasy?
The man across the street met her eyes and tipped the brim of an invisible hat. His mouth moved and his voice sprang from the receiver. "Hello, Mrs Archer. As I was saying, I'm Mister Gull. Now, if you'd please join me?"
She couldn't resist. She didn't want to, any more.
Slowly, gently, she set the receiver back on the cradle and stepped out into the rain.
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