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Nearly a year her boy had been dead, and Emily Yates figured that was long enough.

She spent the evening getting ready. She ran a bath; she filled a bowl with small bones. In the garden she lit candles – five in total and placed in a wide circle, just as she’d been taught. The grass here was long and unkempt, and when she knelt it scratched against the crook of her neck.

It was late but it was warm; the heat of the setting sun still lingering in the air. In the centre of the circle she used the bones to build a mound, and she covered it in dry wood and strands of Danny’s hair taken from his hairbrush, and she pictured his face as she sat before it and raised a shaking hand, and she cried out as she ran the blade across her palm.

The blood spilled down the knife and made her fingers slick. It splashed across the earth and the hair and the dry wood and in the moonlight it stained the small bones black. She dropped the knife and pressed a dishcloth against the wound. She struck a match and set fire to the mound, and as she watched it burn something shifted inside her. A fluttering in her belly. The mad thought that it was Danny, moving, kicking, waiting to be born again.

New life comes at a cost.

Larkin’s words. His warning. Drummed into her as she’d sat in his trailer. His voice stern, his gaze steady. He hadn’t let her leave until she’d repeated it back.

Do not try to cheat what is due.

Rising, Emily held tightly to the dishcloth as she left the circle and retreated into the house. Through the back door and up the stairs. The bath was already filled, and she sat on the edge and trailed her fingers across the water’s surface. She felt the chill on her nails. She imagined how it would feel as it closed over her head. The outside world fading. The muffled sounds, the muted colours. A cocoon wrapping itself around her.

One way or another, payment is always taken.

She removed her bathrobe and folded it neatly on the floor. She knelt on it, her knees grateful for the thin layer of padding on the hard tiles. She wondered who would find her. She wondered what she would look like. Crouched over the bath, her hair splayed out across the water’s surface like some sort of dead plant. She knew it would take courage not to lift her head out. To exhale slowly, to feel her chest shrink, to make the conscious decision to keep going. She would think of Danny in those final moments. Her son would be a comfort to her then. He would hold her hand and guide her to him. He would embrace her beneath the water. He would tell her that she was strong and unafraid, and that she was brave to give her life so that he could live again.

One way or another, payment is always taken.

And so Emily Yates closed her eyes and gripped the edge of the bathtub, and she said his name – once, out loud and only in a whisper – before rocking forward and plunging her head into the freezing water.
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John Deacon sat at a corner table in the Frontier Diner, chewing steak and half watching the warm-up and drinking iced tea, and when an attractive woman approached him and asked if he wanted to dance he said no. This was the evening of September twenty-fifth, a Friday, unseasonably warm, before the yellowjackets had started to dwindle.

The woman sat down at his table. Flounced, even. She angled her head between him and the TV behind the bar and fixed him with a look.

‘John,’ she said, and she waited until he’d set down his fork and leaned back against the worn leather chair and focused his attention on her. ‘John, you promised me a dance tonight.’

‘I know.’

‘I been waiting three months for a dance with you.’

‘I know.’

‘“Tonight, Patty.” That’s what you told me.’

‘I know.’

‘That all you got to say? “I know”?’

‘What about the other week—’

‘Oh, that kitchen shuffle doesn’t count and that you do know. Besides, it was a damn radio advert.’

‘It was “Nessun dorma”.’

‘It was a radio advert, John. You could barely hear the music for the prices of those used cars he was selling.’

John felt a smile trying to make its way across his face. He let it spread, said, ‘They were good prices, though.’

Patty managed to hold out for another few seconds. She relaxed into her seat as she laughed. She slid her hand across the table and found his. ‘How’re you doing?’ she asked him.

‘I’m doing all right,’ he said, enjoying the feel of his wife’s warm fingers entwining his own.

The Frontier was busy tonight. A filled dance floor, a queue for tables and a crowd of guys hunched over the bar, watching the pre-game. In a little under an hour, the Aurora Vipers were playing the Fairmont Panthers. It was the start of the season, the players still fresh and hungry, and while the Vipers had never been the best high-school team in the state, they’d beaten the Panthers about as often as they’d lost so it’d be a big turnout, both at the stadium and on a hundred different television sets across town.

They’d brought out dinner while Patty was away from the table. She tucked into it now. Leather britches and hot cornbread. The sort of food John’s grandmother had made. Green beans she’d hung on string behind the wood stove for days, until they’d shrivelled and dried out. She’d cook them in fatback and serve them with a raw onion. The dish had turned John’s stomach since the first time he’d tried it. The sort of food people had once resorted to eating during the long mountain winters, now tossed into a mini-dehydrator for a few hours and charged at a premium for the tourists.

‘I still don’t know how you can stomach that,’ he told her.

Patty grinned and bit a shuck clean in half. He could hear the crunch over the TV chatter. ‘It bugs you, doesn’t it? An East Coast girl coming over here and enjoying your famous Appalachian cuisine.’

‘I swear you eat that just to spite me.’

‘Well, I just hope you’re enjoying your steak.’

‘Oh I am, very much.’

He knew what she meant by it. Since starting treatment, the doctors had told him to ask for his steak well done on account of his compromised immune system, and a lesser man might have just given up steak altogether at that point but not John Deacon. He asked for it well done now and at first people had looked at him funny but not any more. Aurora was a small town, and nothing spread through a small town faster than bad news and gossip, and what was cancer if not both? And so they brought him out chunks of meat charred and blackened and served with extra sauce and an unspoken apology on the side, and he chewed it with a smile on his face.

Patty watched him work his knife through a particularly gristly bit and she snorted and waved her fork at his plate. ‘It looks like it might be the worst one yet, honey.’

‘It’s not so bad.’

‘It looks about as dried out as these beans.’

John started to laugh and the strength went out of him. He set his cutlery down. ‘I think maybe they’ve started cooking everything in the dehydrator now,’ he said.

They both lost it a little at that. Patty doubling up, her dress nearly touching her food. John wiped his eyes and felt his chest go light. It was a nice moment.

‘You want to order something else?’ Patty asked him.

‘No, I’m not really hungry anyway.’

She nudged her plate towards him. ‘You want some of mine?’

‘Absolutely not.’

‘You want to dance?’

John turned and glanced over at the dance floor. He was probably at least double the age of most people up there. And even if he wasn’t, the thought of putting himself on show made him shiver. He glanced at his watch. ‘Game’ll be starting soon,’ he said. ‘I don’t want someone taking our seats.’

‘Oh please, no one will take our seats, John.’

‘Well, just in case.’ He pulled out his wallet and thumbed out a couple notes. Set them down on the edge of the table and smoothed them flat with his palm. ‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘When we get home, why don’t I try to find that radio advert again?’

Patty smiled and squeezed his hand. ‘I’ll give you a pass tonight,’ she said, ‘but if Cher starts singing “Just Like Jessie James” before we leave, it’s out of my control.’

He thought he saw sadness pass briefly behind her eyes. He wondered how she saw him. As an older man, a tired man. Mid-fifties and still recovering from the surgery, from the months spent strapped to a chemical drip. Still not right, still not healed, maybe never would be. Or maybe she just saw him as a selfish asshole who wouldn’t dance with his wife on date night.

She led the way to the car. Out into the warm dusk. Swept along with everyone who was heading to the stadium, passing the queue of folk who would catch it on the TV behind the bar. The clamour of the diner growing quiet as the door swung closed. It was past sundown and the streetlights were on, glowing weak, a string of amber beads above their heads. John listened to the evening noise. The soft buzz of insects in the brush, the splash of something moving in the nearby river, the steady crunch of his boots on the gravel path. It was the town’s natural music. A far better sound, he knew, than anything he’d find on some dance floor.

In the distance he watched a colony of bats flit through the trees. He watched headlights on the county road. He watched his wife ahead of him, tying up her long, curly black hair to try to keep her neck cool, her gold bracelets catching the glint of the streetlights.

John prided himself on knowing things. In his line of work, he had to. And in that moment he knew that Patty was – inside and out – the most beautiful woman he would ever meet his entire life. The fact that she chose to spend it with someone like him was one of the few things he didn’t understand.

They drove across town in companionable silence, their hands loosely interlinked on the centre console, the radio playing commentary about the Vipers’ chances tonight. Patty gazed out her window, watching porch lamps slide by.

Three blocks out he saw them: cruiser lights spilling across the dark road ahead. He slowed.

‘John . . .’ Patty said. A warning tone in her voice.

He ignored her. Leaned forward to get a better view. A single police car and an ambulance parked outside a row of small houses. One of them with the front door open.

‘It’s Emily Yates’s place,’ he said.

‘John, we’ll be late for the game.’

‘I can’t not stop, Patty.’

‘Course you can. You don’t start back until next week.’

But he kept his foot steady on the brake. He signalled and turned off the road. He bumped onto Emily Yates’s front lawn, stopping behind the parked police cruiser.

‘Well I guess I’m starting back early,’ he said.
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The patrol car belonged to Kasey Warrington. John could see him up ahead. Standing by the front door of the Yates property, tall and skinny, barely twenty-five years old, his head bowed and moving in a way that he might have been talking to himself. Psyching himself up, maybe.

Movement from inside the parked cruiser. John narrowed his eyes a little as he passed. There was a woman in the back seat. She lifted her head to stare at him through the tinted glass. He recognised her: Flora Robinson, Emily’s sister. She looked like she’d been crying.

John could suddenly feel his overdone steak sitting heavy in his belly. All of it – the cruiser lights, the ambulance, the open front door, the sister and the rookie kid pacing – all of it took hold of his stomach and twisted it tight.

‘Chief ?’

Kasey had spotted him. The guy gained nearly a foot in height he snapped to attention so fast. John moved past the car and forced a smile in greeting. ‘Sorry to intrude, Officer. I was passing and saw the lights.’

‘No, not at all, sir.’

‘What’s the situation?’

‘Uh, I got an assault and an attempted suicide.’

‘Emily Yates?’

‘Yessir. She’s fine, though. EMTs are checking her over now.’

‘Her sister call it in?’

‘Neighbours did, sir. They heard an argument. They, ah . . . I’m sorry, are you on duty tonight, sir?’

‘Not technically. Why? Everything all right?’

‘Oh, sure. Just that Chief Briscoe – sorry, Acting Chief Briscoe – said not to expect you until after the weekend, is all.’

John felt his smile go plastic. He was under no illusions as to exactly what Amanda Briscoe had been saying about him to his own officers. He glanced back towards his Ford. He could see his wife there, watching.

‘You’re the second person to remind me of that this evening,’ he murmured.

‘Is that Patty?’ Kasey lifted his hand in greeting. Patty duly did likewise.

‘Date night,’ John said.

‘Oh, are you guys going to the game?’

‘That was the plan.’

‘Well, tell Patty I just finished reading Red Dragon. And tell her she was right: it was better than the movie. I’ll get it back to her next week.’

‘Uh huh.’

Kasey looked down and scratched his scalp. ‘Listen, sir, you don’t have to hang around here. I’ve got this just about wrapped up. I don’t want you to miss the kick-off.’

John gazed at the open front door and weighed his options. How much it’d feel like a dereliction of duty if he left. How pissed off Patty would be if he stayed.

‘Give me a minute,’ he told Kasey.

The kid nodded. Relief that John was taking charge. In his eyes, in the way his shoulders relaxed. John sensed it then – the slight swelling in his own chest, the stir that came with the job, with knowing he was someone his officers could rely on. It was something his wife usually paid the price for, and walking back towards the car, he could see on her face that she knew it was time to pay it once more.

‘You’re staying,’ she said, her window rolled down, her voice flat.

‘I don’t think it’ll be long. I just need—’

‘You just need to exert your authority.’

She didn’t say it with any malice or hostility. She didn’t really say it with anything at all.

‘Patty, I’m sorry. You go on ahead. I promise I’ll be there by the end of the first quarter.’

His wife tilted her head and stared at him, and at last she smiled and a little of that tension in his stomach unwound. She reached out the open window and squeezed his arm. ‘Don’t make promises you can’t keep,’ she said. ‘Will you be all right to get there if I take the car?’

‘I’ll get Kasey to run me down the road. He said to tell you that he finished reading Red Dragon.’

‘And?’

‘Said it was better than the movie.’

‘Well, tell him I’ve got The Silence of the Lambs ready whenever he wants it.’ She finally took her arm back. ‘You know I love you, John.’

‘I love you too.’

‘Now go sort this out and come watch some football, would you?’

‘Yes ma’am.’
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Kasey led him back into the house. He read from his notebook as they went.

‘Neighbours next door heard an altercation. Breaking glass, a woman screaming. They phoned 911 about two minutes before Flora Robinson did.’

‘Can’t be many of those types left in Aurora,’ John said.

‘What’s that, sir?’

‘Concerned neighbours.’

The young officer smiled, then frowned, his chain of thought broken. He turned back to his notebook. ‘Uh, so basically Flora came round unannounced and found her sister kneeling over the bathtub, attempting to drown herself.’

‘Jesus. Like Jean Tatlock.’

‘Who’s that?’

‘Why don’t you look her up and let me know?’

Kasey flipped a page of his notebook and continued. ‘Flora found her and pulled her out. They argued. One of them broke the bathroom mirror, I’m still not sure who. Flora then called for an ambulance, said her sister had taken pills.’

‘Had she?’

‘Yessir. Combination of aspirin and something called Cit . . . Citalo . . .’

‘Citalopram,’ John said. ‘It’s an antidepressant.’

‘Citalopram,’ Kasey echoed, scribbling in his notebook.

The two men moved through the living room and up the stairs. The house was drab and unsettling. Every wall was painted the same colour: something that once might have been cream but was now a sickly yellow. Strange woven symbols and deer antlers hung above every doorway; there were cornhusk dolls and animal bones, and a thick smell of incense in the air. It all gave the place a cloying, claustrophobic feeling, as though the house was slowly squeezing itself around them.

They stopped outside the bathroom. John craned his head in and peered into the small space. It was a mess. The bath was drained but there was water on the floor, a great deal of it, and shards of glass, too. The medicine cabinet’s mirrored door hung broken from one hinge. John put his hands on his hips and sighed.

‘Well, what’re your intentions?’ he asked Kasey.

‘With Flora?’

John crouched down and looked at the floor a little closer. He could see thin blossoms of red in the water. Feathering outwards from some of the mirror fragments. ‘She’s the woman in the back seat of your patrol car, isn’t she?’

‘Yessir.’

‘So what’re your intentions?’ He stood up and turned back to the young officer.

Kasey folded his notebook shut. ‘I was planning on letting her go, sir.’

‘Why?’

‘Because her sister isn’t interested in pressing charges. And because I don’t know exactly what happened yet. Besides, I don’t think there’d be any public interest in this proceeding any further, or even Flora spending the night in lock-up. A fight like this, after finding your sister the way she did, I just don’t think it’s a police matter.’

John nodded and clapped Kasey on the arm. ‘Fine,’ he said, and stepped past him to go back down the stairs. ‘Is Emily still with the EMTs outside?’

‘She is.’

‘Good. Go check on her, see if she needs anything. I’m going to speak with Flora; I’ll come see Emily after I’m done.’

Back outside now, back into the warm September night. John watched Kasey cross the lawn towards the ambulance. The kid was still a kid, John knew, just as much as he’d been a year ago when John had stepped away from active duty. Not for the first time, he wondered how Amanda Briscoe had run his department in his absence. With a light touch, by the look of things. A light touch from just one hand; the other scrabbling about in the dirt for whatever political capital she could find over in Bloomsburg. He’d put good money on her showing up to the station about as often as he had this past year.

He approached Kasey’s cruiser and opened the door. Flora Robinson glared at him as she climbed out.

‘About damn time,’ she said, digging in her pockets for a pack of cigarettes. ‘I was just about to light up in there.’

‘Evening, Flora,’ he said calmly. ‘I’m sorry about all this.’

The woman grunted as she smoked. John waited a beat, watching Kasey speak with Emily; his hands clasped behind his back, his head tilted as he listened. The young officer had a nice manner to him, John thought.

‘They bringing her in?’ Flora asked.

‘I don’t know yet.’

‘Well, they should.’

Flora’s voice was hard, aggressive. The woman looked like she hadn’t slept in a week. Dark shadows under her eyes, her lower lip chewed nearly to shreds. She clenched the cigarette tight in her right hand, tapping her thumb off the end of it, over and over to the point where John wondered if it was more than just stress. If there was something pharmaceutical about it. If Flora was dealing with her nephew’s drowning and her sister’s slow descent into madness by crushing up a couple pills every other night and letting herself float away.

They wandered slowly over to her car. He said, ‘I thought maybe you could stay with her tonight.’

‘And just why the hell would you think that?’

‘Because you ought to.’

‘I ought to drown her myself, is what I ought to. I—’ Flora stopped. Her face flushed, her gaze dropped. She stubbed the rest of her cigarette out on the roof of her Prius before flicking it away and John had to restrain himself from saying something. Woman’s sister had just tried to drown herself in a bathtub. She was allowed to break a couple rules tonight.

Her fingers finally stopped jittering. ‘I didn’t mean that,’ she said.

‘It’s all right.’

‘It’s just . . .’

John nodded. He turned and looked back towards the house. ‘She’s still got those talismans everywhere.’

‘More than ever.’

‘How bad is it?’

‘Ask Larkin. She spends more time in his trailer than she does here, getting her head filled with all his fucking nonsense. Comes home with bones in her pockets. Nails them to the wall above her bed. It’s fucking sick.’

‘I know.’

‘He calls himself a root doctor,’ Flora said, then turned her head and spat onto the ground by her feet. ‘But he ain’t no root doctor.’

‘I’ll go talk to him.’

‘Won’t make no difference, you ask me. She’s gone already. You can see it in her eyes.’

John wanted to ask about what he could see in her eyes. The pin-prick pupils, the inflamed blood vessels. But now wasn’t the time. He needed her on side tonight.

Flora wrapped her arms around herself and sagged against the side of her car. ‘I can’t deal with her any more,’ she said. ‘I don’t think she’s ever going to get past it.’

A multitude of feelings rising within him, a hundred different things he wanted to say. That of course Emily would never get past it, that no parent ever could. That her only son had drowned in an ice-cold lake one winter’s morning and nearly a year later they still hadn’t found his body. Who the hell could get past something like that?

Inside the ambulance, Emily Yates sat hunched forward on a stretcher, a blanket draped around her thin frame. She looked tired, her face gaunt. She stared at John without appearing to see him. Behind her, an EMT was opening boxes, resetting his rig. They shared a nod before John turned to the woman.

‘Evening, Emily,’ he said.

‘Hello, Chief Deacon.’

Part of him wanted to correct her. To tell her that he wasn’t Chief Deacon, not tonight, not for another seventy-two hours. But truthfully there was a comfort in resorting to rank. A dissonance that could be helpful. Each time he’d had to deal with a particularly heavy incident, John had felt himself slide out of his skin and become Chief Deacon. Chief Deacon could take whatever shit was thrown at him, could ball it up and swallow it down, then at the end of the day would remain at the station, hung up to dry on a peg behind his office door, so that John could return home as himself once more.

It had been a neat trick, though one that had gotten harder to perform over time. The years went by, John felt himself taking longer to change back, bringing more and more of it home with him. Snatches of reports lodged in his head. Bloodied images in front of his eyes. He’d smile at his wife across the dinner table and he’d excuse himself to take a piss and Chief Deacon would be in the bathroom mirror, staring back.

So he didn’t correct her. He just sat down beside her on the edge of the stretcher. The interior of the ambulance was cramped, especially with so many bodies inside, and this close John could see that Emily’s hair was still wet.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked her.

‘I’m feeling all right.’

‘They taking you to St Luke’s?’

‘No. They want to, but I’m okay. Besides, I already threw up all the pills. Flora saw to that.’

Her voice was high-pitched, but soft. A million miles away from her sister’s hard edge, a gentle lilt to it like she’d been drinking. He wondered what the EMT had given her.

‘I’d certainly be more comfortable if you let this nice man here take you to hospital for the night, Emily.’

‘I’m sure you would, but you’re not my father.’

That line came out with a little more force behind it. John saw a glint of something in her eyes. The strength of will, perhaps, to push your head below the water and keep it there. He nodded and looked outside, saw Flora staring back, leaning against the trunk of her car with her arms crossed.

Emily watched her sister. She said, ‘I guess I need to get a new bathroom mirror, huh?’

John stood up and brushed his hands down the front of his jeans, smoothing out creases that weren’t there. ‘Honestly, I think the whole unit’s done,’ he said.

‘That’s all right. I never much liked it anyway.’

‘Would you like a hand cleaning it up?’

‘That’s kind of you to offer, but I don’t want to keep you.’

‘Well, I was going to send Officer Warrington up there, so it’s no trouble at all, really.’

He smiled at her. She blinked once, slowly, and then gave a vague nod. John could sense her drifting away. He glanced over at the EMT. ‘You happy that she stays?’ he asked him.

The man shrugged. ‘I can’t force her. But I’ve given her a dose of activated charcoal just to be safe.’

He didn’t say what they were surely both thinking. Nothing stopping her from doing it again, though.

John ran through his options. Psych evaluations and forced detentions. He said, ‘Emily, you think your sister might stay over with you tonight?’

‘My sister who broke my bathroom mirror?’ She sighed and stretched her back, unravelling the blanket from her shoulders and piling it on the bed beside her. ‘I suppose so.’

‘I appreciate that.’ John stepped down from the ambulance and onto the road. He reached up and loosened his collar a little. He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and mopped his brow. ‘Damn evenings are getting warmer and warmer,’ he muttered.

‘Maybe we’re just getting older,’ Emily said.

He glanced back at her and saw she had a faint smile on her face. He laughed. ‘True enough,’ he said. ‘True enough.’ His gaze drifted to her left hand. A clean bandage was wrapped across her palm. She clasped her other hand over it and he looked away, working his handkerchief with his fingers. ‘We’ll never stop looking for him,’ he said quietly. ‘I promise you that.’

‘Chief—’

‘I can’t promise you that we’ll find him, but I can promise you we won’t stop looking.’

The woman held his eyes for a long time before speaking. Her head tilted slightly to one side. ‘I didn’t pay,’ she said softly.

‘Didn’t pay what?’

‘What was due.’ She blinked slowly, her smile gone. ‘There is a reckoning coming for this town, John. A blood debt that needs settling. And it’s all because of me.’

He frowned. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘I know.’ Her gaze slid past him onto nothing, her voice a whisper now in the warm night. ‘But you will.’
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It was nearly half-time when he finally got to the stadium. Kasey had put the game on in the car. John didn’t think the young officer was much of a sports fan, but he’d appreciated the gesture.

They hadn’t spoken much on the drive over. John’s head was still filled with Emily’s final words, the muddled thoughts of a fragile woman on a light sedative. And yet there had been something in the way she had said it. A lucidity to her tone, a soberness to her expression. It lodged itself in his brain. It made his stomach churn.

‘I appreciate the lift,’ he said, unbuckling his seat belt.

‘No problem, Chief.’

‘You working the night shift?’

‘No, that’s me. Going to stay here a while, though, go over my notes.’

‘Officer Warrington, do I detect the allure of a concession-stand dinner?’

Kasey smiled. ‘The danger dogs here’ll change your life.’

‘I prefer the chicken fingers myself. Just make sure you get something cold to wash it down with. It’s going to be a damn hot night.’

‘Yessir, I will. See you Monday.’

‘See you Monday.’

John walked towards the stadium entrance, trying to gauge the energy of the crowd as he neared. Trying to detect it on the wind, only there wasn’t any. Not tonight. The air was hot and still; if anything, he’d swear it had actually gotten hotter since his conversation with Emily Yates.

The first half of the game had been uneventful. A risky two-point conversion midway through the second quarter was about as good as it got. The Vipers were ahead by five, but the Panthers were hungry. Aurora wasn’t careful, Fairmont would eat that slim lead for supper.

A sharp whistle and a roar from the crowd as he entered. Half-time. People jumped to their feet to grab a hot dog and visit the restrooms. John smiled and nodded at them as he slid through, working his way towards his usual seat: midway up the east side, about as close to the middle of the crowd as you could get. He spotted Patty before she saw him; she was wearing the Vipers top she’d left in the car for after dinner.

She’d always been more into all this than he was. For Patty, coming here was about representation. It was important, she’d say, that as a teacher she was seen to support the students. She’d point out kids on the field she’d taught in elementary school, which ones had eaten paste, which ones would probably end up becoming senators, and it gave John another perspective on Aurora, and on his wife, and he enjoyed all of that very much.

‘Evening, Mrs Deacon.’

Patty looked over at him and smiled. ‘That was quicker than I thought. Everything all right with Emily?’

He collapsed into the empty seat next to her. ‘Not really. I’ll tell you about it later. How’s the game?’

‘Fine. A decent conversion in the second quarter.’

‘I caught that on the way here.’ He blew out air. ‘Jesus, how can it still be this hot? It’s nearly October, for crying out loud.’

‘Weatherman says it’s going to be another couple days before it breaks. Maybe even a week.’

John grunted. ‘I’ll have lost a couple pounds in sweat by then.’ He glanced at Patty. ‘And don’t say I could do with losing them.’

His wife rested her head on his shoulder. ‘I wasn’t going to say anything.’

He smiled and checked his watch. There was still a little time before the game started back up. ‘I’m going to get a soda and take a piss,’ he said.

‘In that order?’

‘Sure. I like to sit my drink on the floor while I use the urinal. I get you anything?’

‘Another beer, so long as they’re cold. If not I’ll just take a water. And make sure you piss on it before you give it to me.’

John laughed and kissed the top of her head, then moved off into the crowd towards the concession stands. He was halfway there when he heard it. Faint enough that it might have been his ears playing tricks, or perhaps something wholly innocent – a bird call, or a whine from the ageing PA system. But others around him were pausing now, they were turning to look. They had heard it too.

The sound of someone screaming.

John quickened his pace. Away from the concession stands, back towards the parking lot. He thought of Kasey, sitting in his car working, and he wondered if the officer had heard it too.

‘Excuse me,’ he murmured, pushing his way firmly through a group of people, their heads turned in the direction of the sound. ‘Make some room, please.’

There was a side entrance to the stadium coming up. He rounded a corner and saw it ahead of him. A ramp that looped down to the exit. A small figure was hobbling along it.

‘Oh God,’ John said.

It was a boy. Dressed in jeans and a grey T-shirt, with blood on his face and down his front and his eyelids fluttering, open and closed, open and closed. His hands grasping feebly at the railing. His legs shaking with each step.

John ran for him. He made it halfway before the boy collapsed. Lying on the ramp, he started twitching, his limbs jerking in some kind of spasm.

He was nine years old. John had never been good at guessing kids’ ages but he was sure about that. Because the boy on the ground was Danny Yates. And John knew he didn’t turn ten for another month.






6


‘Make some space!’ John barked, dropping to Danny’s side. His hands rested gently on the boy’s chest, keeping him steady while letting him spasm. He looked up at the people standing around, staring. ‘Someone phone an ambulance,’ he ordered. ‘Someone phone one right goddamn now.’

Danny stopped moving then and lay still, and maybe that was worse, John didn’t know. He felt for a pulse and found one – thready but there – and he pulled out his handkerchief and mopped the kid’s face. His own heart was racing, his hands trembling slightly, his fingers slick with sweat.

‘Chief ?’

It was Kasey, emerging from the crowd, and now it was John’s turn to feel relieved at the sight of the young officer.

‘Kasey,’ he said, ‘good thing you’re still here. Help me clear a path for the medics.’

‘Jesus, is that—’

‘Kasey.’

The officer blinked and nodded, pivoting, opening his arms wide to wave people back. There was the sound of a siren now, growing louder as it drew near.

‘You’re okay, son,’ John said softly, still wiping Danny’s face. The blood had long dried but his handkerchief had turned black with dirt. ‘You’re safe.’

And then Kasey was back and two EMTs were with him, rolling a stretcher between them. John stepped aside as they stabilised the small boy. He answered their brief questions as best he could.

‘What do we do?’ Kasey asked him, watching as Danny was lifted onto the stretcher.

‘I’m going to ride with them,’ John said, glancing back towards the stadium, suddenly remembering Patty. ‘I need you to go to Emily Yates. You tell her that her son is back, that he’s being taken to St Luke’s. You drive her there yourself, all right?’

‘Yessir.’

John nodded and followed the medics down the ramp towards the ambulance. He pulled his cell phone and fired off a quick text to his wife. He climbed into the back of the ambulance with one of the EMTs and sat down next to Danny, his hand on the boy’s arm, holding it tight as they pulled away from the stadium with a lurch.

At the exit onto the street they hit a speed bump. The vehicle rattled and Danny’s eyes flickered open.

John leaned forward. ‘Danny? Danny, can you hear me?’

The medic was running IV fluids into the kid’s arm now, and maybe that helped because Danny’s gaze was focusing. His hand reaching, unsteady. John grasped it.

‘You’re safe, Danny,’ he said. ‘Your mom’s on her way.’

‘I’m . . .’

Danny started to speak but his voice was hoarse. John glanced at the medic. ‘Do you have any water?’

‘Here.’ He passed him a bottle and John held it to Danny’s lips, trickling the liquid into his mouth as best he could. The ambulance shook and juddered, and more water went onto the boy’s front than down his throat, but it was something.

‘Danny?’ John repeated. ‘Danny, can you hear me?’

‘I’m not Danny,’ the boy moaned. ‘I’m not—’

He turned his head and retched a long, thin string of bile onto the floor. John started to speak but the medic got there first.

‘I need to give him oxygen,’ he said. ‘You can talk to him when he’s stable.’

John started to object, then caught himself and sat back, watching as the medic pulled a mask over Danny’s mouth. Almost immediately, the kid seemed to relax, his eyes closing and his breathing growing steady.

I’m not Danny.

The kid was clearly confused. John kept hold of his hand the rest of the way to St Luke’s, his stomach churning as he studied the monitors, Danny’s eyelids, the twitch of his little fingers, and it was a journey of only a few minutes but it felt far longer, and it reminded him of a previous journey he’d made much like this one, sitting in another ambulance holding another child’s hand, holding his own child’s hand, and he thought of Emily Yates and what she must be going through, and he thought of her final words to him earlier that night – words of a reckoning, of a blood debt – and his stomach churned all the more.
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They’d cut his clothes off him. While he was lying on a bed in the ER, while they checked him, while they ran fluids into his arm and took blood samples. They cut his clothes off him and put them in a plastic bag. When Emily arrived at St Luke’s, her boy was wearing a hospital gown and trying to sit up.

It worked.

She waited at the doors to be let in. She gazed at him through the glass as a doctor checked his vitals and wrote on a chart. She thought of the ritual she had performed – the mound of hair and dry wood, the blood that had turned the small bones black – she thought of it and of Larkin’s warning to her, and fear gripped her chest so tight it was hard to breathe.

John Deacon was striding across the corridor to meet her. He held out his hand and she saw rust stains on his fingers, and she wondered if it was Danny’s blood.

‘Thank you,’ she said to him.

‘There’s no need,’ he said, and he smiled and squeezed her hand but there was something in his eyes.

‘Did you talk to him?’ Emily asked.

‘Barely.’

‘Did he say anything?’

There it was, that look again. ‘He’s confused,’ John said. ‘He—’

‘Mrs Yates?’ A young nurse was there now, smiling, motioning towards the doors. ‘Please, this way.’

John took his hand back and stepped away, and then Emily was being ushered through those doors and he was there, Danny was there.

He was filthy. There were great streaks of dirt on his face and hair, but that was okay. She would wash him. She would help him into the shower and she would scrub it all away. Whatever he had been through, however he had gotten here, he would be cleansed.

‘Mrs Yates?’

Those words again, only spoken by someone else this time.

By Danny.

‘Honey, it’s me,’ she said, moving closer. She held his hand, her fingers wrapping around his like they always had, like muscle memory.

He withdrew his arm to his chest and stared at her. ‘What are you doing here, Mrs Yates?’ he asked her. ‘Where’s my mom?’

Emily paused. ‘Danny, it’s me.’

‘I want to see my mom.’

‘I don’t . . .’

The doctor beside him placed a calming hand on his bare shoulder and said, ‘Danny, this is your mom.’

‘That’s not my mom,’ Danny said, shaking his head. He recoiled along the bed, his gaze darting around the room. ‘That’s not my mom.’

That fear in her chest bit down again. This time hard enough to hurt.

‘Danny,’ she said. ‘Danny, listen—’

‘I’m not Danny!’ he screamed suddenly, thrashing out with his arms and kicking his legs. ‘Stop calling me that!’

The doctor moved closer, forcing Emily to step back. Someone put their hands on her shoulders and gently guided her away from the bed. She watched as they tried to pin him down. Danny bared his teeth like a dog.

‘Wait—’ she said.

Someone handed the doctor a syringe. ‘Hold his arm steady,’ he said.

‘I’m Will!’ her son cried as the needle pierced his skin. ‘My name is Will!’
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Kasey Warrington woke early the next morning. It was still dark, but it was September, it’d be dark for another hour yet.

He’d spent most of the night awake, his mind running overtime. Seeing the crowd at the stadium, the little boy lying on the ramp. Before that, across town, moving through Emily Yates’s living room and up the stairs, past the woven symbols, past the yellowed walls. In the bathroom it was the folded bathrobe that stayed with him. Emily thinking of her knees before she plunged her head under the water.

Now, in his bed, he could still smell the incense, thick and heavy in the warm air. His uniform was draped neatly over the back of a chair. He would need to put it in the wash.

He rolled to his feet and padded through to the bathroom. His apartment was small, and rented, and when he showered the pipes creaked and the water was lukewarm. The whole building often felt like it was falling apart. Like it had been built on the cheap and was one firm door-slam away from collapsing completely.

He washed up and got half dressed and went into the kitchen to make himself a coffee. He stood in bare feet and drank it hunched forward over the stove top. He could hear his upstairs neighbour’s television set running; ad breaks on Fox and Friends pushing Toyota Corollas and erectile dysfunction pills. It was a near-constant sound. So much that sometimes Kasey could barely stand to be in his own kitchen. So much that at one point Kasey had felt he ought to check on the guy. He’d knocked on the door and an angry old man hauling an oxygen tank on squeaking wheels had told him to get lost, and Kasey had caught a glimpse of the apartment over the man’s shoulder – piles of trash; cartons of takeout; no blinds, just newspaper stuck over the window turning the light to this dark, dirty yellow – he saw it for a split second before the door was slammed shut, and he hadn’t even had a chance to say why he was there, that he was just checking to make sure the guy wasn’t dead, wasn’t slowly decomposing in the shower or face down in his bowl of Frosted Flakes.

Those were the moments he felt it strongest. The allure of the big city, the gentle pull of it. The moments when gravity was a little less, when it almost seemed as though he could float away if he pushed his feet off the ground hard enough. He saw the protestors, same as everyone. He read their signs, heard their chants. Aurora is burning, written on banners in thick brushstrokes of dark paint and strung up in front of the high school, or the local Burger King, or the Strip Steel Credit Union. Kasey read them and wanted to tell them that Aurora wasn’t burning, not yet anyway, give it some time first.

He’d been the preliminary officer on the scene. Early November, and cold. He’d worn thick boots and leather gloves, and he’d worked his way to the edge of Cottonmouth Lake carefully, over frozen grass and ice-peaked mud. All the while trying to reach Acting Chief Briscoe. On the phone, on the radio. The station telling him that she was still in Bloomsburg, that it was two o’clock in the morning, that she wouldn’t be back until noon. He’d stood and looked out over the still water and he’d prayed for someone to tell him what to do.

Thank God for Buddy Loman.

That’s what he’d thought to himself. Watching the older cop’s car bounce over the dirt track, watching as he trudged forward, his hand raised in greeting, his thick coat pulled tight around his chest.

Dispatch says two boys.

More noise from the television set above him. A blast of canned laughter, the sound warped and grating. Don’t let a mouthbreather stop you from getting a good night’s sleep. Kasey closed his eyes to it. He finished his coffee and poured himself another cup and took it through to the bedroom. The steady squeak of rusted wheels followed him; his upstairs neighbour taking advantage of the ad break to take a piss.

As he stood in front of the mirror, fixing his tie, the stench of incense was overpowering. A sour, fetid smell. He balled up yesterday’s uniform and tossed it into the basket. It was barely half full but he made a mental note to visit the laundromat first chance he got. He opened a window, the air outside already hot and barely moving. The bedroom stank just like Emily Yates’s living room, and now he was back there again, climbing those stairs, gazing at the yellow walls, at the collections of feathers and bones.

He thought about Emily. He thought about how she was the night before, he thought about how she was the night her son vanished. He thought about Danny, back from the dead, risen from the watery depths of Cottonmouth Lake. He thought about Will Keefe, still down there, perhaps, still struggling towards the surface – because dispatch had said two boys, and Danny Yates wasn’t the only one who vanished that day.
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