


[image: Cover: Headlights by CJ Leede]




[image: Headlights by CJ Leede]



 

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

About the Author

Copyright Page

 

Thank you for buying this

Tor Publishing Group ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: signup][image: signup]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.



The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you without Digital Rights Management software (DRM) applied so that you can enjoy reading it on your personal devices. This e-book is for your personal use only. You may not print or post this e-book, or make this e-book publicly available in any way. You may not copy, reproduce, or upload this e-book, other than to read it on one of your personal devices.

Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillan.com/piracy.




For Nick,

Our lights are on for you, always




Over this odd world, this half the world that’s dark now, I have to hunt a thing that lives on tears.

—Thomas Harris, The Silence of the Lambs

You shine on, boy.

—Stephen King, The Shining







COLORADO


Somewhere far off there is a motel and a gas station. Farther still, restaurants and houses.

At intervals, headlights cut through the night. Emphasize how black and looming, how impenetrable the road, and the dark.

An occasional car with the occasional passenger, two headlight beams stretching before them. The night swallowing the light.

And beneath it all, silent and waiting,

For a traveler to know when it is too late, when the last breath escapes his body, and his blood slows to a crawl and then stop,

There are heartbeats in the dark.







I
ROCKY MOUNTAIN HIGH
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Then

“Is it the Bad Decision?”

I hear Mom’s question, but it takes me a second to tear my eyes away from the screen.

She stands in the dressing area. The too-bright mirror bulb lighting her from the back. She’s brushing her hair. The mirror behind her is clean the way she likes it, and the door to the bathroom is open with the light on and the shower curtain pulled back. It’s the only part of our room that isn’t orange and yellow—white shower, white curtain, white toilet and floor. Mom says the curtain is off-white. I can’t tell the difference.

I don’t want to leave, but she says it’s almost time. I nod my head to answer her question.

“Are we going now?” I ask. We haven’t packed yet, but she has her makeup on.

“Don’t you worry, we’ll have dinner first, then I’ll get us ready.”

I’m cross-legged on the orange and yellow carpet, two feet from the television screen, wearing my socks and long johns. My favorite movie is on, Take Me Home, the John Denver story. My mom loves it too. Right now, John Denver—not real John Denver but the actor named Chad Lowe who plays him—goes off with the girl at the party on tour. That’s the Bad Decision.

“Why is it bad again?” I ask, even though I know why.

She smiles, says for the hundredth time, “A Bad Decision is one that you regret making, and one that takes you away from what really makes you happy. A Bad Decision is when you betray yourself for what you think will make you happy even if you know deep down it won’t.”

Happy.

We’ve lived at the Happy Inn for the last six months. We had to try a couple rooms before we found one that didn’t give me a Bad Feeling, that didn’t have shadows in it. She said that was okay, that my Bad Feelings are important to listen to. She says some people have special antennas that pick up special signals, and she knew since I was little that I’m one of them.

At first the clowns on the sign and in the office scared me, and I didn’t like the bright yellow and orange carpet and blankets in our room, but I like the sunrise paintings, and I like the VHS player my mom bought us so I can watch my favorite movies. I like the way she hums and sings along to all the songs in Take Me Home while I watch, and the way she ruffles my hair when she walks by to show me she loves me more than anything.

I like that he hasn’t come.

“What kind of pizza are we getting?” I ask.

“Whatever you want, my Danny boy.”

Danny isn’t my real name. My mom wanted to name me that, but my dad said my name was going to be Calvin, just like his. When he comes around, we have to call me Calvin, but he hasn’t come in a long time. Here in the motel, I’m Danny. It’s our secret. A shining name for my shining boy, Mom says. It’s from that book she’s always carrying around, that dirty crinkled old paperback she’s had as long as I can remember, that comes to every new place we live. But she says I’m not allowed to read it, not until I’m older.

I check the clock. It’s Friday, which is pizza day, but we can’t order until five. That’s the rule. It’s only 4:56, but it’s been dark outside for a while already. The news says it’ll be a cold winter. Mom keeps talking about it too. She turns back to the mirror and fixes her lipstick. She touches one of the glass root beer bottles on the counter, the ones we always have on special occasions. Mom seems nervous. My heart beats faster. Bad Feeling in my stomach.

I want her to talk. Tell me it’s okay.

“Mom, what kind of pizza are you—”

“Shh,” she says, smoothing down her hair. “You’ll miss your favorite part.”

I turn back to the TV. John goes back to Annie and says sorry by playing “Annie’s Song,” which he just wrote for her. My mom and Annie don’t look alike, Annie has brown hair and pale skin, and my mom’s hair is bleached like Dolly’s, and her skin is tan. But they remind me of each other just the same. Safe and warm and smiling. My hair is darker than my mom’s, but it’s not as dark as Dad’s, and I hope it stays that way.

I watch the clock. I’m not afraid. I’m not. Wherever we go next, we’ll be together. But …

“Mom, I have a Bad Feeling.”

She turns, looks at me, and for a second listens to me. Then a funny look comes over her face, and I don’t know what it means.

She comes and stands in front of me, bends down and puts her hands on my shoulders. “I … made a Bad Decision. Trying to keep your dad in our lives. I … I’m so sorry, Danny. But you and me, we’re gonna go somewhere he can’t find us, okay? Somewhere safe and happy where he’ll never get us again. It’s all gonna be just fine.”

I want to cry, but I nod instead. It’s 4:59. One minute until I can pick up the phone and put in the number for the pizza place. Maybe the Feeling will go away, maybe I’m just being a baby. John sings “Annie’s Song” to Annie, and Mom hums along in the bathroom, swaying back and forth, putting her makeup and jewelry in cases. She moves the root beer bottles over to the side. Outside the closed blinds, the dark.

Mom says “Annie’s Song” makes you feel like the whole world will be okay. Normally I agree, I think it sounds like there’s nothing to be scared of and no whispers in the night or Bad Feelings or shadows, and there’s only Rocky Mountains and clean air and flying and cowboy dancing and horses. That’s how the movie makes me feel, and every John Denver song. Pine trees and airplanes and John’s leather hat. We live in the part of Colorado with packed dirt and buildings, the mountains far off. But John and Annie in Take Me Home are all the way in the mountains, in the trees, beside big rushing water.

“Are we really gonna go to Aspen?” I ask. “Like John and Annie?”

She turns and smiles, nods her head, and I almost think I see a tear on her face.

The musty mold smell comes up from the carpet like it does every night, there’s the brown spots on the popcorn ceiling and the smoke detector we always take off the wall because it never stops beeping. I love it here. Mom and me, Danny. The Happy Inn. My mom in blue jeans and a jean jacket and a white halter top. Her turquoise jewelry and big belt buckle. I’m sad to leave, even if it is to go to Aspen. I still have the Bad Feeling.

Five o’clock. I pause the movie, and I pick up and dial the phone.

Someone pounds on the door.

The phone slips in my hand.

Hello? the person says through the receiver.

The pounding comes again. My heart thumps, and I turn to my mom.

Mom is frozen, in the dressing area, holding her brush tight in her hand.

I know where the Bad Feeling came from now. We both do.

She looks at the door, then me, then around the room. There are no other doors here, only the one that goes out front. And we both know who’s standing out there.

She takes a step. I shake my head, beg her not to open it. He keeps pounding. It doesn’t stop. She takes another step. I shake my head, please, please, no. She stops beside me.

“I love you, my shining boy. I’d sing and write and play all the songs for you, you know that, right? You know that you’re my everything?” She’s scared. Mom is scared. I shake my head again, my whole body is shaking.

“Don’t open it,” I say. “Please.”

But she just whispers, “You’re my Danny boy.” She kisses me on the head.

The voice on the phone says Hello? one more time, and then a dial tone comes through.

The pounding on the door gets louder, Dad yelling.

Mom goes to it, reaches for the chain.

John Denver is frozen on the screen, looking into Annie’s eyes, playing his guitar.

Mom slides the chain from the lock.
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Now

Today is the first day of the rest of my life.

I open my eyes, sit up. Utah sun rising outside the window. Pink, orange through the blinds, glowing lines of light across the sheets, over my legs. My neck is stiff. Pain in my right leg, same as always. Shrapnel from an IED, my first tour. Pain in my chest …

Which happens any time I think of her.

Today is—

John Denver’s voice lingers in my ears, floats around me in the room. Why did I dream of her? I haven’t, in so long. I haven’t thought of that song, any of his songs, in … I don’t know. I’ve pretty fucking stridently avoided John Denver for the whole of my adult life.

But … today is the day, so I guess … or … I don’t know. Fuck.

I breathe, close my eyes. At least there are no shadows.

I get out of bed, turn on the fan for new noise, drown out the music that isn’t there. In the bathroom, I take a piss, splash cold water on my face. Step back into the bedroom, drop down, and do what I always do. But today it’s different, new almost. Today, my last day.

Push-ups. Sit-ups. Diamond push-ups, box jumps on the crate. My body knows. Feet on the floor, back on the floor, forearms on the floor. Feet on the floor, then the crate. Pain in my leg. In my back. Pain in my left Achilles. Box jumps, jump lunges, jump squats. The heat before the sweat breaks through. The split second of relief when it comes. The drip of it down the skin, to the floor. My muscles push and flex. Contract, extend. I catch the pull-up bar, start my count.

I look around, breathe through my nose. White walls, white carpet. Mattress on a box spring. White sheets, workout equipment, bookshelf. Four years here, in Salt Lake City. A feeling grabs my chest. But it’s not a Bad Feeling, and it’s not a buried memory.

I think … It’s gratitude. To this place, for giving me a fresh start. Any kind of reason to live. This apartment complex, brand new. No shadows, no past of mine or anyone else’s.

I get my twenty, swing, and land on the carpet. See myself, moving through the space, since day one. See myself change. I was thirty when I got here. I’d just lost everything.

Those first two years were spent just trying to get past the failure. And by get past, I guess I mean become properly acquainted with it, learn to accept its enduring presence in my life. The unsolvable case, the divorce. Everything that led to both. My adoptive—but real in every way that counts—parents, gone, taken from me in an instant. That’s of course without touching any of the deep past stuff. Which I don’t think about anymore. Which I never think about.

Today is the first—

I push harder.

I can’t believe I didn’t kill myself. It would’ve solved so much, at least for me. Mostly didn’t do it because of Josie. I knew she’d picture me drinking over the divorce papers, fantasizing about blowing my brains out—which I did … drink and fantasize—and then finally going through with it. She’d carry that weight forever. And I’ve put her through enough already.

But maybe the real reason, the one that got all the way through to me, was because he hasn’t done it yet. Rotting in his cell in Sterling and pushing through, day after day. And if he hasn’t, then I sure as shit won’t either.

Still, the music. There, just at the edges. Hovering, between atoms, between breaths, slipping through the walls and into my skin. It’s not the worst song. The one I won’t even let myself think the name of, the one that played that night. But still, today …

Could she be—

I slam my hand against the pull-up bar. The fuck is wrong with me.

I run the shower. I’m here. In this bathroom, in this apartment. Bright lights. Mostly clean toilet. White cabinets. The giant empty spot above the sink where the mirror was before I ripped it out on day one. I buzz my hair and use an electric shaver on my face so I don’t have to look at myself. I’ve got a system. And like my reserve status, it keeps me feeling sharp. Ready. I step under the spray, let the bathroom fill with steam. Feet on porcelain. Water on my face. John Denver—

The third year here, I chased a sense of purpose. An idea. Be of service again. Find a way to help the world when I was so fucking useless for so long. I’ve been a reservist for years, ever since I got back from my second tour. One weekend a month going out to Aurora from Denver, then Riverton from Salt Lake, to put on my cammies and stay in the fight. A big circle jerk of dudes who want to punish themselves and play Rambo, who just can’t let it all go. One boot out the door. Josie always hated it, that I wouldn’t just quit. But how do you explain how hard it is to come back to normal life after being there? You can’t. Come back, or explain it. Still, she used to keep my Bronze Star with a V on the wall where everyone could see it. I don’t know where it is now. Doesn’t matter.

The big plan. Decided to reactivate. Fly out to Camp Pendleton and train and do one last tour to prove that I can be something useful to this world. To be back in the line of fire, to feel alive in a way I just can’t in myself anymore. Helping, trying.

Today is—

I squeeze my eyes shut and scrub the shampoo in harder, turn the water temperature up.

This last year, the fourth year. Pursuing the goal. Putting one foot in front of the other. Each day, pressing farther forward and farther away from the past. The Bureau holds no joy anymore, could never hold anything but pain and shame and fucking helplessness. But I’ve worked, every day. I’ve shown up. I breathe and I eat and I say hi or nod to anyone who passes. I exercise. I go to bed and wake up and drink coffee and get dressed, and I do it knowing there is an end in sight. Another tour. Another shot at making a difference.

And even … I don’t let myself think it all the time. Hardly ever. It seems too good to be true, and if there’s one thing life has taught me, it’s that if something seems that way it probably is. But … the secret hope, the real dream.

When my next tour is done, when I’ve done my part and proved that I can be of even minor use to someone somewhere in this world—assuming I walk out alive—I’ll finally do it. Head into the mountains. Build myself a cabin. Just me, four walls, and no mirrors. No Bureau, no shadows. A small town nearby, maybe a couple buddies at the local dive. Fires in the woodstove. Even a dog. I’ve always wanted to rescue one, and I don’t care what it looks like, just a four-legged creature to walk with me and share my dinner. Hell, I’ll take three legs, whatever. If I make it that far, maybe then I can just … live. Whatever that means.

I think, briefly, of Whileago Manor. Then I don’t let myself think of it anymore.

Because after today, I’m officially retired from the FBI and headed off once again to report for active duty. Feel the sand in my teeth and the wind on my face.

I inspect my body when I step out of the shower. Thirty-four isn’t twenty-four, but I’ve kept it in check. Meat and veggies, only drinking when I really need it. Which … you know. But I’ve done my best. All the tattoos, probably the most money I’ve spent on anything, besides Josie’s ring. Scenes of a life, this story of mine. Mostly concealed when I’m dressed. Half the time I’m not even sure why I want them on me. This life, these memories. Maybe just want to convince myself that the good stuff actually happened. That I didn’t just dream it up in the darkest moments.

That music, still there, still just—

“Hey,” I say, out loud, to the empty bathroom. I close my eyes. “Please.” I mean please stop, please leave me alone, please not now. I mean, None of you have popped up here in four years, and I can’t have you start today. I can’t have you follow me to—

I mean, desperately, terribly,

Please, maybe, if you’re her. Or them. If you’re any of them—

It stops.

Fan blade whirring in my bedroom. Nothing else.

I dress, don’t let myself feel anything. Tape up some more boxes, let the Salt Lake City morning news play on the living room TV. I drink my coffee, stare out the window that looks out over the apartment complex’s parking lot, then beyond to an open and dying field. A handful of black birds swoops and caws, fighting over a half-eaten piece of what looks like meat. Ripping small pieces from it in the grass.

A feeling, in the gut.

It’s hard, sometimes, to differentiate them. Guilt. Fear, disappointment, anger, grief, dread. They all start to blur together, eventually amount to the generic pit in the stomach and occasional moment of confusion as to what’s causing it. The acceptance that you may never find out. Unless it’s dread. You find out pretty quick if it’s dread, because then something bad comes to follow.

What it’s not is a Bad Feeling. And what it’s not is a—I can’t even think of the word. It’s so stupid. To think that a grown man could have gotten this far in life believing that he could see …

What it’s not is her. Them.

I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I check the time, flip off the TV.

It’s my last day as an investigator in the whole of my mortal life, and I’m gonna walk in there with my head held high. Even if I don’t deserve to. I’ve got a flight after work, I’ll get to San Diego early, give myself a few days before training starts up. I paid a buddy to come and drive the boxes and my car, drop it all off in Denver at Whileago Manor, and leave it for me to grab when—if—I get back. I would’ve happily left Denver out of it entirely, would even more happily never go back at all. But I know I’ll have to, eventually. Deal with the house. Deal with … Well, we’ll see. Maybe I’ll come back in a flag-covered coffin and won’t have to do it after all. I lift my coffee cup to the birds.

“Cheers, motherfuckers,” I say.

I grab my jacket from the back of my chair for the last time, swing it over my shoulders.

There’s a knock at the door.

I pause. Jacket half on in the living room.

Again, the knock. No one’s ever knocked on my door. Not once, since I moved here. I hear someone swear on the other side.

I slowly step over and open it.

I am assaulted by a brisk bright morning. The kind that nearly blinds you with the brilliance of other people’s lives. Utah sun, Mormon God light.

And standing here in it …

Jack Murphy.

I blink.

“Dan,” Jack says.

Jack Murphy, on my doorstep. His car parked in the loading zone behind him.

“Jack,” I say. It comes out like a question, which … is how I mean it.

“I’d like to come in. If you don’t mind.”

Jack squints at me, shifts his weight from one foot to the other, his thinning hair catching the light, his signature old scratched aviators hanging from the breast pocket of his shirt. He needs a shave. He looks fuckin’ terrible. I wonder if I should say that, if he’d still find it funny, or if too much time has passed. God, I really haven’t seen him since …

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

“Dan, I’d like to come in.”

“Yeah. Uh, sure.” I step aside, and he brushes past me, and he smells like he’s been smoking. I’ve never seen him smoke.

I offer him the single La-Z-Boy chair in the living room. I sit on a packed and sealed box of books, putting myself considerably below Jack’s line of sight, which is fitting in more ways than one. Jack looks down at me, starts to say something, then stops.

Has he turned fifty already? Fifty shouldn’t look like this. Fifty’s young these days. It’s eight hours from Denver to Salt Lake, so he hasn’t slept all night, but it’s more than that. I watch my old friend take off his hat and rub his face with his hands. The pit in my stomach. The Feeling. Shit. No. It’s just a shock, to see him older. That’s all.

I worked for Jack most of my career, up until I transferred to Utah four years ago. I haven’t seen him in all this time, and the way the years have worn on him …

“Do you have any coffee?” Jack says.

“Yeah. Right.” I stand, head to the kitchen. I’m relieved to get away from him.

Jack takes in the apartment, and I glance around too. White walls, no art. One chair, the one he’s sitting on, TV tray with a lamp on it. It’s embarrassing. Him seeing this place. This place I was just feeling so grateful for and proud of. His eyes snag on one of the boxes.

“You just move in here?”

I start a new pot of coffee, glad for something to do with my hands.

“Um, no. I’m movin’ out, actually. Today.”

“Today?”

I nod. Don’t look at him. “Yeah. Uh, put in my resignation a few weeks ago. Time to move on.” I say it like Hank or Willie would, facing the coffeepot, my body angled now to keep Jack out of my line of sight. I sound stupid saying it. But still … it feels good. To remind myself.

The last tour. The cabin.

Today is the first—

Shit. Hot coffee on my hand. I shake it, bring it to my mouth.

I pour a new mug, holding my hands steady, and take it to my former boss and friend. The one who sits here, unexplained, a state over from where he should be. Not at work. Not at home. Not with his kids, who should be—are, I guess—maybe ten or eleven now.

“Jack,” I say, and I know there’s no answer I could want. “Why did you come here?”

He takes a long moment to drink the coffee. He stares at the empty bottom of it and then brings his eyes up to mine. New wrinkles, dark circles. Eyes a little bloodshot.

“I’m sorry, Dan.”

“Sorry for what?”

He stares at me, that Bad Feeling in my stomach growing, making itself known, and—

“He’s back,” Jack says.

The birds outside fall silent.

Suspension, the second after a blown frag.

A cosmos and a planet and an aching, devastating pulse. I hear my own heart, feel it pounding through me, pushing against the apartment walls. Throbbing through the earth.

Today is—

“He’s back, Dan,” Jack Murphy says.

I am here and not here. I am a thousand places at once.

“No,” I say. I might say it more than once.

Jack exhales long and slow, stares out the window over the parking lot and the field, and eventually, carefully, sets the mug down on the floor. He shakes his head. Doesn’t stop shaking his head, rubs his face. “Could be a copycat. Could be multiple copycats. But…”

“Multiple?” I ask. It’s a plea. This apartment, too tight with the both of us here.

I’ve never had anyone in this room before. My brain brings this thought to the forefront, pushes everything else aside. The few women who’ve come go straight to the bedroom, slip out before morning. That I should share this space with another human one time before leaving, that Jack should show up today of all days.

Today is—

“Two,” Jack says. “Two, about a week apart. We’ve kept it out of the news so far, but—”

Two.

Tears burn the backs of my eyes. I don’t have it in me now to be embarrassed. There’s no need. Jack knows. We all know. Jack drove eight hours through the night to tell me.

No, he had to tell me, yeah. But Jack needed it, for him. He needed to remember that there is a world outside of Colorado, that there is a world untouched by these … What? Crimes has never done it justice. Atrocities, abominations? I felt the impulse myself, a hundred times during the investigation. So many aimless drives, so many nights spent drunk at the bar or on the floor of the house or in Jack’s garage chasing the moment of a blackout. Anything to drown out the details of the case, even for a second. Anything to solve any fucking part of it.

Jack drove eight hours to my packed-up apartment on the first day of the rest of my life because that’s what this case is. All of us, infected, poisoned, trying forever to get out from under this impossible weight. In our line of work, we’re supposed to be at least a little immune to the effects of violence. We’ve seen our share by now, have had to inflict it ourselves in our worst moments. How fucking stupid I was to think it could ever be over.

He’s back.

There’s no apartment. No La-Z-Boy.

It’s me and a highway. Me and a motel.

Me and a bathtub full of blood.

Jack is watching me.

“You’re sure?” I say. My voice, again, a plea. Again, if it were anyone else in front of me, I would be ashamed.

“DNA’s a match, the hair. If they’re copycats, they might be in league with him. Or at least know something we don’t. It’s happening again, Dan. It’s real.”

I look out over the parking lot and the field, the birds who’ve resumed their struggle, the packed book box sturdy beneath me. All I can do is breathe. All I can do is exist.

“You get a U-Haul already?” Jack asks.

“I’m, uh…” My eyes on the field.

Blood.

I clear my throat. Look back to Jack Murphy, can barely hear myself talking. “I’m leaving the furniture. Putting boxes in my car. But … I reactivated. I’m going to Pendleton.”

“What?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Going back on active duty. Do another tour.”

Jack stares at me. “Are you fucking kidding?” he asks.

He looks around. I come back to the room, try to. I feel him seeing it, a thirty-four-year-old failure desperate to get back to the front lines. To feel that my life is not being wasted. To feel I am worth anything at all.

“This is your case, Dan.”

Blood. Bathtub. Motel parking lot.

“We want you on it. You know it’s yours.”

Bodies, limbs, skins flayed off corpses.

This case conflating my memories, dragging the moments up out of order. Crowding my vision with so much red.

“I couldn’t solve it,” I say. “You could get anyone. After all the press, I mean…”

But I know. Others have tried, of course they have. It wasn’t their fault. Wasn’t their failure. It was my case. And now, because of me, because I couldn’t …

It’s here. Happening again. People are dying. People are being …

“Don’t run away from this,” Jack says. “Help us. Please. There’s a reason it was yours.”

Because of that thing, what he thinks I can do. That thing that is a complete fantasy.

My shining boy.

Jack Murphy in my apartment. Birds cawing louder through the window.

Sand in my eyelids, the brush of starched new fatigues. The weight of an M4, ushering civilians to safety.

A cabin in the mountains or forest. New friends. A dog to share my dinner. The birds ripping meat from the carcass.

Blood in my eyes. My eyes in the mirror. Blood on the tiles, my skin and my hands, and—

John Denver’s voice tearing through the air.

Today is the first day of the rest of my life.



I close the trunk of my car on the boxes, my remaining life packed inside.

I follow Jack all the way back to Colorado.
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We stare through the one-way glass into the interrogation room.

The fastest route between Salt Lake and Denver is the one that cuts up through Wyoming, avoids the Rockies altogether. We stopped for a meal halfway through the driving day, small-talked to catch up. Neither of us there, not really. A shadow moved in the corner of the diner, the first I’d seen in so long. Stress response, coming back here. I pressed my hands to my eyes.

We hit traffic, a protest clogging the streets. Colorado Subarus—the back of them caked in mud, like always—stalled in front of the protestors. One of them holding a sign that said PROTECT OUR ECOSYSTEMS. Another with a photo of a wolf that said STOP THE SLAUGHTER.

Every mile heading back, an ounce of hope undone.

Now, standing here again, it’s like none of the last four years happened at all. How many times have Jack and I stood side by side in this very spot? How did I ever think I could escape any of it? Shadows I pushed past on the way inside the building.

Not real. My brain just …

Before us on the other side of the glass, another bewildered killer, another victim. A kid. He’s terrified. Not small, by any means, he’s gotta be six five, but the personality, the himness, more sensitive than the linebacker physique would suggest. It doesn’t help that he’s crying.

“I told you,” he says to the agents sitting across from him. Tillman, if I have to go off the back of his head, and Garcia, the prosecutor on the case, who’s letting Tillman do the talking. “I don’t remember anything,” the kid says. “I can’t … There’s no way I did it. I couldn’t have.”

Jack turns the volume down on the speaker between rooms, slides a file over to me.

“Name’s Pete Noland. Pretty beloved kid. Last thing he remembers is climbing out his girlfriend’s window in Greeley to walk to his car he’d parked in a field. No record, lives with and takes care of his grandmother. Waived rights to a lawyer, called the police right when he came to. Did the polygraph on him, not that we needed to. Same as the others.”

“Let me hear him,” I say. Jack turns the volume back up.

Pete Noland studies his hands on the table, shuffles his feet on the floor. His eyes travel up slowly from his hands and meet Tillman’s. “So this is it, right? I’m one of them now. Somehow, I’m…”

He trails off, but his gaze doesn’t falter. I feel it. He’s a strong kid, an important kid, as much as any kid can be. The kind of kid who grows into the kind of man who can make a difference in the world.

“One of who, Pete?” Definitely Tillman. He’s always been the worst.

“I don’t want to say it. They say it’s bad luck to say it.” Pete leans back in his seat and shuffles his feet again. “Though I guess I can’t imagine my luck getting any worse.” He tries for a smile, but falters when he sees Tillman’s face.

“Let’s hear the order of events, Pete. One more time, if you don’t mind.”

“Um, yeah, okay. I can…” He sits up. “So I said goodnight to Lucy, and I climbed out the window, and then…” He shifts in his seat again. “And then I’m walking on the side of the highway like fifteen miles from her house, and I’m naked and barefoot, and there’s this … thing on my shoulders.”

“What was the thing on your shoulders, Pete?”

Pete clears his throat, and his eyes fill up again. He uses the back of one cuffed hand to brush a tear away. After a moment, he says, “My uncle hunts.” He takes a breath. “I’ve never had the stomach for it, but … you know, I know a hide. I mean, who doesn’t?” His voice cracks on the last word. “But human skin, it doesn’t…” His skin goes pale. “It feels different.”

“Did you realize immediately that you were wearing Ramona Lopez’s skin?”

“Please,” Pete says, leaning back and choking on a sob. “Please don’t say her name.”

“When did you first meet Ramona Lopez, Pete?”

“I told you, I never met her in my life! I have no clue who she is or why—”

He doubles over onto the table.

Pete’s sobs echo through the interrogation room and through to us, bounce off the walls and the floor and ceiling and my brain. The kind of unselfconscious anguish that humans only experience a handful of times in a life after the toddler years, if they’re lucky. When they are reduced to nothing but a singular pain, when they would do anything, truly anything, to get away from themselves. All the sobs of all the killers. Every one of them.

There is a word he doesn’t want to say. The one the internet has so lovingly bestowed on the killers who walk the highways, wearing or dragging human skins. The one the public decided is bad luck. The word spreading on whispers, as if having a name could possibly make these murders worse. Drifters, they call them.

“Turn it off,” I say.

Jack reaches forward. The sound cuts. We don’t need to hear it.

Pete Noland, like all the rest, blacked out in the dark of the Colorado night. He came back to consciousness hours later on the side of a highway miles from where he started, naked and wearing the skin of a person he’d ostensibly never met before like a cloak. With a single brown hair tied around his tongue in a knot, a hair that did not belong to him, or his girlfriend, or the victim, or anyone else he knew, and which was an exact DNA match to every one of the hairs pulled out of every mouth of every one of the killers.

The victims’ blood under the Drifters’ fingernails, in every case. Eight killers and eight victims over the course of a year, six years ago. Eight strands of one person’s hair tied around their tongues, staying in place through the Drifters’ eating of the bodies, or tied there after eating. Or the Drifters aren’t the ones eating the bodies. We just don’t know. And the phones—both the victims’ and the Drifters’. We get a warrant with the cell phone companies. And every time, the data stops right around the time and location the Drifter would have intercepted the victim. Just glitches and goes black. Sometimes we find the phones with the victims’ bodies, sometimes with the Drifters’ and the victims’ clothes. But they never yield any information. All of it a shitstorm of we don’t know.

And everything coming to an abrupt stop five years ago, a year after the murders started.

Pete’s victim, the skin he carried, a forty-one-year-old single mother of two nurse practitioner who was walking home from work to relieve her ex-mother-in-law of babysitting when she was intercepted. Ramona Lopez, like the others, was skinned alive with an unrecovered knife—the striation marks on the skin matching those of a dull blade, like all the others—and tossed in a drainage pipe beneath the road about ten miles back from where Pete regained consciousness.

“You said there were two,” I hear myself say. Everything happening in a way that doesn’t quite add up with the natural progression of time, a delay between words and thoughts. A strange sort of pressure in the air. The déjà vu of being back in a place I never thought I’d ever step foot in again. Somehow suddenly being a person I never thought I’d be again.

Jack tosses me another file. Same story, more or less. Thirty-two-year-old highway patrolwoman came to consciousness wearing the skin of a fifty-eight-year-old male gas station attendant. Hair in her mouth tied around her tongue. Like all the others, like Pete, she was barefoot and naked, walking on the side of the highway, covered in blood. Her victim found just the same as Pete’s, skinned alive in a different drainage pipe on a different stretch of road. Both the killers’ and the victims’ clothing left piled near the body, just like all the ones before. Her dashcam and bodycam glitched out at the time of the murder, static and black screen, like seemingly every security camera and cell phone and electronic device within one hundred feet of the crimes.

Both cases look identical to the old ones, except—

“They didn’t eat the victims after they skinned them,” I say. Again, that strange delay.

“No.” Jack looks thoughtfully at the teenager through the glass. “This time they didn’t.”

He doesn’t have to say they don’t know why. Why these people would do this, why they wouldn’t remember any of it. Why it started, why it stopped, why it’s back again. We don’t know why is the whole of this fucking nightmare and has been from the beginning. The cannibalism of the corpses is public knowledge. Why would someone change it now, copycat or otherwise?

The one piece that is not public knowledge, the piece of evidence we’ve managed to keep under wraps even now, are the hairs tied around the killers’ tongues. I check the files even though Jack already told me. These two new hair strands are a match to all the ones from before.

Eight murders, all taking place in and just outside Denver. And eight dead bodies, seemingly random. No gender, age, ethnic, racial, or socioeconomic patterns. This thing, seemingly indiscriminate, both among the killers and the victims.

And then one day the murders just stopped. We knew nothing. And we had the families of sixteen victims as far as I was concerned, to deal with, not just eight. And there was the press. We couldn’t squash it, one true crime podcast picked it up and then suddenly the whole of the internet was taking it upon themselves to solve the case for us, muddling any information we may have found. Oliver Wright, the father of the first victim and a prominent real estate developer in town, put all his resources into making sure each case was taken to court and the Drifters were convicted and kept in jail.

And us, scouring the whole of the state to try and solve even some small piece of this puzzle. Nothing. This case that’s destroyed so many lives. Small pittance compared to what the others suffered, but it destroyed my marriage, any sense of self I’d cobbled together over the years. And then.

Just over a year after the last murder, and about a month after Josie left me for good, my parents and I were on our way to a show at Red Rocks, and a drunk driver in a semitruck smashed the left side of the car. The left side of the car where they both were sitting. By the time I woke up in the hospital, they were already gone.

I called it quits and applied for the transfer.

Case, marriage, family. I don’t know what I could possibly be doing here now. Maybe I’m still sleeping back in Salt Lake and this is a nightmare. Maybe none of it is happening at all.

Pete Noland in the chair, sobbing to Tillman and Garcia. Five years since the last murder, and almost four years since my parents died. And this thing somehow back twice in a week. The perpetrator escalating. Before, the closest together were a month apart.

Again, the infuriating question. The interminable and repeating, nauseating question.

Why?

“We scoured their computers and phones, these new ones, absolutely nothing, all the phones cut out, so no location data on movements. No shared page visits, no clubs or forums. Cyber’s monitoring Reddit and the chat rooms. They’ve noted it’s been quiet so far, aside from this one user. Posted something a few months back saying they knew the Dri—the killers were gonna come back. Has this stupid username, ‘Wizdumteller.’ We’re looking into it. Not sure if anyone told you, but not too long after you left we got word of a docuseries in the works and squashed it pretty quickly, but for a year or two there the internet was blowing up so much, we had to put a full team on handling it all.”

I was recognized in the first year in Utah and stopped going out other than for work for a long time after. “Has anyone been to the girlfriend’s house yet?” I ask. “The one Pete snuck out of?”

“No. Car’s still there though, far as I know.”

Pete isn’t crying anymore. He has leaned back in his chair and turned his face partway up to the ceiling. Shock. Brain shut down to static. Tillman still talking to him, moving his hands in an overstated I’m on your side kind of way. What a prick. Pete just staring up at the ceiling. Maybe beyond it.

“He’s lookin’ to God,” Jack says.

Last I checked, all the previous killers are sitting in jail cells still bewildered by the fact that this is now their life. Still unable to recover a single memory from the time in which they committed atrocities upon people they maintain even now are total strangers to them.

I don’t say anything. We both know what’s gonna happen to Pete Noland. We both know this kid’s life is over before it’s even begun. It’d be kinder to stick a gun in his hand and put him in front of enemy fire.

Jack closes the file.

We both know there’s no place for God in any of this.
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It almost never rains in Colorado. Everyone here will tell you that. Over three hundred days of sun a year. They say it like a TV slogan they’re paid to repeat, as if the whole state were an insistent advertisement of itself. I sit in my car, in the night, rain falling hard. Jack’s gone home to his family. Home for dinner where people are waiting for him. He invited me, but I can’t do it.

I don’t remember walking from the office to the car, don’t remember half of today. I peel off my work jacket and reach behind me until I find the brown leather one I wear off duty. I shrug it on. Watch the raindrops fall in my headlights.

It’s getting dark early, mid-November somehow already. It was late in the day when Jack and I pulled up to the office, I don’t know how many hours ago. There are always at least a couple agents working, and sometimes, inside, it’s hard to tell what time it is. This case, being back, distorting the world, stretching it. It was like this before too. Hard, sometimes, for any of us to stay tied to reality.

Jack showing me sites on the map. All of it, too slow and too fast. Out of time and completely inevitable. The two new cases in blue, the eight old ones in red. Still, no discernible patterns. Ramona Lopez’s murder out by Adams City, the gas station attendant down by Littleton. All the others scattered. I don’t have to look at them. I’ve recited the places and names of the victims so many times I can do it in my sleep, often do hear them in my sleep. Though less and less in the last couple years.

My old desk upstairs, empty. Cleared off for me. The nameplate I’d thrown in the trash on my last day just sitting right there. Like they always knew I’d return.

Special Agent Daniel Stansfield.

Shadows drifting in the corners, watching me.

Everyone desperate for someone else to take this on. And of course it would be me. I’ve already borne the brunt of the backlash, I can take it. I should be the one to deal with it. The guy who’d been unstoppable for years, had once been the recipient of awards and special commendations and cracked nearly every case put in front of him. The guy who couldn’t solve this one, was responsible for all the lives lost.

The guy who is back.

I drop my forehead to the steering wheel.

I’m not working at that fucking desk. I’m not staying. I can’t believe I’m here at all.

The night, the dark.

My shining boy.

Pounding on the door.

I jump, reach for my pistol.

Not pounding. Knocking, tapping, on my window. On the car window in the rain.

I breathe, slow my heart, take in the figure blurred through the raindrops on the glass, knocking. The car is fogged up. It takes me a second to move.

I roll down the window. I know who it is before she bends down, droplets dripping from her hair, catching in her eyelashes, on her lips. It hits like a punch to the chest. Even now, I can barely breathe looking at her.

“Wanted to make me wait, did you?” She looks no different than she did when I left. Still way too pretty for this job. Still way too certain of herself for anyone to really feel comfortable around her. I thought I’d dodged this bullet, at least for today, Jack said she was out on a call.

But here she is. Here we are.

“Hey, Josie,” I say. And her name on my tongue rips me open again. In just this second, all the work of the past four years undone.

“Hey yourself.” She stares at me through the open window, bites the inside of her cheek the same way she has a thousand times before, squints through the rain. “Murphy filled me in.”

I don’t know what to say.

“Guess I shouldn’t be surprised you’d come,” she says.

“Yeah. I didn’t, uh…” An emotion threatening, I don’t know what. I clear my throat. “I didn’t mean to. It’s been a long day.”

“Yeah,” she says. Same way she always says it, like she’s laughing a little bit at me with whatever internal monologue she’s got running. Even now. Even with this. I can’t believe I was ever married to her. Even more can’t believe I’m not married to her now.

“Where you headed?”

“I—” I have no idea. I missed my flight to California. Book another flight? Find a hotel for the night? I sure as shit am not heading to my parents’ house. “I might go for a run,” I say.

She squints at me again, looks out into the night, the rain. “Hop out,” she says.

“What?”

“Hop out, Stansfield. I’m driving.”

“Josie, I’m really not in the—”

She reaches through the window and unlocks the door, opens it. She grabs my arm and pulls me out of the car. I let her because it’s the way it’s always been with us.

The car ride is quick and silent to the edge of town, save for the rain on the windshield and the roof. The tight space filled with the crisp citrus soap scent of her. We don’t speak. My whole body is tensed, and I try not to breathe in too deeply. Finally, she parks, and I nearly throw myself out the door and into the rain to escape it.

It’s cold.

If the rain came in another week or so, it’d be sleet, maybe even snow. But tonight, just a bitter cold rain in a bitter cold town. This whole place telling me to turn around.

Still, I look to the neon roadhouse in front of me. Lit up like a red, green, orange beacon in the night. We step inside.

Just like the Bureau office, Mama Tried hasn’t changed at all in my time away. The same roadside dive, same flickering neon signs and pool tables and tin beer logos. Antlers, skulls, and taxidermy hanging in the spaces between everything else. Same jukebox in the corner, Skee-Ball machine, and pool table. Same Leslie behind the bar top. She smiles as we shake the water off us, hair piled on her head the way it always is, shirt lifted and tied above her belly button like always, providing half her tips. A Colorado flag behind her and all the liquor bottles.

“No shit.” Leslie throws her rag down on the bar and plants her hands on her hips. “Daniel and Josie Stansfield in my bar again. Never thought I’d see the day.”

“Hey, Les,” I say.

“Maynor,” Josie says.

“What’s that?” Leslie says.

Josie clears her throat. “It’s Maynor. Now.”

My feet stop for half a second, and Josie brushes past me.

“Well, that makes more sense, I guess, Josie Maynor. Suits you.” Leslie pours two glasses of Wild Turkey, neat, pushes them toward Josie, who’s reached the bar. “How you been?” Leslie’s asking me. It’s very warm, suddenly. Having trouble breathing. I take off my jacket.

“Oh, yeah. Been okay,” I say.

She nods the nod of someone who’s kept bar for a very long time. “I’ll keep ’em comin’.”

We sit at the same corner booth we’ve always sat in, neither of us hesitating. Elk and caribou antlers hanging on the wall above us, and a taxidermy fox holding a bottle of Odell IPA. Fat Tire and 90 Shilling metal signs, an old framed Avalanche jersey, the original Broncos D logo in a frame. Photographs of Leslie around Colorado, on mountains, at Nuggets games. It’s the only place we would sit. We are both, Josie and me, if nothing else, creatures of habit. I take a deep breath and brace myself against the music playing through the bar. Tell myself it’s fine, clench my jaw. I can be normal and sit in a bar with music playing just like everyone fucking else.

“So,” I say, once we’ve both settled and she’s leaning back against the leather of the booth, her chin jutting out a little, exposing the perfect smooth dark skin of a throat I haven’t run my fingers over in years above the neckline of her gray hoodie. Her jacket and mine strewn over the side of the booth, both wet. Her hair wet, and curlier, because of it.

Josie’s always been one to slouch when off the job. College athlete. She wears her title like a trench coat, and the second it’s off, you see she’s only ever a sweats-on-the-couch kind of girl beneath it. The sweatshirts hiding a single butterfly tattoo over her heart for the mom she lost ten years ago, the same spot she presses her palm to now, always does when she’s uneasy.

Her hand squeezing mine when she got that tattoo, tears streaming down her face, shop lights overhead flickering.

“So?” she says.

“You haven’t been back here,” I say.

“Yeah. I dunno, it always kind of felt like our place.” She says this, again with that smile, and I know better than to let it affect me. I know.

“No new ink,” she says, eyes running over my arms. I look down at what she can see in my T-shirt. I shake my head, but it’s a lie. Just nothing new on my arms. She doesn’t need to know that. Maynor.

“You changed your name.” I can’t hold her eye, saying it. I sweep the room. A couple dancing on the open floor in front of the bar, the guy in a faded Rockies hat, the woman in cowboy boots and a skirt. We used to come here like that. Pearl snaps and dress boots, Josie in a short dress, out for a night on the town. Live band twice a week. Her soft laugh as she’d tuck her head into my shoulder on a slow song.

When I turn back, she’s watching me. She drinks from her glass, presses it to her lips. The surreality of this entire day pressing in. Sitting across from someone who was there for such a significant portion of my life, was not only there but was instrumental in the making of me. Someone who knows everything about me, who I know everything about. And yet … There’s a gap. I know nothing of the last four years of her life. How is that even possible?

“Of course I changed my name,” she says. “Wouldn’t you?”

I shrug, look away again, search for something to take me away from this conversation and this day and those fucking images in the files and Pete Noland staring up at the ceiling. I squeeze my eyes shut. When I open them, her expression has shifted. She’s angry.

“What the fuck are you thinking, Daniel?”

“What?”

“Murphy said you’re going back on active duty. You’re seriously gonna go back there?”

“Josie, come on. I don’t need—”

“I don’t care what you need. Clearly you don’t either, because getting back in fatigues isn’t it.”

“You always liked me in my cammies.” I shouldn’t flirt with her. What am I—

“You’re running.”

“I’m not running.”

“Bullshit. You hated it over there. It fucked you up, and I cannot fathom why you could possibly want to go back unless it’s just to d—”

“Josie,” I say.

“So that’s it,” her voice quit. “You’re trying to end it. You’re trying to—”

“Josie,” I say again. My heart racing.

The dancing couple step closer in to each other. Leslie flips on the pink and red twinkly lights that run across the ceiling throughout the bar. I think maybe I just need to stand up and leave.

“Sorry,” Josie says. And then, “You know what, though, I’m really not. Is this … Are you trying to punish me? Punish us all by going over there and letting someone kill you? That’s what this is, right?”

“Believe it or not, this isn’t about you.”

“Daniel—”

Pete Noland sitting in the chair. Jack in my apartment.

I press my palms to my eyes. “This is … not the day I thought it was going to be,” I say. To my ex-wife. To my ex-wife with her maiden name, in our old seat at our bar. So much for flirting. I down the whiskey.

We sit for a while in silence. Leslie brings us another round. I don’t touch mine. The couple sways to Willie Nelson. You were always on my mind.

When Josie speaks again, her voice is gentler, but she’s not letting it go. Like always. “Getting yourself killed won’t fix anything.”

“Says the fed.”

“I’ll have you know I haven’t been shot at in about”—she checks her watch—“five hours.”

I give her an imitation of a smile. Her eyes catch on it, then she looks away.

And I see it there. For half a second. She looks young, and I can see her back at the beginning. Us meeting when we were just kids at Quantico and I was fresh off my last tour. I was fucked up, and she got me through a lot of it, the night terrors, the flashbacks. We joked and told everyone our getting together and FBI training was pretty much just like Starship Troopers—her favorite movie—chaos and long steamy group showers among taut and toned cadets (sadly very untrue), and camaraderie over a shared enemy. But the enemy was theoretical, some mob boss. Or they were real, but we hadn’t met them, just online work, remote. I hated Starship Troopers (aside from the shower scene), but I never told Josie that. The way they all cheer when the enemy bugs feel fear. These kids, who inflicted that pain. Who created that fear. Which I guess is the point of the whole thing.

The divorce rate for the average American couple is 50 to 60 percent. For FBI agents, it’s 70 to 80. It’s rare for us to get married, rarer to stay married. But when we both got assigned to Denver, of all the offices in the whole country, it seemed like fate. Especially because being assigned to a field office in your hometown is pretty much unheard of, and we were both from Colorado. So it felt like we were the kids to break the odds. Like the world somehow wanted it for us.

Like John and Annie in Take Me Ho—

“So,” she says, “all it took was one conversation with Jack Murphy to bring you back?”

“Haven’t changed my mind,” I say. I reach for the new glass, down it. “I’m still going.”

She nods slowly, bites the inside of her cheek again, finishes the glass in front of her, her eyes never leaving my face. I don’t want to feel it, don’t want to sit inside the gravity of her.

I’m in it though. I’m here. And fuck it all if being near her doesn’t just feel like home.

Is she looking at me that way because she feels the same?

“You think it’s the same guy?” she asks.

I should tell her she shouldn’t have faith in my ability to answer that question. That I’m as clueless as anyone, maybe more than everyone. I shake my head, not in answer but in a lack of one. I don’t know anything. Not who the person coercing the killers is, or whether it’s drugs—though nothing ever pops up in toxicology—a cult, or a conspiracy. Who the hairs belong to—the calling card of the actual killer most likely, but never enough as evidence to let the blacked-out murderers off the hook. Not with the juries and judges moved by their outrage, and guys like Oliver Wright pushing their might into it.

And maybe it is the individuals doing it. Maybe they’re all copycats of an original and are just the best fucking actors I’ve ever seen. We just know nothing. And the top of the pile of the nothing I know is how and why I’m sitting here again, letting myself pretend for a minute that I didn’t lose the woman in front of me a long time ago.

“What’s up with Whileago? You goin’ there tonight?” she asks.

“Fuck no,” I say, flinching at the name.

“Seriously? You’re just … not gonna go? Is it like … holding up okay?”

I shrug.

“No one’s been over there?” She says it in the disappointed, certain, accusatory tone of a woman who’s been let down a hundred times.

“I mean … not as far as I know.”

“Well, you’d be the only one to know, it’s your hou—”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I say. And I mean it. I really fucking don’t want to talk about it. Or think about it. How am I here?

Josie clears her throat. “So,” she says, her voice taking on a slight hint of uncertainty. Nervousness even. “You’re back now, which, you know, I thought you probably wouldn’t be. Like ever. But, um, there’s something I should maybe tell you.” She fidgets with her empty glass. “You know,” she says, “since you are back.”

I wait for her to speak.

“Nat,” she says, “Tillman. I mean, obviously you know who Nat is. Um, so he and I have been … seeing each other. For a while now. He … he moved into the house, with me. I just thought, you know … that you should know.”

I stare at her.

“What?” I say.

“Well, I mean, it’s been four years. And after everything that went down, you know, Nat was there. He’s been there for me. I know you never really liked him, but he’s a good guy. And … we’re happy.”

Lucinda Williams comes on over the speakers. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Leslie pouring again. As if sensing that I need to get absolutely obliterated. A shadow lingers near her behind the bar. Leslie pouring one for me and one for the woman shacking up with …

Nat fucking Tillman?

No. No to all of this.

I stand, stumble almost, over to the bathroom. I shove myself into a stall and unzip my jeans to piss. I’m shaking again. With what? Rage? Exhaustion? Déjà vu? I put my hand on the wall for stability, for something that isn’t going to be pulled out from under me.

The first day of the rest of my life is a seriously fucked-up time travel back through the rabbit hole, and now this. Tillman living in my old house with Josie. Tillman sleeping in my bed, plopping down at the end of the day on my couch that Josie and I picked out together, watching my TV and eating off our plates that we were given at our wedding.

Jesus Christ. Josie still uses my streaming logins. I thought it was sweet. The one way we’ve been tied together, the one thread holding us from afar, even if we never spoke again in the whole rest of our lives. I don’t watch movies anyway, not since I was a kid, and then again when I was married to her. But every now and then I look, see what she’s watching, try to picture what she’s doing. Sure, I did it more two years ago than now, but every so often …

But Tillman is the one watching those movies. With her. All her sci-fi movies. I remember now, the guy believes in UFOs. He drinks out of an X-Files mug at the office that says I WANT TO BELIEVE. Tillman probably in a fucking Starship Troopers T-shirt or something, making her popcorn and making her laugh because Josie would never be with anyone who didn’t make her laugh. It was maybe the biggest way I failed her in the end—any humor in me, the case did away with completely.

But those images. The look on every single one of those people who killed and didn’t remember doing it.

I believe them. Maybe I shouldn’t. I probably shouldn’t. But I can’t help it. They’re all so horrified. How do you make jokes after that? How do you do anything? Sixteen lives ruined. Now twenty. Twenty lives. And that’s not even the whole of it. There’s all the lives theirs touched. Countless victims unspoken for. Parents, siblings, children, friends. How does anyone come back from that? From the stigma and the lifetime of their names being googled to find only brutalities that had nothing to do with them. This poisonous thing spreading like rot, further and further, until it destroys all of us.

My parents and I had been discussing the case, on the way out to Red Rocks, when the truck lights swept through the night and blinded us.

I close my eyes, hold the wall for support.

The answer is, you don’t come back from any of it. You pack up your life and head off to war. You leave your shithole past behind you and don’t let yourself get sucked back in.

I button my pants and step over to the sink, run my hands under the water, my eyes on the flow of it over my skin. I check my watch. It’s almost nine. This day has gone on forever, and I need it to end. I let my eyes raise to the spot in front of me that’s always been graffitied wall.

It isn’t this time.

Blood.

Fuck.

Blood.

I jump back and swear.

Blood in a bathtub.

I hold my arm up over my eyes.

Blood overflowing the bathtub and crawling out over the tiles and—

I swear again, turn around. This bathroom has never had a mirror in it. Never. It was one of the best things about this place. Who needs a fucking mirror in the men’s room? And who decided one day to spend the dumb fuckin’ money to add it? I think I’m gonna be sick.

Finally, turned away, I open my eyes and stare at the stalls. After a few minutes, the blood recedes from my vision. Someone’s scribbled on the wall DEFEND THE WILD, CO NEEDS WOLVES. Someone else has scribbled over it DEFEND YOURSELF. KILL ’EM ALL. A flyer is stuck to the wall that says FEELING LOST? FIND YOURSELF IN YAMPA, over a photograph of a white dome in a field.

Things have changed. This bar has changed. I’ve changed, even if it doesn’t feel like it coming back here. I’ve grown past all this, have made peace with the fact that I will not solve this case. That there is nothing I can do to get my life back.

I have a choice in this. I have a plan and people counting on me. I don’t have to sit here and watch Josie and Tillman have their happy love affair, and the faces of all my former colleagues and friends looking at me with such pity, my life so full of shame and guilt and every feeling that will eat a person alive, has eaten me alive forever. I do not have to walk back into Whileago Manor, or deal with this motherfucking mirror in this bar bathroom.

My stuff is still packed. I can just get on the road tonight and drive to San Diego. Call Murphy from the highway and tell him I’m not the guy. I haven’t had too much to drink yet. I can do this. I can get on with my life and get the fuck out of this place.

I grab a paper towel, keeping my eyes down this time, again that relief creeping back into me, that sense that things might start to look up. Today is the day I’m going to leave it all behind, for good. Maybe this is a test from the universe or whatever fucked-up gods there are, and the only way to pass is to turn my back on it. To walk all the way away and never look back.

I dry my hands and toss the paper towel into the trash can a few feet away.

It goes right in.

And then I do smile. Just once, just for a moment.

That is, until the screaming starts.
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Josie.

I run. I’m unarmed. I’m not thinking about anything, just her.

I find her in the bar in shooting stance, pistol trained on the chest of a man standing near the door.

She’s talking to him. The scream wasn’t hers. My brain takes in the information out of order. The person screaming is the man Josie is pointing her gun at. The person screaming is dripping rainwater and blood.

Thirties, tall, male. Hysterical.

The person screaming is naked and wearing someone’s skin.

Here.

Almost at once, he seems to realize there’s something on his shoulders. He reaches around with shaking hands to remove it, holding it out in front of his face. An entire human pelt hangs there, before the whole of Mama Tried. Deflated face, black hair shaved tight to the scalp, no feet or hands. The screaming man’s volume surges as he takes it in, eyes frantic, searching around the bar, blood and rainwater dripping down to the floor.

He drops the skin to the ground. Turns, doubles over, vomits beside it. He stumbles on bloody, bare feet. Unsure where to go, vomit dribbling over his lip and tears and rainwater streaming down his face through the blood smeared all over.

Leslie hangs up the bar phone. She’s called it in to the local cops.

This can’t be happening. Here. Now. In person. I reach slowly for my own cell and shoot Jack a text with one hand. Josie takes a step forward toward the man. The Drifter. He flinches back from her. She slowly sets the gun down, still talking, still trying to calm him.

I back myself through the exit, into the wet night, sprint around to the front. I don’t know which direction he came from. The rain, still pelting the ground, the parked cars, me. I don’t have my jacket, but I don’t feel the cold. I don’t feel anything.

I run to the car for a flashlight, move the beam over the slick pavement. Make a full sweep of the parking lot. I head down the road to the east, and then to the west. My limbs electric, every heartbeat, every moment. He’s here. One of them is here. Now. Third in a week.

We’ve never had access to an actual crime scene, never even knew where the skinnings had taken place. And now, here I am, witness to this man fresh off his kill. And I’m sweeping the road again and again, back and forth. The rain pelting incessantly, taunting me. Back and forth, I run and slow. There have to be tracks, there has to be something. Feet pounding on wet asphalt, my feet, asphalt I’ve trod a thousand times. The red, orange, green from the Mama Tried sign reflected on the blacktop, the surface slick like a mirror. Find something. Anything.

Three in one week. This one in the bar we’re in.

I stop. Stare out into the night through the rain. Open road stretching in both directions from the parking lot, nothing but black beyond.

This one bringing the crime to us.

There’s nothing out here.

I grab my pistol from the car and head back to the front door that the Drifter just walked through, minutes before me. Through the front window, I see him. See Josie too. I slow. He doesn’t even know she’s there. In the light of the bar, pink-red lights twinkling above them, surrounded by the cold wet night.

The man’s fallen to his knees, no longer screaming. He’s sobbing. Like Pete. I’d bet like the highway patrolwoman too. Josie kneels beside him, speaking low and soft. The man who had an identity of his own before tonight, who was a person with people who loved him and dreams and wants and needs.

Just as the sirens reach my ears, the man’s anguished cries become words.

How did I get here?
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